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ABSTRACT

John Barth’s fiction has been described by some critios and

¥
reviewers as precious and self-absorbed. They reject his work as

meaningless becavuse it seems td them to be empty, self-

referential, and self-enclosed. This study argues that tha\self—
reflexiveness of Barth's fibtion does not prevent it from belng
meaningful. Bat£h's fiction uses self-reflexiveness to explore
the value of narrative to the postmodern novelist and reader, and

he has announced his belief in the importance of printed

¥

narrative as a means of structuring meaning in two influential
essays, "The Literature of Exhaustion" and "The Literature of
Replenishment.™ The vafues and principlies he expresses in these
egsays prbvide é context for this discussion of‘Barfh’s f;qtion.
In his use of self-reflexlve first-person narrators and a
method he calls "The Principle of Hetaphorié Means™ (making eaoh
aspect of a particular narrat{ve carry an emblematié charge),
Barth reveals an essentially humanist approach to n;rrative.
This study locoks primarily aE‘Barth's use of first-person
narrators, who fall into three groups. The first group--the
"Scriptotherapists™--consists of those narrators who tell their

life-stories to achieve some measure of self-knowledge and self-

control. Through these "Scriptotherapists,” Barth demonstrates

11



that narrative structures are fundamental to structures of
meaning and po traditional, humanist stpuctureS'of the self. A
second group-sfhe "first—person, tiresomeg group-;is formed by
narrators who sense that they have no authority over tﬂéir lives
'. because gﬁ unknown Achor has given them 1ife by writing them in
a narrative. Through his'"first-person, tiresome™ narrators
Barth explores questions of the autonomy of thé narrated self, of
referentiallity, of lJanguage, and of authority in narrative. A- |
final group--the ”constellated; narrators—;consists of narrators™
who think of themselves as Authors writing narratives which will
be of value to their readers. Even as they write their own life-
gtories, the "constellated" narrators tend to be more interested
in narrative as an act of communication rather than self-
definition or self-preservation, and theirs is thg most
affirmative view_of the powers of marrative. .

Barth’s program for revitalising postmode:n narrative,
announced In "The Literature'of.Replenishment," demands a
synthesis of premodern and modern narr;tive strategies, In his
an canon, he strives for this synthesis by reworking mythiec
material and by writing "imitations" of eighteentb—century .
English novels. The study concludes with an analyslis of Barth’s
reworking of the epts{;lary novel in LETTERS as a way of
investigating the kind of synthesis that Barth séeks for the

r

postmodern novelist,



. Chapter 1

"working in the first person®

The narrator of John Barth's short sfory "Title" complains
- .
to his mistress that "Everything’s finished."™ When asked to name
elght examples, he responds: "Story, novel, literature, art,

humanism, humanity, thé self itself. Walt: the story'’s not

finished" (Lost In the Funhouse 104). Many of Barth's readers

have seen in his self-reflexive ffction_his own fear that
literature and the humanist tradition which it supports are
"finished. "™ fBut Barth's fiction, like the narrator of “Tigle."
1nsi§?s that the end of the story has not yet been reached., When
he published his influential essay "Tﬁe Literature of Exhaﬁstion"

in 1967, Barth admittedly asserted the "used™Mipness” of the

N

novel, apparently concurring with those critlics who were

complalining that the novel was no longer a viable narrative \
1 .

form. That essay does not, however, announce either the death

of the novel or the death of narrative; it simply observes that

the novel as shaped by modern writers ig no longer expressive of

contemporary experience. What it does announce is Barth's

conviction that in the 1960s the no&el was Iin a stage of

transitioﬁ, perhaps even a state of crislis. The casual tane of

the essay, however, assures readers that this situation is

nothing about which to be alarmed. In the wake of speculations

and theories which had called into question accépted notfons of ,
B

self and literature, the novelist's act alsoc had at the very

2
leagst to be examined. In "The Literature of Exhaustion,™ Barth

’ £
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urges that the questions and problems of posthodern narrative can

be examined mdst frufitfully in narrative ;tself,‘and he 'argues
that by ur1£ing about the feeling of ultimacy, writers can-
produce new work and employ the perceived dead end against it-
gself. Barth himself went on- to demonstrate this process in his
own next work ef fiction, Lost in the Funhouse:?a series of

sﬁért, self-reflexive narratives in which author-characters
o

explore their options and question their g;thority as narrators.

Both the esgay and the fiction demonstrate Barth's sense of
. ' 4
himself as working within the continuing tradition of the novel.

In 1980, he published a follow-up essay, "The Literature of

Replenishment,™ in which he concludes that in his 1967 essay he

+

was documenting, not the used-upness of the novel form itself,

but the end of moglernism and the beginning of what has come to be
. . . ~

kndwn as postmodernism. ‘Barth has frequeﬁtly-referred to his
literary apprenticeship, learning to write by reading not dnly.
the modernisf;, Joyce and Kafka, but also the works of second
generation moéernists Beckett and Borges. Joyce’s influence is
most obhvious ;n the seif-reflexiveness of'éarth's fiction and in
its foregrounding of ]anguége. The parallels are mogt clear iIn

L

‘Lest In the Funhouse, as Barth presents his portrait 'of the

artist as a young man, Ambrose Mensch, sharing many of the
preoccupations of Stephen Dedalus. Barth acknowledges his

admiration of Borges In "The Literature of Exhaustion.” While
) Y |
_Bartﬂbs works dohébifstructurally or stylistically resemble those

A

. ' ’”
ot Borges, he shares with Borges Jan awareness of the power of

N



narrative to'create alternate realities and to reflect upen

-~

itself. Barth's indebtedness to these precursoré has been the
. _ 3 ’

subject of much of the early Barth criticism. In 1967,

however, he seems,to have felt that the obscura,hself—conscious,
and elitist modern novel was no longer writable.

In the 1980 egsay, however, he ackno&ledges that while the
modern novel may now be somewhat obsolete, the novel 1ltself s
not an exhausted form. Citing the works of Italo Calvino and
Gabriel Garcia Marquez, he draws attention to the revitalization
of ;he novei which has-occured since he wrote his earlier essay.
He now examines the genre using a model comprising three stages:
.premodern, moaern, postmodern. The postmodern writer must, h;
ingists, write with an awareness of both modern and bremodern
praqtices and. try to produce fiction whicﬁ is a “synthesis.or
trangscension of these antitheses™ (70). At the same time, the
novelist mugt be aestheticéll& up~to-date, responsive to changes
in the "modes, " "materlals," and "concerns" of h;s genre because
these are "doubtless as gsignificant as changes In a culture's
general attitudes, whigh its artshmay both ingpire and reflect”
(69). Unliike the narrator of "Title," who feels that his '
narrative is possibly outmoded (possibly aslso unread), the Barth
of the segpnd essay-clearly gsees himself playing a role in his_
culture, speaking to It about itself. in order to do so, he
feels that he must be aware of the traditlon'of narfative out of
which he 1s working becausé it has helped to define the cultural

sensibility to which he gives shape in his fiction.

This is the convicticon which ingpired Barth to explore the

L
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traditions of oral narratibe, Greek myth, and the early English |
novel in the works of fiction he published between the two
e83ayS. The narratives published in these thirteen years are the

most complexly self-reflexive of th's canon. Jn them, he is

attemﬁtihg to discover which kinds of rrative and which

qualities of narrative can be made available to postmodern

-

fiction. His attempt met with a great deal of criticism. in-

fluenced by the apparent pessimism of - the 1967 essay and uneasy’

-

with self-reflexive fiction, many critics and reviewerg declared

that Barth had given up trying to write meaningful or accessible
4 : .
narratives. Certainly, beginning with Lost in the Funhouse,

¥
Barth became more and more Interegsted in the act of naf?a&ion and
apparently less interested in the finished narrative 1tself, but

even in his first, widely acclaimed novel, The Floating Opera,

Barth presented a narrator, Todd Andrews, who drew to his l§§
reader:s attention fhe artifice of his narrative. A care?ul
readln;bbf Barth’s work to da&é reveals that his goal as a
noveli® has always been to‘défiﬁé his regponsibility as a writer
and that hg(has done so by presenting narrators who dlscaver

that narrative prqvldes them with a structure for defining them-
selves. Thelr dliscovery reflects his own discovery that
narrative as a mode of understanding and defining the human
condition is 1::;Tuable in a postmedern culture. In an over-
looked pagsage of "The Literature of Exhaustion,™ he confirms his

alleglance to both his -humanist heritage and the contemporary

concerns cof the novellist. The most admirable writer, he asserts,

\\ i'

-
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is one "whose artiStic.thlnking is as hip as any French new-
novellat’s, but whe maquéts] nonetheless to spaeak eloquently and
memorably fo our still-human hearts and condltions, as the great ,~:}
artists have always done® (269-70). i |

With this as his stated aim, Barth places himself flrmly in
the humanist tradition of story-tellers and novellsps. But,
writing as he doe; with a sense of crisis and change, he cannot
simply repeat the érédition. He cannot, for instance, write
realistic novels in the style of, say, George Ellot or modernist
anes like those of James.prce. Instead, he feels that he must
determine what avenues remain open to the Qriter committed to both
a humanist purposé and a contemporary awareness of the opaqueness
of language. Barth experiments in his fiction with various kinds
*of narrative in order to arr{ve at an understanding of the roles
that narrative can play in a culture which recognizes that
"linearity, rationality, consciousness, cause and effect, naive
{llusionism, Fransparent language, innocent anecdote, and middle-
clas; moral(gghventions are not the whole story" ("Replenishment"

700, In The Sot-=Weed Factor and LETTERS, he gelf-consclousliy

employs the picaresque and the epistolary conventions of the

eighteenth-century novel; in Giles, Goat-Boy, Lost in the

Funhduse, and Chimera, he expléres the use of myth and archetypal o
story elements in contemporary fiction; and in §abbatical. he -
explolits thé patterns of romance.

While each work is a new departure, a testing of the various
alternatives open to the contemporary writer of narrative, Barth

always remains committed to the develbpment of character and



piot. Certainly, Barth often maﬁipulates character and plot to
draw attention to their fictiveness, but they remain central to
4
his work because upon them depends the "dramaturgy" which for
Barth 13 crueciail to entertaining narrative. "l think that
aramaturgy is my strong sult,™ he has séid (Rellliy 19). By
dramaturgy, ﬁe means "that business of creatin; a "whole' action
in the Arlstotellan sense, the aw;reness that literary works
really do hﬁve-?gginning, middle, and end." This element, for
Barth, defineéatﬁe novel: "Indeed the ability or disinélination'
toccome to terms with dramaturgy sometimes sorts out fiction
writers from the people whose gifts essentially lie with the
lyric" (Rellly 19-20). Even as Barth'’s works become increasingly
self-rafiexive, they continue to depict characters whose actions

are central to the narrative. The complexity of a work like

"Menelaiad" (Lost Iin the Funhouse) with its seveéh layers of

framed narrative, for example, does not obscure or eclipse the

- i .
central mction: Menelaus’ journey and his discovery that Helen

loves him. . o’
Barth’'s position, ultimately, is much like that announced by
the narrator of "T4tTeda
The fact is, you'’re driving me to it, the fact is that
people still lead lives, mean and bleak and brief as they.
are, briefer fhan Qou think, and people hage characters
and motives that we divine more or less inaccurately from

thelr appearance, speech, hehavior, and the rest, you aren’t

listening, go on then, what do you think I'm doing, people

é~



still fall in love, and oqt, yes in and out, and oﬁt and {n,

and'they please each other, and hurt each other, ian’'t that

'the truth, and they do these things in more or less conf\
veﬁtionall& dramatic fashign. unfashionable or not, go on,

I’m golng, and what goes on between them is still not only

the most interesting but the most important thing {n the

bloody, murderous world, pardon the‘adjectlves. And that

my dear is what writers have gog to find ways to write

about . . . . (108)

People, the narrator suggests, still lead conventional lives,
much like those of characters in realistic fictlion, but writers
can no longer write conventional novels. Therein lies the
postﬁodern novelist's problem: how to write meaningfully about
human experience Qhen the whole idea of fiction as representation
has been called into question. At a time when texts are read as
systems of signs rather than as reflections of'experlence. thé
gould-be humanist must rethink his tactics: He ;an no longér
assume that he iIs the authority in his text, nor that he and the
reader share an understanding of what 13 involved Iin the actsg of
writing and reading a narrative.

Barth’s solution is to retain the dramaturgy of the
conventional novel but to present it self-consclously. A focus
on the relationship of charagter to language and narrative .
replaces the traditional focus on the relationship of character
to world. As Barth told Joe Bellamy in 1872, he 1Is atfempting to

"have 1t both ways" (4). Because he useg first-person narrators,
N ‘

he claims,'he can retain the plotting and characterization of the



s - ‘
premodern novel and still follow the m&dernists in formal
experimentation and self-consciougness, thus synthesizing the two
traditicns. He explalns:

Now, {f you write a novel with an "I" narrator, none of
these things that Robbe-Grillet objecfﬁ toc as being
obsolete [plot, character, omnisciencel] can be charﬁed
against the author, because they only reflect the
' anachronistic presuppositions of a firgst-person narrator,
who is no more responsible for them than the rest of hs are
as we go-through our lives. So,.such a simple device as
working in the first person . . . it gseems to me, untles
you, set; you free from some of these objections--which
otherwise are quite compelling. (Bellam; 16) *
In this discussion aof his choice of narrative voice, Bargh shows
" how Fhe syntheasis of premodern and modern conventi;ns can be
achieved. The narrators write as premcdernistsg, more or less,
whilg Barth as author brings to bear a contemporary awareness of
the discrediting of plot, character, and omniscience. %his
tactic of using traditional techniques self-consciously 1s a
dévelopment deécr{bed by Jerome Klinkowitz as typical of
much postmodern flction. He observes that, having discarded
realisthassumptions about the transparency of language,
postmodernists now use "the materlails of a formerly naive
realism . . . for themselves rather than for the presumed
reactions they trigger Iin an unimaginative readership®

-
(Subversions xxii11). The reader ne longer looks through but at
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the narrative conventions, and tke ﬁnvelist'uses conventional
.materials and;technkgues to draw attention to their lingulstic
properties, to their functfans, and to the implications of their
manipulat;on. Their use by postmodern novelists is perforcé a
self-conscious ac£, making these conventlaong the focus, rather
than simpiy the vehicle, of the narrative.

Barth's fiction typlcally sets up a contrast between the
awareness of the Author (either Barth or an author;character)
that narrative is composed of lingulstic and structural
conventioﬁs and the belief of the narrating character ghat
ngrrative is mimetic, transparent. Through this contrast, Barth
draws the reader’s attention to the complexity of the act of
narration. His characters soon disco&er that narrative does not
simply record,their life-stories but in fact shapes and
determines the structures the; perceive in their lives, In each
work, the "dramakurgy" of the narrative depends upon the effect
that narrating has upon the narrator. And, to make his work e;en
more self-reflexive, Barth then goes on to {nsist that these
characéers are themselves only the products of his narrating pen.
As a result, Barth’s reader is f;rced to consider, along with the
character and at the prompting of the Author, the implications of
the act of ngrration. ,

When Barth does choose to use the conventions of the pre-
modern novel, he writes, as does Borges' Plerre Menard, with a
profound awareness that he'Es using conventions whose meanings

today cannot be the same as they were for their original users.

The awareness may- take the form of an almost obsessive re-
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enactment, as 1t does In the Fiefdingesqbe The Sot-Weed Factor

where Barth refuses to use any word not current at the tfme in
which the novel {is set. This.blatantfy meticulous attention to
detall indicates a parodlc, ;ather than a straightforward, use of
elghteenth-century modes. He achieves a similar critically dis-
tancing effect In Sabbatical by introduciﬁg two modes which
comment on one another. In the @idsi of the realistic narrative -
of the mid-life crisls of a typlcal American couple, Bgrth intro-
duces a sea-monster and dreams which come literally true,
Justifying his éubtitle,."A Romance."™ The juxtaposition of the
two conventlons--realism and romance--draws attentlon away from
.the action and towards the conventions which allow a writer to
introduce specific kinds of action in specific contexts. Such
gelf-reflexive uge of meticulously fe-enacted premodern con-
Qentions glives Barth's work its peculiarly postmodern flavnur.s
Through his exploration of various forms of narrative, Barth
suggests that both the act of narration and the finished. ’
narrative provide the contemporary narrator and reader with
structures with which to construct meaning. Barth would agree
with Jerome Klinkowitz (whe 1s.himself critical of the early
Barth) that‘in times of change and disaster, "reading and writing

as eplastemological acts are essential to man because they restore

dignity and place him at the center from which all sense of

reality issues" (Subversions xviii{). This is what Barth's
narrators discover as they question themselves and their own

realities by Qriting, reading, or telling life-stories.



11
Nérrative (usually written narrative) is, :ngxrealiza. the model
which they use to structure their personal historlies. Whather
they are professional writérs o} simply kéepers of Jjournals,
these narrators reflect upon the act of narration and find that
it is In the act of.telling, and not in the final product, that
they‘most fully discover the meanings revealed by thelr livés.

R

The final product is valdable, too--but to others. In "The

Literature of Exhaustion"” and Lost in the Funhnussr Barth
\

‘questions the value of printed narrative inJa multi-media age,
but in LETTERS and Sabbatical he is ready io-insist that
literary narratives (wfitten works whose readers are usually
distant‘in space and time from their writers) play a part 1ﬂ
providing modeis for the construction of meaning by readers. He
deplctg several narrators.who are inspired by thelr reading of
narratives to act In certain ways and to narrate according to
certain conventlons, Narrative has a humanising power botb for
the tef}er, who discovers gself and the world in which the self
lives, and for the reader, who finds in literature not onily
.paradligms of hum;n behavior and models of narrative structure but
also a sense of communication with the writer.

Ba?th's canon provides a varled collection of narrators, who
fall into three general categories: gsome, like Todd Andrews of

The Floating Opera, write to understand and vindicate themselves;

others, like Bellerophon of Chimera, speak to ward off silence
and death; and stil! others, Iike{Sue and Fenn of Sabbatical,

move beyond enclosed, private narration to make thelr storles

—
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public. With his na{yé{ors énd thfough them; Barth both '
questions and affi?ﬁé the value of narrative, particularly of
narrative as it has become enshrined in "literature.” In all of
his stories, Barth insists that narrating is not an escape from
reality into an 1llusory world ofjfiction but a productive ex-
plaration of :eallty achieved by e§am1ning and acknowledging the
structuring power of narrative.

Ambrose Mensch, one of the few professional wrjters to
appear 1in Bérth's fiction, originally thinks that because he is a
writer, he must divorce himself from life, remain distanced and
uninvolved. In "Lost in the Funhouse," he distinguishes between
the designers of funhouses (writers) and the loveng.(readers) for
whom funhouses are designed, wishing that‘he cogld be in the
latter rather than 1p g%e former cﬁtegory. When he reappears in
LETTERS, he still thinks of himself, in the early eplstles, as an
amateur of life because he 1s a professional writer. But as he
re-evaluates his artistic credo, he discovers that his fiction in
fact confirms his commitment to the world of day-to-day life:

5. If one imagines an artist less enamored of the wor i d

than of the lanéuage we signify it with, and less enamored

of tﬁa language than of the signifyling narration! and yet
less enamored of the narfation than of its formal arrange-
“ment, one need not ngcessarily imagine that artist there-
fore forsaking fhe world for language, langugge for the
processes of narration, and those processes for the abstract

possibilities of form,

6. Might he/she not as readily, at least as possibly, be
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imagined as thereby (if only thereby) enabled to love the

narrative through the form, the language through the

narrafive, gven_the_world through the language? Which,

like narratives and their forms, is after all among the
contents of the world.

7. And, thus imagined, might not such an artist, such an
amateur of the world, aspire at least to eﬁpert amateurship?
To an honorary degree of humanity? (LETTERS 650-51)

Barth's narrators, even such resolute formalists ag Ambrose,

1
|

aspire to "humanity" and a fiction which establishes a
rg[ationship between the writer and his or her world. Ambrose 13
just one of many Barth narrators who discover that it is through
the structuring of narrative that knowledge of both self and
others is (however tenuously) achieved,. All of Barth's narrators
at some point examine their own acté of narration, but not
necessarlly in a parrow or narclssistic way. Egpeclally in his
later works, Barth insists that narrative is ngt only a form for
self-definition but also a means of communicating with and
perhaps even of loving the world, that world which inspires
narratives. By the time he writés Sabbatical, Barth believes
that he has found a way to write about what the narrator of
"Title" calls "the most important thing." Sue and Fenn display a
broad knowledge of narrative forms and explore the usefulness of
each Iin the narration of their own life-stories and, In the
process, discover how to cope with the knowledge that narrating

the gstory of thelr year's sabbatical has given them about them-
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selves and the times Iin which they live.

Through theée narrators, ﬁarth goes on to explore how
traditional aﬁd valued narratives, such as myths.and canonical
novels, influence the narratives tha% we use to make sense of
personal experlence. Most of his narrators have spent
considerable time reading fiction; some even model thgig qives on

. - -

those of the characters in the books which they have read. The

most confident of Barth’s narrators--George of Giles Goat-Boay,

Perseus of Chimera, and Sue and Fenn of Sabbatical--belleve that
their own life-stories can in~turn provide models for their
readers. Belleving that their stori;s might be read gives the
narrators the sogace of knowing that they can communicate through
narrative with other isolated éuman beings.

’Such a belief may. be difficult to sustain, as Barth

demongtrates In "Anonymiad™ (Lost in the Funhouse), which is

~narrated by the inventor of fiction. Straﬁded alone on an island
for more years'th@n he can count, this narrator eventually tires
of story-teLing, scoffing at the limited immortality stories can
grant. But one day a jug, Just like the cnes he has filled with
his stories (scribbled on goat skins with home-made ink), floats
to his shore and inspires him to take up his pen once again to
write the ?tory the reader now reads:

I had thought myself the only stranded spirit, and had

survived by sending messages to whom they might concern;.

now | began to imagine that ‘the world contained another

like myself. Indeed, It might be astrew with isled souls,

become minstrels perforce, and the sea a-clink with
v
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literature! . . . | never ceased ta allow thé likellhood
that thg indecipherable giphers were my own; that the sea
had fertilized me as it were with my own seed. No matter,
tﬁe principle was the game: that 1 CED{? be thus mesasaged,
aven'by that stranger m} former self, whé%?er or not the

fact tied me to the world, inspired me toﬁéddress it once

.again. (189-90)
In Barth’s fiction, all souls are indeed isolated. uncertain‘
about their existence or their essence, two problems Barth's
narrators characteristically raise. They become narratprs
"perforce” and, using one of Barth’s favorite formufae. discover
who they are by looking at who they Have been, at their "former
sg&?@é." When the narrator ;f "Anonymiad" considers that he may
sbéfabié to communicate tﬁrough his fiction, he.sees a new value
in.hié invented art form. Whereas he had originally valued {t
for {ts promlises of personal immortallty, he now valués it as a
means of establlishing a relationship with his world. Llke
Ambrose, he is even able to love the world again through his
writing. Language, used to structure narrative, provides the
only meaning available to this (literally stranded) nafrator and
to the other (figuratively strandgd) ones.

Stories about onéself, as Lady Amherst of LETTERS discovers,
can be useful_in self~analy;is, but their greater value liesg In

their ability to connect teller and world, teller and audience.

Barth’s exploration of oral narrative in The'’Sot-Weed Factor,

Funhouse, and Chimera shows his interést in-telling as an
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activity which helgﬁtens ﬁgr sense.of community bf-including the
liatener in .the situation in Fhich the narrative act is
berformed. The ;strength of th%s relationship 1s demongtrated by
Barth's narrating couples: Scheherazade and Shahryar, Doony and
Shah Zaman, Perseus and Hedhsa, Sue and Fe;n, Peter and Katherine
Sagamo;e. These tellers and listeners afe also lovefs, and their
love is sometimes affirmed. sometimes forged, in the act of

’
narrating and listening.

Inevitably, they ;eflect upon their activity and the roie
which teiling storlies has played in theif relationships. But
these eelf—reflexi;e narrating couples lead Barth to a point he
wi:l stress in "The Literature of Rep!enlshment"'where he argues
that the novel! must become more "democratic™ in its appgal by l
becoming more accessible and more ente;taining-—more conducive to
establishing a Iink between the narrative anq the audience with
which 1t communicates. His analogy for the reading of a novel,
he says, "would be with good jazz or clas§ical music: one finds
much on successive listenings or close examination af the score
that one didn’t catch the first time through; but the first time
through should be so ravishing*—and'not just to specialists--that
one delights in |the repl;y" (70). lThis-power to "ravish™ the
reader is depicted by Barth in the narratives which present as
thelr cenlral action the telliné of stories. King Shahryar
enjoys Sherry’s stories as intensely as.he enjoys her sexual
favours; Bellerophon reads the "Perseid"” from cover to cover

without once stopping. Lady Amherst of LETTERS, who 1is

emblematic of (among other things) the tradition af the nowel,

‘ ¢
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becomes its embodiment by allowing herself to be literally .
seduced by some of the major novellsts of the early twentleth
century: Wells, Maeterlinck, anclair l.Lewisg, Heése. Huxley, and
Mann. Narratives provide Barth’'s characters not only with
knéwledge of themselves and the wor]d but, equally {important,
with pleasure.

Barth himself seems to share the goal of the Genie in
. "Dunyazadiad, "™ who bears his initials and resembles him
physically. The Genie tells Scheherazade that if he could be
gfanted three wishes, one would be that "he would not die without
agding some artful trinket or two, haowever small, to the generil

. 3y
treasury of civilized delights™ (25). He goé% on to explain that

he meaﬁs "the treasure of art, which {f it could not redeem the
barbarities of history or spare us the horrors of living and
dying, at least sustained, refreshed, expanded, ennobled, and
enriched our spirits along.tﬁe way" (25).- The role of
literature, as described in this passage, 1s clearly humanist:
the readers are to be educated and sensitized througﬁ thelr
reading of narrative. But In a post-humanist age, this
humanistic goal must be examined and the feasability of achieving
it assessed by the'novelist. Barth tries to explore the
relevance of hu&ghism within the narrative itself by drawing
attention to the assumptions his traditionally humanist
narrators make when they put“pen to paper or volce to tape.

The kinds of assumptions Barth explores In most depth are

those made about the }elationship of narrator to narrative and

-
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narrative to reallty. They . include assumptions about the self:

apd the authority of the self over the shape of the finished
narrative; about the nature and role of printed and oral
narrative in a postmodérﬁ culture; and about the role of the

reader 1n/9;?trmining the meaning of the text. As a result, the

relationship of ¢haracter to character takes second piace In

Barth's fiction to the relationship of narrator to narrative.

-

Robert Alté&r commen¥s in Partial Magic, his influentlial study of

gelf-congcioug fiction, that many postmodern novelists have —
become "less interested in the immediacy of consclousness tha;\}h

ﬁhe art that creataes gonsciousness and that, conversely,
/ -
consclousness creates"™ (190-91). ,
v BY
The stories that Barth's characters read and the talgs that

they narrate tend to illuminaté\%hi; interdependence of art and
conscliousneas described by Alter. Jacob Horner, for éxample,
representative of the "Scriptotherapists" amﬁng Barth's
narrators, discovers in Thé End of the Road that untij he casts

4
himself in a role provided him by myth, he cannot recognize who

he is. And only as he provides a narrative account qf himself

does he recognize the qualities (or esgence) his self]possesses.
’ . a .
Creating a self in"narrative iIs a process fraught with danger,

™

however, az Barth well knows. Aware of the. limitations of

ngrratives and of their precarious link to the ?orld to which
thgy give shape, Barth depicts several narrators, those whoqe
narrat}ve; are best describgd as written iIn ths "first-person,

tiresome,™ who feel that their narratives have either slipped

beyond thelir control or distorted their very selves. But these

b . -~
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narrators are aut-numbered by narrators, such as the
"constellated" Perseus, who discover that even if thelir own life-

stories do not meet thelir ekpectations, narratives of ltife- P

~

stories‘do have an intersubjective value.

Barth’s narrators genq;ally adopt what Todd Andrews of

AN

LETTERS would cal’l\the "Tragic View" of story-teliingt even {f

novels, like ewérything eise man-made, ultimately are destroyed

or forgotten, we must still treasure them for what value they do
have. We must'tfeat them "ak if" they matter. Narrative

theorists, of course, have argued that stories do matter a great
7 : )

deal. Hayden White, for instandée, observes in "The Value of

Narrativity in the Representation of Reality" that narrative is

not simply one ¢ultural code among others but a "metacode, a
human universa! on the basis of which transcultural messages
about the nature of a shared reality can be transmitted.” This

sense of narratlive allows White to assert that the "absence of

r

narrative capacity or a refusal of narrative Indicates an absence
or refusal of meaning itself" (6). in his fiction, éarth ?
illuminates the two key polnts made by Whitet narrative|ls a
upiversal structure that makes communication posslible, ard
narrative is fundamental to the structuring and recognition of
meaning.~ Barth's narratives allow %15 reader both to recognlize
and to enjoy the orderliness of a dramaturgically effective novel
and to deté?:lne'the ways Iin which narrative makes ﬁnderstanding
possib]e.l

#

Barth tends to favour a particular narrative form--the It{fe-

[
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story.. Peter Brooks comments specifically on such narratives in

\
IN

Réading for the Plot. Most tellers of their 1ife stories, Brooks

notes, impiicitly claim that intelligibility and meéning depend

on the complation'of a "fully predicated narrative sentence” or
"narrative totality." This completion cannot be realized, but

tﬁ: failure to achleve "narrative totallity" does not invalidate
narrative. As Brooks notes, "the performance of the narrative act
is in Jitgelf transformatory.;predicating the material of the life
story in a changed context--subordinatiné all its verbs to the ,
verb ‘I tell’--and thus most importantly soliciting the entry of

4

a listener into relation wiéh the story" (60). Barth’s complex
narratives, often objected to as defiantly uninteiligible or
K@laustrophobically seif-enclosed, confirm the importance of nar-
rd&ing as a "trandformatory™ act validated, a§ in "Anonymiad;“ by
-communication with a reader or listener. Even such a deformed
narrator as the audlo tape which‘speaks in "Autobiograpky" des-
perately aéserts, "] tell"™ (rather than simply "I am"}, iﬁ the
hope of establishing some relationship with a llstener who may
all too easily be repulsed. The narrhtor’'s awareness of his L
dependence on a listener for his very existence illustrates that
even apparfntly self-obsessed narratives recognize themselves,
however minimally, to be intersubjective acts.
Because he has chosen to write works of fiction which deal
with the problems of writing fiction, Barth has been attacked

from all quarters. For John Gardner, Barth has failed as an

angaging story-teller. In On'Moral Fiction, he comments: "Barth
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can tell stories, but most of the time he doesn’'t, preferring
artiséic self-consciousness™ (96). The assumption behind
Gardner's judgement 1s that self-consciocusness preéiudes story-
teiling, that a stéry can be powerful only if its Felling is
unproblematic. This is precisely the point tﬂat Barth's fiction

challenges, but it is a point that persists in criticism of

-
.

Barth's waork. Jerry Bryant. for instance, cancludes his review
of Chimera with aﬁ attack similar to Gardner’s:
Pegple are still reading fiction. That 1t's too often
second-rate only proves that few of our artful novelists
are;gratifying the thirst of a large reading public for
stories about itgelf--a thirst that 1s insatiable. 1
don't blame the public for preferring to read, say, The
Godfather, with its egregious steregtypes, 1ts shameful
romanticizing of cruelty and vioclence, its sentimentalized
emotions constructed according to the theory of stock
response; at least the novel shows peoﬁle engaged in ex-
\ citing actions. Chimera is iInfinitely better written
X —_— -
;¢ Nand displays an incomparably sharper intellligence. But who
wants to read a novel that {g ultimately concerned with
nothing 8o much as the nature of the novel? (216)
Bryant and Barth agree on the subject and goal of the navellsat;
a moving, entertaining represent7kion of human expe;ience {which,
for Barth, includes the experlience of marrative). But they
clé%rly digsagree on how such é repreéentatlon is to be aéhieved

and on how human experience is to be defined. The harrators of

the three novellas which comprise Chimera lead lives as
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suspenseful and exclting as tHose of the characters cf The
Godfather, struggling.with failed marriages, mid-life criges,
political turmolil, betrayai. and the nature of heroism. But
Barth, aware'that his chqracters can make sense of these lives
cnly by narrating them, mqkeé the circumstancea of their story-
telling as important and compelling as the events they describe.
Dunyazade tells her story as a stalling d%vice while she plans to
castrate her neﬁly-wed husbhand; Perseus tells his tale to explain
how he chose to spend eternity; and Bellerophon is falling to
cartain death in the marshes of Marylahd as he narrates his 1ife-
story. The dramétic emphasis has shi{fed in Barth's fiction from
- Y T—

the narrating of action to the act of narrating, but this does not
entail a rejection of plot or character--or human experience.

From a different perspective, Jerome Klinkowitz also ;ondemns
Barth, blaming Barth and Thomas Pyncﬁén;?or "confusing™ the
course of American fiction by refusing to abandon Aristotelian
notions ot the mimetic properties of fiction. (Bryant and
Gardner, on the other hand, would asserf that Barth h:g)long
gince abandoned them;) Unlike Gardner and Bryant, Klinkowitz
recognizes the validity of the postmodern impulse to examine the
act of narration, but he does not think that Barth has yet
mastered the art of writingrself—reflexive stories:8

John Barth has ' at times exploredé?mx deeply ethical

significance of facing one’'s art honestly, of continuing

to tell stories when one's narrative materials were ex-

hausted. But Barth’'s considerations have yet to be
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integrated-with his stories themselves--and in his recent

works he has told no stories, only speculated on the

possibillties and despalired of them. (Literary Disruptlions

18) '
In his reading of the despair Iin Chimera and‘Funhouse. Klinkéwitz
seems to_have over looked their ironiec characterlzat{on and thelir
comedic genre.® In @hese works, Barth presents narrators who may
well despair of their power to achigve authority over their life-
steries (Bellerophon, forl?xample). but he presents them as éomlc
characters, s%dly and obviously mistaken about themselves and
about the properties of narrative. The narrator of "Title,"
working out a strategy to deal with the fact that "Everything's
finished,”™ has to face the possibility of silence: "Silence.
General anasthesia. Self—ex£inction. Silence”™ (108). Rather
than lapse into silence, however, he.goes on to finish the story,
ﬁffirming the importance of speaking even when the validity of
doing so }s being quesﬁioned. Like this narrator, Bgrth refuses
to "despalr® over the possibilities of telliing storlies.

Moreover, he is well 'aware of the problem of integrating
"considerations"™ with stories, striving to do so through what
he calls the "Principle of Metaphoric Meang,"

by which I intend the investiture by the writer of as many

of the elements and aspects of his fictlion as posalble with

emblematic as well as dramatic value: not only the “form'

of the story, the narratlive vieupoint,_thEotone. and such,

but where manageable, the particular genre, the mode and

medlium, the very process of narration--even the fact of the
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artiféct lfself. ("Bel lerophoniad®” 212)

This principle allows for a multiplicity of suggestion, for
levels of concreteness, and for layer upon layer of significance.
LETTERS is the richest example to date of the fusion of dramatic
and emb]ematic that Barth describes here. In this novel,
described by Chaéles Harris.as‘"at once a recapltulation and
summa" (157), Barth engages the reader with characters who "he-
lieve themseives ac£ual" while exposing their emblematic
qualities thrﬁughout the novel.

Barth has repeatedly insisted that art can be meaningful
only if it draws attention‘to its artifice. I[f 1t is presented
as a simple mirror of the world (rather than as a tool with-which
we construct the world), 1t is inaccurate, outdated, and
dishanest. Only by illustrating In his fiction hqw firat-person
narrators can come to terms with thelrelationship be%weeg
narrating and tiving can Barth reflect upon the reality aof which
humanist literature is a part. The pregsentation of a narrator
who bravely cgrries on writing or speaking, even when he or she.
(or they) may be speakiﬁg only into a void produces an imagé -
which may werk profoundly on the imagination of the readers at
the same tim; th;t 1t forces them to acknowledge the artifice
which producéd the image. By examining how we use narrative to
discdver or make meanings, Barth'’s ficfién helps to define what
possibilities for meaning remain in the Qéke of modernism.

In The Exploded Form, James Mellard describes the process

through which a writer can arrive at Barth’s position. He notes
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thatlif it seems meaningless to simply imitate a social world,
"novelists might turn to mythie or archetypal or vergal wor lds
whose authority exists outside the individual, either in a ’
‘tradition.' in a collective unconscious, or in lénguage itselt"
(138>, I1f these alternatives have in turn been "suﬁverted."
Mellﬁrd suggests that "the novelist may then turn for subject and
authority or validation to the act of writing f'tself" (138).
Believing that a simple iﬁitation of the social world would be a
return to nalve premodernism (but never denying the importance of

that world), Barth considers each of Mellard's possibilities in

his fiction. In Giles Goat-Boy, Funhouse, and Chimera, Barth

exp}ofes myth and archetype in order tb determine whether they
can once again be given the "mythopoeic voltage" (Rellily 23) they

had before modernism; in The Sot-Weed Factor and LETTERS, he

tries ocut two of the time-honoured forms of the novel tradition,
the plcaresque and.£he epistolary. He 1is, in addition, always
engaged with the question of language, parf!culary of language as
writing.‘ Myth and tradition are s{gnificant for their role In
enabling the act of writing, and literary history (s central for
an exploration of the nature of the act of narration and of the
kinds of authority that this act can confer on the narrator.

With the exception of a few of the Funhouge stories and

The Sot-Weed Factor (which nevertheless includes many first-
persoé narratives), all of Bartg's fiction has been written from
a first-person point of view. These narrators are the subject‘of
this stydy. Mogt critical discussions of Barth have looked

9
either at only one text or at his chronological development.
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By focusing on his narrators, 1t is possible to identify per-

sistent concerns in Barth's fiction and to define more precisely
his narrative commitment. His novels and stories present an
impressive range of narraiors, including a sperm cell, a tape-
recording, a married Coup)e, a middle-aged woman, & middle-aged
Greak deml-god, Scheherazade's younger sister, a Maryland fguyer,
and a computer. Varied as they are, these narrators tend to fall
into one of three distinct groups, each representing a different
relationship between narrator and narrative.

ln the body of this s£udy, each group will be discussed in
somea detail. The "scripto-therapists," the most conventional

N

autobiographical narrators--Todd Andnews of The Floating Opera,

Jacob Horner of The End of the Road, and Lady Amherst of

LETTERS--write private, journal-like narratives to achlieve a
degree of self-knowledge. Their experience of the act of
narration is a therapeutic one; they discover that throﬁgh
autobiggraphical narrative tﬁZy can analyse and define |
themselves. They are confident narratorsland rarely question
their authority over their texts. Through them, Barth shows how
fundamental and natural to most narrators is the ability to use
narratlve as a structure of meaning.

The power to shape and define identity througp narrative
profoundly disturbs the next group'of narrators, who confront

much meore directly the power of narrative to control, perhaps to

pre-determine, the structures that narrators give to selves in

the act of narrating. Lost in the Funhouse and Chimera present
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several narrators who discover that the narrative can overpawer
the naérator and that the narrator cannot know whether he or she
is communicating with a reader or not.‘ The tellers of "Auto-
blography," "Life-Story," "Echo," "Menelalad,"” and "Bel-
lerophoniad" begin thelr life-stories with a conventlonal and
naive belief Iin the power of nafrative to mirror thei; world, the
same belief with which the “sér to-theraplsts"” began. But these
narrators soon reallze with terror that their tales are not
suboydinate to the tellers. The conventions and properties of
narrative dictate the beginnings; middles, and ends of thelr
lives. As they rea?ize that they.do not have final authority
over their life-storieg, they self-consciously pegin to explore
the nature of a narrative text and the relaticnships between
author, narrative, and reader. As a result, thelr stories seem
to be written in the "first-person, tirésome."

The reader figures even more prominently in the apeculations
of.thejfinal group of narrators. This group celebrates the
powers of narrative to make meaningful'(even it distortedr~
patterns out of thelir life—stories; Readers themselves, they
realiza that their completed narratives can confer on them a
qualified immortality, something valued by the narrators of

*Dunyazadiad," "Perseid,"” Giles, Goat-Boy, and Sabbatical.

These narrators, who think 0} their stories as achieviﬁg a value
as paradigms (and as having a power to last as great as that of
the "constellations"); concerns itself more with narrative as a
cultural record and as an intersubjective act. They are willing,

as the other two groups‘are not entirely willing, to complete
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thelr narratives and then to surrender thém to otﬁers, to the
tradition of literature. Like the scripto-therapists, they
affirm the value of fiction, but like the "tiresome"™ narrators,
they alsoc question closely the properties and powers of nar-
rative,

The discusasion \of these three groups is framed by discussions
of two individual novels. The study begins with a brief overview

of the uses to wﬂich narrative I3 put by the early Maryland

colonists of The Sot-Weed Factor. In the many first-person
accounts of action which complicate the plot off Barth’s
plcaresque noveil, the power of narrative to communicate, to
inform, and even to save lives Is clearly established. This
chapter raises some of the concerns dealt with more fully.by the
other groups of narrators. The study ends with a fuller ,
discussion of LETTERS, a nqvel in which narrators repreéentéf@ie
of each of thege groups Jostle together, along with the character
of the Author, uhﬁrexposes to us their fictitiousne;;. Because
LETTERS 1is a re—oréhestration of his eartier works, and because
it best illustrates Barth's sense'of the importance of working
with{; the humanist tradition and yet exposing the artifice upon

which the humanist novel is built, discussion of it provides a

.

fitting close to this study of Barth's narrative.



Chapter éw
s potent life enough”

The Sot-Weed Factor

Faced with the possible exhaustion of the novel in the
sigties and early seventies, Barth's response was to try to
fevive the form by looking to its roots in the works of Fielding
and R{chardson and by looking back beyond them to the oral

traditions which inspire many of the stories Iin Lost In the

Funhouse and Chimera. By the time that he Airites LETTERS and
"The Literature of Replenishmént." Barth has detﬁiyined that, iIf
it is to supvive, the postmodern novel must show itse;¥ to be
aware of its roots in premodern, entertaining and democratic

fiction. The process through which he reaches this understanding

begins to be apparent in The Sot-Weed Factor f(1960).

The Sot-Weed Factor 1is unique in Barth's canon because of

its use of a third-person narrator: virtually all of his other
works are wriltten in the first person. While impersonal )

narrators introduce Giles Goat-Boy and prowvide the frame for

LETTERS, first-person narrators take over from them to narrate
the bulk of those novels, Characteristically, however, the

Author’'s tale 'Iin The Sot-Weed Factor frames many first-person

narratives, and the telling of stories occcupies much of the
characters’ time. David Morel! has counted twenty-five geparate

taleg within the novel (126-27). Because story-telling and

reading absorb the characters to such an extent, these activities
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. Ll
become crucial to the plot of the novel and make the navel a

typically self-refiexive Barthian te\l. More particularly, in

L4
. e
1ts - concern with the value and mean#bg of the narrative impulse, v\
. ) .

The Sot-Weed Factor sets up the major concerns of Barth's

L

ficfion.

Ag Barth demonstrates, In the late seventeenth century
stories and documén s had an observable effect in the world. In
-

a time of widespread illiteracy and no mass media, telling or

#+

“listening to a tale.pleésantly passed the mpments of leisure at
\ ~

the end of the day. In the rough Maryland of Barth's novel, tgle

telling jolns drinking and whoring as one of the most popular

\

pastimes. But tales provide more than mere amusement: they
i

introduce one character to a character he or she has not met;
they transfer news In a country with no newspaper: they preserve
the province's brief~but vitally important histery; they link
seemingly disparate events anto meaningful patterns. But Barth
is writing about this idylile t%me in an era when the
proliferation pf mass media and the birth of the "pop culturef:
have diminlsh§: the apparent value of both orai and‘writfen
narrative. When Marshall McLuhan announced later in‘the decade
that print had been superseded by audip and yideo art - forms,
B%rth began to look more closely at oral fiction, presenting

1
M
stories for tape and live voice in Lost in the Funhouse. But in

The Sot-Weed Factor, he shows the impértant-role played by both K\ﬂ_

written nagratives (journals and diaries) and spoken narratives v

el

(tales told to pass time or to inform) in the society of

T

seventeenth-century Maryland.
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Barth's first two novels, The Floating Opera and Ibe.End;gL

1

the Road, while they present characters who setf-consciously

. x .
observe themselyes narrating their life-~stories, fit much more

tidily into the conventions of realism than does The Sot-

Weed Factor, which is the first of his works to fit Iinto the
category of "novels which imitate the form ot the Novel, by an

author who imitates the role of the Author" ("Exhaustlion" 276H).
L3

This the the kind of work Barth claimed to have written in Sot-

Weed and Giles Goat-Boy in an attempt to overcome the novel's
. (I
apparent dead end. He Indicates that he is)not simply trying to

write a premod?rn novels he is self-consclously re-working and
re-thinking the early nover. This particul;r navel imitates kﬁé
early English picaresque novels, and the Author ot Sot-Weed
imitates Fielding, to'the point of usiﬁg elighteenth-century
diction and blatahtly excluding twentieth~§entury diction.
Such pretence, as Barth is eager to point out, is a traditlonally
sanctianed activity for the novelist:

We have such a long history, in the history of tiction,

of novels that pretend to be anything but novels, The nowve)

~ starts that way. Don Quixote pretends to be an historlcal

recora translated by the Cid Hamete Benengeli, and
Richardson’s novels pretend to- be the letters of Pamela or
Clarissa. Fielding®'s novels pretend to be this, that, or
the other thing--anything exce;t that 1t be a piece of
fiction! And in the modern tradition we have novels masking

as everything: novels masking as diaries; novels, like that

L.
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beautiful one of Nabokov’s, Pale Fire, pretending t6 bg~a
poem with pedantic footnotes, and so on.

L thought it pLght be Interesting to write a novel
which simply imitates the form of the novel, rathe; than
imitating all these other kinés of documents. In other
words.lit pretends to be a piece of flction. }Bellamy 187

Ags this comment suggests..Barth sees self-reflexiveness as being
generically definitive o} the novel, an aspect of the novel
privileged in some eras and stressed leés in others. Rather ?han
write an historical nevel, which would mean underplaying this
gelf~-reflexiveness, Barth chooses to imitate an old novel form,
drawing the mimetic_tradition td.hi; reader’'s attention by
choosing to imitate a realistic novellrather than the documents--
Journals, letters--that the realistic novel has traditionglly
imitated. Robert Con Davis commen}s that, by doing sc, Barth
hopes "to clear, finally, & crucial bit of turning room for new
fliction, for [hisi own work. Here Barth attempts, as do many of
his contemporaries, and as have many modernist writers, to dis-

lodge, to a degree, the mythos of reallsm®™ (304),

In Sot-Weed Barth {s synthesising the premodern plcaresque

.
- .

and the modern tendency to'parody the traditional novel, but he
is also displaying his consistent interest in the relationship
between literature and the documents which it has imitated. This

interest is most/fully explored in LETTERS, but it also figures

in Giles GoaﬁéBoy when George eats "The Founder's Secroll™; in
f',

"Bellenophoniéd,“ when Polyeidus the seer finds himself turning,

not into other people, but into decuments from varlous future
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eras; ande-in Babbatical, with its ftifteen pages of direct

'quotﬁkion from the Baltimore Sun. Barth explores the relation-

ship between documents and narrative ‘as a way' of raising
questions about the relatifaship of fact and filction, life and
life-stories, documents and literature. In Sot-Weed the
4narrative is at three removes from reality: it Is a narrative
which Imitates, not life itself, but the ‘eighteenth-century
novel, which, in its turn, imitates the documents used to record
lite. The relationship between narrative and !ife thus seems
tenuous, but Barth proves it to bé an essentlal relationship. no

[

matter how fragile it becomes. . ‘s

One qualityrwhich separates fiction from the documents which
it imitatesbis the dramaturgy so important to Barth. Thé
Fieldingesque novel appeals to Barth as a subject for imitation
Because of its complex, highly artificial plotting. A postmodern
novel built around a comparabliy complex plot is perforce a self-

: 1

reflexive one, pointing to its artifice (given the heritage of
experimentation with formlessgness pagéed down from the

modernists). In hig attempt to outdo the plot of Tom Jonesa, Barth

goes against much modernist and nouggéu roman thinking about the
novel and the obsolescence of plot. He explained to Joe Bellamy
that there are "ways to be quite contemporary and yet éo at the
art in a fashion that would allow you to tell complicated storlies
simply for the aesthetic pleasure of complexity, of complléation
and unravelment, suspense, . . . you would almost have to be

parodying the genre in some respect to bring it oft" (7)),
L

=



- R ' 34

Bérth's use of plot in Sot-Weed is an example of "having it both
ways': he maintains the entertainment value of flction thrbugh
sugpense and elaborate plotting.but does so self-consciously,
drawing attention to the fact that plot is an eiement of any
iineér narrative and particulariy vital to most tellings of a
lite-gstory.

In "The Novel as Parody: John Barth,™ Earl Rovit objects
to Sot-Weed as empty, a "shallow parody, an intellectual
gymnastic, ‘a mechanical puzzle in which Barth can flex the

muscles of his extraordinary dexterityY (122). Rovit’s comment

¥
suggestas that Barth has emphasized parody or imitation at the

expense of substance or meaning in his filction, but Barth shows
repeatedly the importance of narrative in the lives of his
characters, making his elaborate plotting an éxémpre of his use
of.the “principle of metaphoric means.™ Frank McConnell, on the
other hand, sees Barth’'s parody as having quite the opposite
effect, as feviving th;‘novel form itself, "blending and cross-

1
poliinating historical concepts, sensibilities, and world views"

(136). This is certainly Barth*® goal in The Sot-Weed Factor,

and the energy of the plotting and the detailed development of,
the characters point to the success of the cross-pollination.
Looking at the history of the novel, Robert Alter reaches the
same conclusion as Barth does: "there Is ample enough evidence
in literary history that parody often marks a beginning as well

as an end" (Partial Magic 177).

Having examined the tradition of the novel, Barth affirms

that plot is one aspect of narrative which narrators can 111
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afford to“iénore. The complex plot of Sot-Weed is based upon the
discovery of two impqrtant documents: the "Secret Mistorie of
the Veoiage Up the Bay ﬁf Chesapeake" by Captain John Smith (whose
adventure with Pocahontas is shown to be much more lewd than the
published vefsion allows), and "The Privie Journall™ of Sir Henry
Burlingame, one of the men in Smith's crew. Making each element
of the novel rich with "emblematic as well as dramatic value”
(Chimera 212), Barth useg thege documents to remind the reader
that the early‘novel usually presented jtself as a "found"
document and that all such imitations involve the same artifice
that he is using when he presents Sot-Weed as a typical
picaresque novel. The plot is also advanced by sevéral
interpolated tales narrated orally by various characters, the’
interpolated ta]e being another coﬁmon device of the early naovel.
At various points, the ﬁction of the novel seems to be
interrugted for the telling of a tale, but it turns aout that all
of theqe oral narratives arE(éptually advancing the action by
revealing unexpected relationship; between characters and eventa
and by providing information which characters can act upon In the
futuré. In Sot-Weed vframed stories begin ta\také the piace D?
action narrated by the Autﬁor, a process which is pursued to its

-

limits by Barth in his next three works, Giles Goat-Boy, Lost in

the Funhouse, and Chimera. 5

Barth’s use of framed tales has its precedents in the work
of Fielding, of course, but he uses {nset life-stories much more

integrally than did his eighteenth-century ancestor. The storles

[
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of the Man of the Hill in Tom Jones and of Leonora in Joseph
Andrews, for example; are simply digressions from the action.
Although they may help to develop the main characters or convey a
moral lesson, they are not necessary to the plet, and they have

little emblematic value. But in The Sot-Weed Factor, every

interpolated tale contributes to the progress of the plot and
demonstrates that people tend to see 'their lives as a series of
1nter—lockiné stories.

Through the various narratives the reader discovers, for
instance, tﬁé\gbscure parentage of Henry Burlingame [I]l and of

AX

Henrietta Russeék&: and through the narratives related in the
"Journall" and the "Secret Historie"™ the lives of Ebenezer
Coocke, John McEvoy, Bertrand Burton, and Captain Cairn--pefhaps
of everyone In the province of Maryland--are saved. ldentity and
even life itself are shown to be dependent upon narrétive. Al-
though Barth parodies previous narrative traditions, the actions
he depicts affirm that he is not parodying to devalue but to

discover which aspects of the tradition still have value. In

Metatiction: The Theory and Practice of Self-Conscious Fiction,

Patricia Waugh suggests that self-reflexive fiction, such as
Barth's, typlically "does not abandon ‘the real world' for the
narcissistic plfeasures of the imagination. What it does is to
re-examine the conventions of realism in order to discover--
through its o;n self-reflection--a fictional form that is
culturally relevant and comprehensible to contemporary readers®
(1é).

While Barth’s decision to make tﬁe.plot of Sot-Weed more
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complex than that of Tom Jones may have been an almost purely
formal one, the completed novel becomes a study of plotas and co-
incidencés as they shape both life and narratives. Plot forms
the basfs of the meta-structure used to shape any character’'s ~
life-story; events take on meaning for these characters only when
they are seen to inter-relate. Actions make more sense to them
when they are perceived to be connected in patterns than they do
when perceived simply as occurring one after the other. Henry
Burlingame 111, Ebenezer Cooke's tutor and friend, asserts along
with the Author that history lacks the dramatic gshape of a gtory.
But the characters then go on to experience such incredible co-
incidences that they perceive life to be comparable to a dr;ma,
complete with the god on wires. The relationships which are
revealed between Henrietta and Roxanna Russecks and the other
characters, who are thrown tpgether with them by rthance, prov!ide
4 good example of how_Barth makes the plotggﬂf l{fe seem to
reflect the plots of literature. Long Ben Avery, a pirate who
takes several of the characters (including Eben and Roxaﬁna)
captive, turns ocut to,be Benjamin_Long, Roxanna'’s first love, and
he sets all of the captives free. Burlingame tells Eben the tale
of his reécue of two ladies from yet another plrate ship and of
his cavorting with £hem upon the beach; it becomes clear later
that the two ladies were none other than Roxanna and her daughter
Henrietta. Finally, piecing together 1nform§tion he has gleaned
from several tales, Eben discovers that Roxanna was his wet-

nurse, that Henrietta is his half-sister, and that, furthermore,

f \;} ~
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they just happen to live in the vill;ge in which his missing
sigter Anna has éppeared.

When he discovers that.Henrietta is his sister, Eben is léd
toc comment: "What a shameless, marye&ous dramatist 1is Life, that
daily plots coincidences e’en Chaucer would not dare, and ven-
tures cpmplbcations too knotty for Boccacce!™ (690) The
characters are shown coming to believe that life is much .like
storles, but the feader is aware that Barth has invented these
plots, that he is, finally, more daring than Chaucer. But his
point ;about experience is nonetheless a valid one: average
people use narrative to expiain, to define patterns In the events
they percelive. Narra£ive is used by gossips, historians, and by
anyane who explains how something came to happen\ For the
listener, too, the fascinafion of stories lies in how the plots
are tanglied and untangled, a fascination Barth pusheé to the
limit in this novel as characters are shown sitting and listening
to tale after tale. .

Writing an historical novel, Bartﬁ is led into speculations
- about the relationship between historical documents, official

;
history, and tiction. "Plot," in the sense of a scheme to re-
align political affiliations in Maryland, collapses inte "plot,"

the action of a narrative. Bérth the historian incorporates much
2

detailed knowledge of Maryland’'s past In Sot-Weed, but Barth the

novelist plays fast and looge with 'it, inventing new, fictional

characters and secret documents. The net result of his

inventions is that he shows actual histories to be as
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suspiciously artful as is his fiction. John Smith's published
history, the aqti;n of Sot-Weed suggests, has foisted deceptions
and inaccuracies upon readers for more than a century. In this
novel, as in all of his novels, Barth iﬁdicates-that he shares
the view of many prominent historians that histery and fiction
have more in common than historians once liked to believe.3

The wvalue of histoyica! documents is clearly demonstrated by
the 1mp0rtancé of Burlingame i's "Journall®" and_&@ith's "Secret
Historie.™ One of-tbe ways that Barth emphasizes the value of
documents is by pointing out the scarélty and consequent value of
paper in the colonies. As agents of Lord Baltimore, Ebenezer
.and Burlingame [!l are supposed to be tracking down the Assembly
Record, divided up by Lord Baltimore and distributed among
several agents with the last name "Smith" to prevent 1ts falling
into the hands of his opponent, John Coode. This current
document is of great political importance, but‘Eben and Henry are
really more interested Iin what is written on the other side, the
"Secret .Historle;® The link between past and present 13 made
:tangible with this déﬁble usage of the paper for narratives of
two kinds. .

When they discover bits of either document, Eben and Henry
read them aloud to one another. They reaq avidly while they have
Father Smith tied to hig chair. They read the last segment of
the "Journall" aloud to the court assembled at Malden in-the last
few pages of the novel, making those waiting for the judgement

highly 1impatient. Eben reads it aloud in Chicamec’s tent while

-~
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his companions, unaware that the "Historie" will be the instru-
ment of thelr escape, face'death. All action 1n-the novel and in
the lives the novel depicfs 1s held up for the telliﬁg of this
story of Smith’'s expedition. The narrative,'ofiginally of
1n£erest only to Burlingame and written on the "wrong" slide of
the documént that i3 believed td’be'vital'to polificians, turns
out to be by far the most important document for the citizens of
Maryland (who are spared a war with the Blacks and Indians), for
Eben (who has tradéd.his by now technical! innocence for the last
pages of the document), and for the reader kwho has been
intrigued by the Eggplant Mystery and by how Barth will neatly
tie up the plot).

The material written on the back of the Assembly Record 1s
ﬁora interesting than the ﬁecord because it is written ' 'as a
diary or narrative. Searching for this valuabie document, Eben
and Henry visit a Father Smith, who tells them the story of ;n
early missionary, Fatﬁer Fitzmaurice, piecing it together from

the accounts of the Jesults who set out on a mission with him and

from an account given by Charley Mattasin of stranger’s

tempts to convert his tribe, the Ahatchwloops, to Christian]ty.

Burlingame, impatieﬁt with the tale falthough the e}iry hag,

unknown to him, direct bearing on Kis own ancestry), obhjects that

Smith is making up many details which his sources just could not

supply. In fact, Smith's reconstruction agfees in all details
with the report given by Chicamec, the Ahatchwhoop chief who

witnessed the whole evént¢ The congruence of the two narratives
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proves toﬁében, and probably to Barth’s reader, that the
imagination and the capacity to use plot as an ordering structure
are powerful tools with which all characters come tb know the
world and their place iﬁ it.

Both history and the novel, as R.G. Collingwood points but.
are constructs. Both the novelist and the histori{an, he states,
make "It his business to construct a picture gyhich is partly a
mnarrative of events, part}y'a description of situatlons,
exhibition of motives, analysis of characters." Furthermore,

-

"the novel and the hisﬁory must both of them make sense; nothing )
1s admissible in elther except what 1is necessary, and the judgg
of this necessity is in both cases the i{magination" (245).
Collingwood%here shows the importance to narrative strudkure of
plot in an Aristotelian sense. As a narrative structure, higtory
must follow the rules of the classic litgrary plot, and both
genres, he argues, are the products of a common human faculty--
the imagination--which calls upon narrative models for its
structuring patterns. The work of Collingwood: and Dthey
historians who have studied narrative supports Barth’s conclusion
that each narrator shapes the meaning of an event by glving 1t a
narrative structure.

Father Smith’s justification for "inventing” facts and
speaking as if %bom*Fitzmaurice's point of view i3 that "'twtl]
make a better tale than otherwise, and do no viclence to what
scanty facts we have" (387). His commenf draws attention to the

important balance narrative must achleve between artfulness and

truth to reality: i1t must create a sense of a whole but "do no
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viclence"™ to the facts ava&lable. The gstoryteller is ponsible

both to the facts of reality and :0 the idea bf a good story.

Because the shaping of the marrator is so crucial to the

of
the narrative, tellers become vé:y important in Sot-Weed and in
all of Barth’s works. All of the _actifin in any story, whether it

be a fantasy or an historical narrative, is filtered through the
mind Ef the narrator and shaped by the narrator into patterns
determined by his or her experience of the world and of
narrative. Because the narrator 13 so crucial to the shapémoﬁ
the tale and because the narrator may have hidden motives,kﬁ# i\hj
interpreting written and "passed down" hist;ry becames
problematic for those wishing to sort out the political plots of
Maryland's past and present. The two key figures in the.current
plotting, Lord.Baltimore and John Coode, remain puzzies to
Ebenezer>and Burlingame. Looking at the facts they have about
the two men, Eben and Henry decide that they simply cannot
categorize the one as good and the other as evil. Since all
accounts they have heard of the two men are narratives told to
create a certain effect, they can oniy conclude that they have
heard interpretations shaped by the lines of plots familiar to
the tellers. Henry suggests that "it may be they are all that
rumar swears: devils and demigods, whichever’s which; or it may
be they're simple clotpolls like ourselves, that have beép
legend’'d out of reasonable dimension; or it may be the;'re nahght
but the rumors and tales thémselves" (7683-64). Typlcaily, Henry

gees the value of lhe complexity and power of stories: legends
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create heroes upon which we clotpolls can model ourselves.

In "*What Marvelous Piot Was Afoot’: History in Barth’'s

The Sot-Weed Factor," Aian Holder objects ta this suggestion tPat
Coode and Baltimore might be fictions as an "arbitrary turn of
the screw and a pie%e of obscurantism, mystification rather than

earned mystery" (128), but this is the point to which the novel

has bgen bringing Eben and Henry all along; that is, to a
recognition that the power of stories is as great as or greater e
than the power of facts in determining meaning. As Eben

struggles with this discovery, Barth incdicates £hat we éan never
know the world, aonly the narratives we tell about the world; we
can never know the past except as we shape it into stories which
must be patterned largely by our own selection and elaboration.

Consequently, narratives, both oral and written, assume great

-

imporfance for the characters of Sot-Weed. Most of the
characters enjoy both felling and listening to personal
histories. Father Smith, the Jesult, shows how highly vz
stories are when he cbm@ents, "a good tale's worth a gul
conscience™ (385), worth sinning for, perhaps. Harvey Rusgssecks
speaks for all of the characters (and for Barth, teo, 1t would
seém) when he explains the role that a narrative pla;s in
teaching and delighting its audience:
No pleasure pleasures me as doth a well-spun tale, be't
sad or merry, shallow or deep! If the subject's privy
business, or unpleasant, who cares a fig? The road to

Heaven’s besget with thistles, and methinks there's many a

cow-pat on't. As for length, fle, fle! « - . A bad tale's
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long though~it want but an eyeblink for t tell&sg, and a

good tale short though it take f?om St. Swithin’s to.
a!

Michaelmag to have done with't. Ha! And the plot Is
*

_tangledf d’'ye say? I[s't more knotful or bewllidered than the

skein o' life, that a good tale tangies the better to un-

1?2 . . . Spin and tangle till the Dogstar sets 1’ the

L ]

sha
J
“'Bay{'a tale well wrought tis "the goséip o' the gods, that
see the‘heart and point o' life on earth; the web o"the
world; the Warp and the Woof . .:. (sicl I’Christ; I do Hove
a story, sirs! (836-37)
tHiarvey here makes clear the link between the plots of life and
the plots of narrative: narrative plots help us to sort out the
plots of life. They help us to understand, with a vision
comparable ta that of the gods, the structures of 1ife here on .
earth., They allow us to grasp meaning by 1imposing order on
events.‘ As Harvey (and Barth) Insists, the story-teller can be
as shameless as he wishes in his plotting if Qe achieves this
end. Complexity In narrative only serves to illuminate the
apparent bomplexities of life. But, as Harvey cautions, the tale
must never lose the audience: {ts primary function is to enter-
tain. Throughout the works which follow Sot-Weed, Barth explores
this relation of tell;::tale-listener tfurther, and he pushes the

formal complexity of hisg work as far as he dares to see how

“shameless" he can become before he loses a postmodern audience.

Each of the listeners in The Sot-Weed Factor fancies him or

herself a literary critic and, l?ke Harvey, comments on the
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delivery*of the tale. Mary Mungommery, the Travelling Whore of

Dofset. is much given to making astute comments on the import ot

her tales but insists nevertheless, "'Tis a great mistake for a

~

“taleteller to philosophize and tell us what his story means ;

haply it™doth not mea% whét he thinks at all" (639). ;The tale

must speak for itgself, and it may well mean different things for
?

each listener. The teller’s rolg, like that of the listener, is

to respect the integrity of the tale itself a to forego inter-

ruptions and analysls. This is a process pdssible in a time when

listeners are adeptsnin'the interpretation and use of tales--as

*

they“seem to be in seventeenth-century Mﬁryland. But Barth,

himseif, does not always follow Mary!'s advice. Writing a novel
- .

whiéh imitates'khe elighteenth-century novel, Barth ingista that

we must atténq to how the narrative ié presented even as we

attend to the content of the narrative. The almost excruciating

self-consciousness of some of the short n%fratives in Lost in the

Funhouse and Chimera develops from this insistence. He 1is
testing the limits of frame—glories and plotting there as well as
-in Sot-Weed. Throughout his canon, he insists that we may read

the ﬁewspapér to find out what has habpened in the worlid, but we
tell and read narratives to cbserve the process of conatructing
mean}ng, to discover patterns which make sense of events.

In Sot-Weed, then, stories entertain, inform, and explain.
Just after Eben has mistakenly given away Malden, his father's
tobacco plantation, the man beside him at the bar of the pub (in
yhich Eben is drowning his sorrows) begins to tell him an amusing

téle aboup a man he has left behind on a boat docked In the
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river. Quité uncharacterigtically, the Poet Laureate of Maryland
gnarls, "No more! . . . What use have | for farther tales? The
pistol now is all | crave, to end my pain"” (462). To a poet in

despalr, tales provide né.diversion, and they do not have the
power to make him value his life; He rightly points out that
tales have little pracflcal use: they do not feed the hungry,

4 /
clothe the poor, or change the fact that he has been a fool.
They cannot undortﬁe)deea'which has been done, although an artful
telling of the tale}bf his giving away of Malden can put him in a
good or bad light,'depending on‘the point of view chosen. While
the tale that the redempticoner is about to tel!l him may seem to
be of little "use™ to a man in Eben’s condition, it turﬁs out to
be one of great galuerbecause when it 1s eventually told, it
sh?ws Eben that John McEvey 1is in Maryland, and it leads him to
Malden itself.

Eben fs uﬁually willing, even eager, to hear a tale, even
though the stories he hears help to strip him of that innocence
which as "Poet and Virgin" he prizes so highl;.. After hearing
Héry Mungommery describe her lover Charley Matassin (who is,
unknﬁun to anyone as yet, Henry's brother), Ebénezer finally
Undergtands the essence of Burlingame's character:

Your Charley and ﬁy frié%d, each in hils way, éame rootless

to the world we know; each hath a wondrous gift for grasping

it, e'en_a lust for't, and’manipulat Its folk Iltlke
puppeteers.‘ My frienq hath not yet laug .d after Charley’s

.
fashion, and God grant hd never shali, but the potential

| (w
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for't is there; | see it plainly from your ‘tale. A certain

shrug he hath, and a particular mirthless smile. (456-57)

. *
Before hearing the tale of Charley, Eben had not seen his former
tutor and currgnt‘spiritual guide clearly. Mary's narrative,
however, makes him see aﬁd undergtand his friend in a new way,
and each tale he hears similarly expands his knowledge of people

and of himself. ' When he hears of Burlingame's harsh past and hls

desire to acquire knowledge by studying at Cambridge, Eben ret-

lects: "How thy tale moves me, and shames me, that 'l let slip
through idleness what you strove so hard in vain to reach! Would
God 1 had another chance!" (27) In a similar fashion, Joan

Toast’s tale of her prostitution in Maryland and of her near’ rape
by Eben on the Cyprian makes Eben even more acutely aware of his
shortcomings and of his inability to l?}e up te his ocwn

! ]
expectations.

[t is, however, probably Henry Burlinéame Il'l who gains most

from the variocus narratives tdld:and read In The Sot-Weed Factor.

He travels throughout Maryland tfying to find the "Privie Jour-
~nall"™ of the man who turns out to be his grandfather and the
"Secret Historie" of Captain John Smith, hoping to find in them
the source of his name and his parentage. Burlingame {s intro-
ducea to the reader when he wakes Eben from a paraiytic state
into which he has fallen Iin his Cambridge lodgings. He shocks
Eben out of hisg reverie and proceeds to tell his life-story, or
what he knows of it. The next time that the reader encounters

Burlingame, he has become obsessed with finding his father, f{ft

only so that he can repudlate and spurn him Iin the manner of a

f

“~



rebel lious son. At thié encounter with Eben, he once agaighturns
tale-teller, regaling Eben with stories of Maryliné and his
,adventures there asg he seancﬁed for evidence of his ancestors.
He laments: "what a burden and despair to be a stranger to the
world at large, and have no iink with history!" (143) Throughout
the resé of the ﬁovel, Eben and Henry cont;nue to search for
evidence of Henry's parentage, and they find it Iin the pages of
the th“narratives, the verso sides of which have been used for
vital ‘and incrimi}ating political records. The recto-Jerso Iink
proves Henry's link to the past, for the political events of the
Maryland of his day are directly !inked to the details recorded
in the diaries on which th; Assemﬁly Record has béen written.

. - /
Henry himself 1s proven by these narratives to be the only man in

Maryland who can reconcife Chicameé to the rule of‘the white

settlers. Linking Henry's ildentity directly to these documents
and the documents to tﬁe politicql future of Maryland, Barth
plays up their value to the society which rea&s them. Even
though they may be factually suspect,'docupents are nevertheless

the means of preserving history and, through history, ldentity.-

On many levels In The Sot-Weed Facitor Barth is testfng his
medium, strétching the novel throQgh complex plotting, elaborate
: - -
framing, and self-reflexiveness. When he returns to the first-
person liée-story after Sot-Weed, it is with an énriched and
sophisticated sense of literary and narrative tradition. It is

also with a sense of the power and significance of story that he

first works through clearly in the depiction of the many

\- ,
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first works through clearly in the depiction of theﬁhény
narrating situations of Sot-Weed. _When Burlingéme suggeats to

Eben that Baltimore and Coode may be entirely fictitious, ‘Eben

responds that that Is surely a sufficient existence: "If that
last is so [if the plottefs are mere tales] . . . Heav'n knows
'twere a potent life enough! When I reflect on the welght and

power of such fictions beside my own boor shade of a self, that

hath been sa much disguised and counterfelted, methinks they have
+*

tenfold my substance"™ (764),. Fictional characters, Eben dis-

covers, have much mqre influence in'the province of Maryland

than he does. Coode and Baltimore, ghom no one has ever seen (or

‘¢

who may both be Burlingame himself), inspire fea; and admiration
amongst a whole populace whe&ea; Eben himsetf, factually real, T
inspires only ridicule. He unquestioningly values this power of
Ifiction to give characters béing, but Eben takes a position
oppositg to that of some of Barth's later narrators, who chafe at
ﬁfn"the constric{ions of existing only as stories and who feel that,
since printed fiction®is no longer widely read, it no longer has
power and cannot grant "a potent life enough."™ For Eben, though,
and eventually for most of £hese susplicious narratqrs. his ouwn

Iife lacks substance until he makes a narrative of it and gives

himself an identity as Poet and Virgin.

A
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(/ ' Chapter 3

"soriptotherapy"

The Fleating Opera, Lady Amherst, The End of the Road

The characte;s in The Sct-Weed Factor unquestionably enjoy
telling and listening to or reading narratives. They find that
thé a;ecdates, histories, and tales they share with ane ancther
help them to understand themselves and their relationships with
tireir world. Barth's first-persaon narrators tend to éxplore the
value of life~stories even further and tend 29 realise, as does
Ambrose Mensch In LETTERS} that they can in fact establish a
relationship with the world Iin the act of narrating. Barth’s
narrators test narrative to see what they can gain or lose by
giving in to the autobiographical impulse, reaching varying con-
cliusions. As they narrate, they often comment on the act of'
narration, on the limits that the finished narrative'can impose
upon\ﬁhe narrating self, and on the insight that can be gained
into éhe self in the constructing of a life-story.

One type of narrator common in Barth's novels writes of him-
or herself primarily to achieve.self—knowledge, and these nar-
rators tend to begin with quite conventional, premodern notions
of the representative powers of narrative, notions which they

question, and sometimes reject, as they tell their life-stories.

This group is best represented by Todd Andrews in The Floating

Opera (1956; revised 1967), Lady Amherst in LETTERS (1979) "and

Jacob Horner in The End of the Road (1958; revised 1967). All
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three use narrative as a too! for self—reflection, and, élthough
Barth increasingly depicts narrators with different concerns
after Sot-Weed, he continues to create the self-expressive type
he turned to in the late 1950s. Lady Amherst in the recent
LETTERS (not to mention the }eiihtrodﬁction of Todd Andrews in
the same novel) and Pe£er and Katherine Sagamore in the even more

recent Tidewater Tales suggest that, for Barth, this use of

narration for self-expression and self-discovery remains a valid
one,

Todd Andrews, Jacob Horner, and Lady Amherst think of
themselves ;é writing diéry-like narratives, private documents
written to achieve some measure of 'self-understanding or self-
jﬁstification, documents certainly not meant for the public to
reaq.' The narrative acts of all three can be characterized as

examples of what Herner's Doctor calls "Scriptotherapy," a tre;%—
ment which has the patient write ;bout him or herself to enhance
psychological (in Horner's case, even ontological) health. Todd
Andrews edits seven peach baskets {fll of notes into a nav;l that
explains why he changed his mind on one day in 1937, an
explanation involving a history of his emotional development up
until that day. Lady Amherst begins writing her life'story at
the request of the Author, but when he does not reply, her
letters become a journal written in an attempt to understand from
a study Df’aé} past what her future should be. Narrating her
life story f&rces her to reqognize patterns of behavior and t

admit that'her iife has a certain order. In contrast to Andréws

and Lady Amherst, who begin to write thef} narratives with a
4
\
\

\



talrly firm sense of self, Jacob Horner achlieves such selfhood as
he is capéble of only through narrating the story of his involve-
ment with the Morgans. In each case, the act of narration gi;es
the narratar po;er_qvér the 'shape and characteristics of his or
her Sflf. Each na}rator also finds that the act of narration,
once completed, emables him or her to act confidently in the

world. Discussing autobiographical narrative in The Story-

Shaped World, Brian uieker comments: "The autobicgrapher's
deliberAte recollection of his memories is more than a search for
a subjective inner reality, the self: it is alsoc & search for
the world that the self inhabits. And th; commerce of the self
and the world is a story that the autobiographer has to tell™

o7 .
(45, What—~ Wicker suggests of actual autobiographies {s true of

Barth’s fictional ones as well:\ his narrators find themselves
i)

recognizing that they think of éheir lives in terms of stories,

.

of shaped narratives rather than#as factual records, and that
they cannot depict themselves without establishing a context far
the self to inhabit. The stories they tel! forge a link with the

worlds they inhabit.

Todd Andrews, for example, presents his autobiography as
though it were a novel written by an amateur novelist. Through-

oui The Floating Opera he addresses his imagined reader,

apologlising for his blunders, pleading for understanding, com-
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menting on his own metaphors, makfng his nove! self-conscious in

theg simplest sense of the term. Unlike Barth's later author
figures, Andrews does not explain why he has chosen thelnovel
form or explore its iﬁplicat ons for his life-story. He seems to
choose it simply because 1t is a familiar, entertaining, and
spaclious narrative model, but more sig%ificant reasons for hig

choice of narrative form become apparent to, the reader as the

work progresses.

'
‘

Andrews daes inform his reader that the novel is a product
™
of sixteen years of study of himself and that it has been edlted
from the seven peach baskets full of notes accumulated in that

time. The reader quickly realises that this ‘novel’ is{a part of

Andrews’ larger project, An Inquiry into the Circumstances Sur -

rounding the Self-Destruction of Thomas T. Andrews, of Cambridge,

Maryland, on Ground-Hog Day, 1930 (More Especially into the

Causes Therefor). This work, in turn, is really an attempt to

understand the "imperfect communication" between father and son.
It is subdivided into three lesser inquiries: the "life-
Inquiry,™ the "death-Inquiry," and the "self-Inquiry™ (214), the

liﬁt of which results in The Floating Opera. The point of the

novel, according to Andrews, is to explain to his father why
Andrews changed his mind about committiné fujcide himself on that
important day. By writing the novel, Andrews hopes to under-
stand, in turn, why his father did commit s%iiiii;//gﬂé;use he
cannot explain himself to his father, he exp{ains himself to
himself and to the imagined reader of his novel. Ag he does so,

he learns much more about himself than he learns about his
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father. Arnold Weinstein’s description aof Moll Flanders as a

narrative in which the narrator narrates in order to gain gelf-
) . %

" understanding applies equally to The Floating Opera: "The
fiction itsetlf serves the cardinal function of making known the

protagonist, The process of coming to know is therefore central,

both In the text and by means of the text, and it enlists all
resources, those of the self and those of narration™ (84-85). As
he tells thé tale of his philosophical progress, Andrews makes
di;coveries about himself. As he shapes hils various notes into a,
coherent narrative, he makes use of narrative te "come to know"

3

r/, !
‘descendingly, explain himself to the reader. The process of

him=self, despite his intention to gsimply, and Pften con-,

s

[N

"coming to know"™ himself involves structuring'hls actions so that
they have a meaning; the meanings he imposes upon his life-story
are meanings that only narrative can ilmpose.

Throughout the narrative, Andrews presents himself as the
intellectual superlaor of the other characters who_figqre in his
autobliography, a stance which allows him to exude self-
confidence. But at the same time he is defensive, fearing that
his actions will seem irrational, that his life-story will seem
incoherent, that his change of mind will be perceived as a weak-
ness. Moreover, he is uncomfortable with the expdsuré which an
autoblography entails; he is telling, for the first time, about
his non-public, "secret"” self and suffers some anxlety about

admitting to facts and feelings about which he has never spoken.

The pretence that he is writing a novel, rather than an auto-
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biogfaphy, allows Andrews the distance that he néeds to be able
to reLeal him;elf: “first, it allows him tc assume a certain
distance from this exposed self which'becomes. afler all, simpty
a character in a work of fiction; and, second, it imposes an
aesthetic order on the events of his }ife; ensuring that {t 1is
not a c;aotic jumbhle of contradictions.,

Explaining why he changed his mind one day*@bcomes a very

r
complex task for Andrews because {t involves explalning so many

other events and thoughts. In Four Post-War American
Novelists, Frank D. McConnell'describes the paradigmatlc

situation of Barth’s narrators, a situation which is exemplified
by Andrews’ attempt.to narrate his life-story:
a young man sets out to find the answer to a simpl% question
and discovers that in order to answer even the simplest of
questions, to assimilate even the most minimal of ‘*facts,’
he has first to assimilate the immense intellectual history
underlying the.question and then to solve the even more

complicated problem of his own relatlionship to that history.

(110) . -

In Andrews’ case, the question of why his father committed
suicide is the starting point for an extensive reading of
philosophy, history, and fiction. In the portion of the lnquiry

which the novel comprises, he tries to come to terms with his own

+

relationship to the question and to the ideas he has discovered
in the course of his research. A narrative will, he hopes, make

the explanation seem simple and stréight-foruard.
—

o
One problem he has encountered as a ‘novellst’ is that of

L

rd
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explaining the cause 0f an event. He finds that he cannot ex-
plain the cause of his father’s suicide and admits: "it became

apparent to me after a mere two years of‘questioning, searching,
reading, and staring, that there 1is no will-o’-the-wisp so -
elusive as the cause of any human act" (214), Admittedly,‘he/g;s
gathered his peach baskets full of notes, yet he comments:

But it is another thing to examine this information and see
in ft, so clearly that to question is out of the question,
the cause of sa—human act.

In fact, It’s impossible, for as Hume pointed out,
causaticﬁ is never more than an inference; and any inference
Involves at some poinf £he leap from what we see to what we
égn't see. (214) .

For a rational lawyer who 1ikes to see events in a clear pattern,
this is an unsettling discovery, and Andrews writes the story of
hlis own decision not to commit suicide because it involves
shorter and fewer leaps than would the story of his father’s
sulclide. As a narrator, he values narrative primarily for the
permanance which i1t seems to impose on the events it presents.

‘In tact, Andrews makes a decision to omit much of the in-
tellectual history he has assimilated because it is not crucial
to the narrative line of his novel. He explains to the;?eader
that he will'just present a record of that memorable day, "simply
stick to the facts. That way | know 1’11 still digress a great
deal.. - . but at least | have some hope of reaching the end"

(6)Y. _The digressions usually take the form of flashbacks to



57
events which occurred before the fateful day and which seem to
have shaped his dharactert Andrews wants to avold digressions
where possible because he likes gg do things in an orderly way.

His methodical building of a boat in his good clothes is but one

example of the orderliness of his life. He %lso files every

- .

letter he ;eceives on the off chance that it may be valuable
evidence Iin an as yet unplanned law case. He has kept track ot

the number of times he ;nquane Mack have made love (673 times In
five years); he has noted the ﬁumber of times that he has fel£
intense emotiaon (five?; and he Sxpresses his decision to commit ’

suicide (and later not to commit suicide) in a series of numbered
premises:
I. Nothing has intrinsic value.
[I. The reasons for which people attribute value to things
are always ultimately irrational.
IT1. There is, therefore, no ultimate “"reason" for valuing
anything. . .
IV, Living is action. There’s no final reason for action.
V. There's no finah reason for living. (218; 223
As this passage suggests, Andrews likes to believe Ahat he can

justify his actions with the use of reasan, the principie of

order he most values,. The Floating Opera i3, in effect, an

extended justification of one action, presented in a rational and

orderly fashion.
v
Repeatedly, he asserts his firm belief in the value of

acting Iin accordance with reasoned principles. "Don't think ['m

an indiscriminating promoter of sulcides,™ he remarks at one
2
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point, "l merely hold @hat thaose wh? would live-}easonabl§
should have reasons for remaining alﬁ}e“ (168). In his nqvel,'
Andrews can prove that'hérhas always actéd reasonably deapite the
appearance he has éiven of living eccentrically, capriciously,
eben inconsistentl]y. The tone is set on the first page of his
nove|:

lf other people . . . think I'm eccentric and unpredictable, “

it is because my actions and opinions are inco;sistent with
thelir principles, I{f they have any; | assure you that
they’re quite consistent with mine. And although my
principles might change now and then--this book, remember,
concerns one such change--nevertheéless | always have them
‘a-plenty, more than | can handily use, and they usually hang
all in a piece, so that my life is never less logical simply
for its being unorthodox. (1
To prove that his life is logical, Andrews must reveal the inner
side of himself thch he has never revealed either te his father
or to his good friends the Macks. Addressing an unknown reader,
he finds that he can so reve&l himself, but even then he Qants to
make the right impression: he must not be mfstakén for an ir-
rational or thoughtless man, and he explains every deviation from
a straightforward narrative iﬁ order to reinforce the reader’'s
awareness of his rationality. He is taking risks in sharing his
life-story, but he believes that he can successfully manipulate
the reader's response to) his novel and centrol the reader's

interpretation of his character.
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Andrews treats ldeas with great soiemnity and, he says,
allows them to dictate his behavior. The varjious "masks" he
assumes throughogt hig life all emerge from his adherence to
whatever form his latest philosophical breakthrough takes.1 Al-
though he likes to think-that his actions stem from his ldeas, he
comes to realize in the course of narrating his life-story Ehnt;
in fact, he rationalizes his actions cnly after they'have
cccurred: "l know for certain that all the major mind changes 1in
my lite haQe been the result not S&f deliberate, creative thinking

on my part, but rather of pure accidents--events outside myselif

impinging forcibly upon my attention--which | afterwards

rationalized into new masks" (21). In Andrews’' hands, the

novel, the act of narrating, is itself an extended example of
rd

such rationatization after he fact. It is a form of gself-

deception, but he has least come to recognize that he

practises self-dece

\

inescapable. j

ion and that self-deception is probably

The ngQ:s which have impinged upon his attention inciude

his encounter with the German\soldier in the trench, his near
death at the hands af Betty Ju e.Gunter, and his father’s
suiciéj, events for which his reason had not prepared him but
with which 13Hya§\rgady to deal afterwards. When he Has re-
flected on fﬁese events, he changes his Behavior tq accord with
o Dls new ins{ght into Hi;self and Into humanity. As he tells his '
story, he cln use his penchant for reason and order to select

these events as—the E;EB\yhich mage him the rational man he

understands himself to be.\}His presenting his life in a linear
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narrative makes him admit, however; that the self, no matter how

diligent at reasoning, Iis shaped at least in part by events

external to itself.. e o

.

As he describes these significant events, Andrews often

includes an aside explaining what effect ﬁﬁey have had on his J
subsequent ‘behavior. Hé breaks Mary Murigommery’s cardinal rule‘KJ"J/

af storyﬂfelling,-that the narrator must never interprét, because
he 1is so concerned with his image. Since he is revealing his

[l

innermost self, taking the risk of exbosure, he does not wish us
te laugh at or misunderstand him, and he offers interpretation to
protect himself. Towards the end of the novel, -Andrews admits,

"But now you must ‘know my last secret. In my life | have ex-
. . b

perienced emotion iﬁtensely on only five occasions, each time a
~ .

-

different emotion™ (220)5 [f he wants to use narrative to
Justify--to prove--the loglcal éohereﬁce of his life, then
Andrews must tgll us his éecrets, allow us to see behind his
masks to ﬁis secret, Lbng—protected, and perhaps paltry self.

: Andrews repeatedly refers to the three consecutive stances
hg hds assumed in life-—ﬁhe raké, the saint, and the cynic.
Thésg are masks assumed, so he thought, in response to logical
progreséionshin thought, but he comes to see that theylwére
actually assumed to hide from himself and others the central fact
of his life. Klthough”the‘number of his emotions is the last

- . —-a
1)
secret he shares with his reader, it is not the meost important

secret that he has kept from the important people in his life.

Theiﬁecret which prompts eacH of his actions, including the
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telling of his 1ife-story, is that he has a rare heart condition

which could kill him at any moment but which alsoc might never

.
.

cause him any proplems. The awareness of this condition has been
.Hith him since the endiof the war when he was quite a young man.
But he has kept it -hidden from his father and his frienés, the.
ﬂacks. Throughout the-novel he insists that his heart 1é the
key to his life-story,'a revelation he experiepced the nLéht
Eefore the day‘on which he changed his mind:

o~ .

Here 1is what | sawy: that all my masks were half- \\__,///
consclious attempts tp maste; the fact with which | had to
live}.&hat none had made me master of that fact; that where

.cyniéism had'failed, no future mask could succéed; that, in
short, my heart was thge mé%tér'of all the rest of me, even
of my will. It was my heart that had made my masks, not my

will. The conclusion that swallowed me was this: There ls

no way to mastet the fact with which [ live. (222) -

The.motivation (perhaps even the cause) of all of'h}s actions 1s
his mQrEality, the basit fact with whjch we all have to live,
although the imminence of death 1P hig case heightens his aware-
ness. Even the impulse to narrate his story {Andrews teases the
reader that he may die before the end of any sentence) ariges

-~

J?rom his‘awareness-that death may bring an end to his life before

he has reached aﬁ} concéusions about its shape, before he has //*\\\\
‘been able to explain himself and his apparent inconsisitency to

another person. He even has to admft that .he is ruled not by

reason but by his essential humanity, his awareness of the ap-

proach of death.
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%“Andrews is famqus In his small town . .for an apparentiy

LY
eccentric hablt: every da¥y he pays the bill at the hotel where

-~

he has lived for years; He has neQer explained thig habit tol'

anyone,‘but 1; is'a reasoned response to his heart_céndition and

proot of his rationally ordered approach to living, rather -than

of eccentricfty. He explains{-
! ;ay my buck~fifty every morning ;0 remind myself--should
| ever faorget!--that 1 renting another day from éternity,
pemifting the Iinterest on borfcwed time, leasiﬁg my bed on
the chance 1| may ljve to éleep on it once more. . . . It
hefps me mainﬁain a correct perspective, feminds ﬁe that
longlrange plans, even shbrt-range plans, have, for me at

{ least, ho value. a9 | %

Now that hé is writlng his "novel:" the rationale behind this

Habit can.be made apparent. But recording tHis habitual action

in his narPative\ggso makes Andrews evaluate the success of this

' S~
program instituted to make himself face his likely desginy.

Despite this gesture thch makes him conscilious of his mortélity,
N .

——

Andrews was unable until ﬁ; felt despair (one of his five in-
‘Iense emotions) to see that he ha® been masking the importance
of his hé;rt condition. As he relives this experience and
art%culates it for the reader, he is forced to examine more
closely his own assumptions about the extent to which he has

lived by idea or by emotion. _//)

. 1
The Inquiry, of which The ﬁjﬁ;ting Opera is a part, is an

by
attempt on Andrews' part to achieve a kind of immortality, to
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overcome the psychological effect of his heart condlition. The
novel about his life will give his life a permanence and a pat-

tern which the threat of sudden death has denied him. While he
tives from day to day, he balances that short-term existence with
a ldhg-term study Elan. He thinks of his inquiry as being time-
[ess and works at 1t "as though | had eternity to }nquire in.
And, because processes persisted in long enocugh tend to become
ends 1in themse}ves, it is enough for me to do an hour's work, or
th hours’ work; on my Inquiry evbry night after supper, to make
me feel just a little bit outside of tipe and heartbeats" (50).
wri%ing his own'life—stqu achieves the same sense of‘escape from
time for Andrews, and the telling of the story becomes a more
profound victory over his death than are the more trivial events
of his day~to—da; life. He does comblete the Qtory withéﬁt
dying, thus justifying gnd preserving hls personal history,
should he‘die soon thereafter. When Andrewg has learned to llive
with his heart, his story comes to an end. [t hag been a nar-
rativg/’ﬁEi just about his personal decisions and the idio-
syncracies of his personality, but, finally, about the fundamental
humanity he shares with all other human beings~~1ncludlhg hig
father. Although his story-telling only temporarily defeats hls
heart condition, it has allowed him to undergtand and explain his
decision, as his father was never able to dg. It praves that he

has'a coherent, recognizable self, and leaves few unanswered

questions.

Andrews calls his novel The Floating Upe}a in part because

he attempts suicide on a boat so named, in part because the image
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appeals to him as an image (of life:
[t always seemed a fin 1@93 to me to bulld a showéoat with
just one big flatlopén eck on it, and to keep a piay going
continuously. The boat wouldn't be mooreg, but would drift
’ up and down the r;ver on the tide, and the audience would’
sit along bpth.banks. They could catch whatever part of tﬁé

plot happened to unfold as the boat floated past, and then’

they'd have to wait until the tide ran back again to catch

B,

™ another snatch of it. . . . Most times they wouldn't 2
understand what was going on at all, or they’'d think they | i
knew, when actually they Aidn't. Lots of times they'd be
able to see the actors, but not hear them. I ﬁeedn't )
explain that that's how much of life works. (?)

Andrews clearly sees life as beiﬁg something like an on-going

drama, byt he choaoses to present the story of his life as a novel

rather than as an opera. The problem with the drama is that the
spectator can never have all of the necessary information, and,
extending the imaggT\{QirEonclusion he woula reach is that we can
only ever understand bits anq pleces of life because much in-
formation is missing.

When he tells his life-story, he gives it a much more

definitive shape ana coherence than the incompiete fleoating opera

ouid ever allow. He does not wish te mirror the chaos and

fr& mentation of life, béing a creature who desires order in all

thiRgs. He therefaore chooses written; essentially chronological

narrative, which a[lows him to order, to explaln and to defeat
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chaos. The novels with which he is familiar conventionally have
beginnings, middles and ends, a patterning power which he values,
gliven that He wénts to justify the apparent disorder of his lfe.
In the end, he clearly values narrative as an instrument which

gives him knowledgé of and power over his life,
!

Like Andrews, Lady Amherst (the prindipal but not the only

narfator of LETTERS) also overcomes'anxiety through setting the

story of her life down on paper. But whereas Andrews stresses
éﬁ? values the ordering power of the novel, Lady Amherst stresses
l1ts fictionality anJ is more suspiclious of it as a result. She

presents her narrative, not as a novelist, but ag a correspondent.’
I

! (

ol

in a series of letters. As the coﬁsort of novelists and as a
falled novelist herself, she is more aware Qf~the complexities of
story-telling thaQJAndrews seems to be, distinguishing between
her diary-like letters and literary "writing." Having been the
model for characters in the works of Huxley, Hesse, Waugh, Mann,
and others, she is éware of the disiortions which can creep into
fiction. Nevertheless, like Andrews, she values the distance
which writing about one’s.own life as {f it were a fiction can
prodide: Her act of narration frees her to see heréelf. It
‘allows her a perspective that simple day-to-day living does not
allow.

Stymied as a writer of fiction, Lady Amherst finds that she

1s loquacious when composing the letters she sends to the silent
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Author. As is the case for Andrews, the idea of a syﬁpathetic
reader to whom .she can explain herself allows her to compose the
narrative of her life. Aware of this new sense of-freedom she
exper;ences when writing, she reflects:

[ remﬁﬁbef. wryly, how in the years when | aspired to

flietion | would sit for hours blocked before the inkless

page. And my editorial, my critical and historical writing,

has never . come easily, nor shall | ever be a ready dictatér
of sentences to Shirley Stickles [her secretaryl. Even my
personal correspondence 1s usually brief. But this genre By

of eplstolary confession evidently strikes some deep chord
in me: come Saturday's Dear J.V. . . 1 feel | could
write on, write on to the end of time. (251)
She writes this as a postscript to one of her letters, aptly
labellinguper génre "epistolary confession." Whereas Andrews

shapes, 1nﬁerpret5, and delineates a self with great de-,

!
N

llberationfjﬂancying himself a novelist, Lady Amherst writes
freely, eQE&Jring rather than defending herself. In her re-
capitulation of the events of both her past and her present
life, she finds an outlet for‘her emoticons, an outliet which she
had not realised that she needed. Not until she begins to nar-
rate does she discover that she has "much to tell, no one to tell
it to" (59). Her narrative act indicates to her how very alone
she 1s and pfovides her with an essential link to her world.
Writing becomes an act of communication and a source of con-
solation--rather than justificatrbn-—for her.

»

Freed from the rigors and responsibiiities of the novelist’s
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“

" deliberate shaping of narrative and writing to an addressee who

~,

~~

never respondé, she discovers her natural story-telling &
ébilities. .Pike Andrews, she intends Jo simply report the facts.
In the simple narratioq of what has occurred to her she finds
that she can both analyse herself and feel that she has a con-
fidant all at the same time. Lady Amherst begins to write her
series of nérrative latters at the request of the Aﬁthor. who 1Is
planning to write an epistolary novel featuring a character very
much like her. Intrigued by his offer, and pleased to be con-
gsulted for once,(she agrées to writelto him about her past. éf
Reluctant at first, she soon becomes dependent on her Saturday-
morning letter sessions.{ﬁhfcause she receives no replies--and
expects none--her kette;k\assume something of the quality of a

personal journal, as she acknowledges by beginning one of them,

"My dear B. (or, Dear Diary)" (187). rn Epistolarity: Ap-

proaches to a Form, Janet Altman observes that "if there 138 no

desire for exchange [of letters], the writing does not differ
significantly from a Journai™ (89). LLady Amherst’'s letters do
differ significantiy from a' journal, however, because she is
writinglto an unknown Author who may well uge her in his next
novel. Uhen’Richardson's Pamela writés letters to her parents
which she has no hope of sending, she 1s writing a journal. Lady
Amherst’s letters, however, while théy may be written primariiy
for the purpose of self-analysis, are shaped by the awareness
that, even 1If there is no response to them, the Author i3 reading

them. She is, therefore, occasionally drawn Into explaining and
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justifying her actions to protect hersélf from #he mistaken
interpretations her reader may make. Because she is writing to
another as well as for herself, Lady Amherst must provide back-
ground, highlight patterns, offer excuses that she would not have
to In an actual diary.2 The fact that Lady Amherst sends her

letters by certified maill so that she has confirmation that they

have been received ls proof of her Strong desire-to believe that

b4

she has .a real reader, an actual‘confidant.

lt.is the idea of a reader, rather than the reader'’s re-
sponse, that a%lows her to narrate her life-story. A)ggbugh at
ﬁimes she complains of the Aufhor’s failure to repiy to her
egistles. she is in fact inspired by his sllence to write. Any
response would inhibit her, prevent her from relating the most
intimate experliences of Her life. The Author’'s silence frees her
from the crippling degree of self-coﬁsciousness which a true
correépondence would provoke. She begins by demanding his
gilence as a condition of her confession: "perhaps it wil! be as
well--and fit--1if, like fictions, these confessional Installments
go unreplied to: scribbled In silence, into silence sent,
silently received® (69). Well into the novel, after toying with
{(and rejecting) the idea of delivering rather than posting her
letters, she writes to the Author, "Your silence has drawn so
many words from this pen.” And she goes on to note her re-
luctance to alter this situation by making any personal contact:
"'twere plty to break it with conversation" (449). Her zomment

indicates her recognition that to confront her confidant in

person would be to converse rather than to confess. Here she
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points to her awareness of a pecuiiar quality of letters that
Arnold Weinstein has described. He points out that the letter
writer Eubstitutes the exchange of written words for con-

| versation: "the letter is dispossessed, bereft Df'the incredibly
rich, tangible\ more or less rellable, context which surrounds
all human exchange; it is, instead, language alone, bodiless,
unmoored5 It is written in solitude and read in solitude; hénce
providing an awesome freedom of fabrication and interpretation"
(190). UWeinstein'’s comment helps to demonstrate the kind of
gsecurity and freedom Lady Amherst feels when she chooses to tel |l

her story in letters rather than in conversation with the Author.

.
i

She can shape her experience into language which, no longer
herself, becomes her emissary, an& she can invent he;self i1f she
pleasesgs, S5he Is even more free than most letter-writers because
she expects no repl; at all, no cheqks on her veracity, and as a
result she has no reservations about continuing her tale.

Eventually, sﬁ% writes not only in response to the Author’'s
silence but also to preserve her sense of self: if "| speak at
all," she tells him, it is "to drown out your thundering sllencel
to delay my'going mad" (348). Narrative struéture at this point
provides the only structure in her Iife and, she fears, fn her -+
self. The second motivation scon becomes the dominant one as she
tries to undertand and cope with her wo;ld. She needs to wr}te
to exﬁlain her love for Ambrose, her subsgservience to him in

mattersﬁgf dress and birth control, her fear of losing him, her

confusion at the reappearance of Andre Castine in various guises,
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and her loss of financlal and emotional security with the loss of
her job at Marshyhope U, Telling "the story of her 1ife thus
far"™ forces her to evaluate {t, and she finds that she is dis-

.

gatisfied with ft. Uniike Andrews, SQF is not a confident,

o L

assertive narrator, Jjustifying and explaining to prove her
guperiority, but 8 frightened one, hoping to find in the outlet
of confession some relief from a past which has left her adrift
and a}one.3
At the age of fifty, she feels‘that her life has been
nelther p;oductive nsr pralseworthy. 0On her first visit to the
Lighthouse to meet Ambrose’s family, she expects toc be asked the
story of her life, and, with her new—fuuﬁd-story—telang
capacity, she composes a ﬁental table of contents: "How [ was
Def lowered With a Capped Fountain.Pen; My Several Abortions and
Miscarriages; The Amherst Phallic‘lndex to Major British and
Continental Novellists of the Eariy 20th Century, With Commentary"
(247-48) . Her bitter irony is a direct result of the self-
evaluation into which autobiogfaphy has forced her. Taking an
overview of her life, she comes to this conclusion:
I seem to myself afflicted with at least three separate
compglsions: to fall in love with (and more often than not
conceive by) elderly novelists; to fall in love with and
gonceive {and be aismissed) by Andre Castine; and, like
Freﬁd's patient [who has a "destiny compulsion"], to walt
upon the terminal agonies of lovers who do not fit those

categories, (208-09)

In the act of narrating her life-story, she has discovered.this
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pattern, and she now tries to fit Ambrose into {t. She

identifies her behavior as neg;tive..gs the result of compulsions.
which place her seéondary to, and at the mercy of, the mén Iin her
life. Narrating these events, she'recognizes their repetitive
nature, and she vows to free herself from her compulsions: nar-
rative allows her bhoth to see herself clearly, and to act upon

N
that vision. Later in the same letter she comments: "My whole
romantic life, 1 am trylng to persuade myself, has, |like the pody
of this letter, been digression and recaplitulation; it is time to
rearrive at the present, to move into a future unsullied by the
past" (224). As shé confesses her past, she freeslherself from
it. The epistolary confession becomes more than consolation: it
is a productive form of (scripto-) therapy.

Unlike Andrews' narrative, which was composed with
deliberation sixteen years after the eventg which (t depicts,
Lady Amherst’s story 1s told as she lives it, with no kriown and
safe end in sight. As she wriées, she does not know what will
happen Iin the next chapter nor if the ending will he a haPpy one.
This gives her narrative a less confident tone and makes her
self-image a weaker one than that of Todd Andrews. He used nar-
rative to perfect and polish‘his life-story; she uses hers to
come te terms with what is h;ppenihg around her. At times, she
thian of her Saturday morning letter-writing as an act of
escapism, but while writing about Ambrose’'s infidelities may help

her to cope with them, it does not make them go away. "Reporting

the news" may show one’'s ltife for what it is, but narration 1F
!

A
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for Lady Amherst no substitute for-aétion. 'On one occasion, when
she ié oncé dgain suffering from Ambrese's infidelities, she
complalnsg: "30 pages have nﬁt assuaged my misery, only lengthily
rec;rded et (390). While her lengthy letter may help her to
Lﬂidentify her complex emotions, it also sharpens and profongs
them, and because this event is afl.tpo current, her narration
Hoes not remove her from it. At this point, even the illusion of

writing fictlon does not remove her from herselif, and she runs

e

bﬁéffisk of remaining Immersed in her emotions.
!
/ y
) But for the most/part, she does find that the stratagem of

writing as though she were a novelist does help her to sort out
her present chaos, {f not to reiieve her of it. She anncunces:

"l even imagined myself ready to kick this habit, oy Saturday

epistolary *fix,' whatever the withdrawal pains. Then came last
night’s dreamlike adventure, which, though I was {ts victim, | am
gtill far from understanding™ (450). Narrative has clearly

become the tool she uses for grasping the meaning of her ex-
perlences. Thinking her story-telling a weakness, an indulgence,
she had decide& to abéndon it but finds that she needs to use her
new-found abilities as a narrator to come to terms as a woman
with the rape in the rose garden, thch followed from her en-

counter with "her" Andre. The strangeness of the experience can

and must b? dealt with through the exploratory and ordering

qualities of na;;ﬂtion. With no outlet for narrative confeision,
she would not be able to understand, perhaps even to survive,
/ A
this incident. _ %
&

1

Early on in her experience of "epistolary coﬁfessidn," Lady

—
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L . f
-, Amherst acknowledges the power of story-telling té transform thekﬁ_/.

teller:

.

t Thus has chronicling Ffansformed the chronicier.
Takelwarning, sir{. to put things into words warks changes,
not only upon the events‘narrated, but upon their narrator.
She Qho saluted you pages past is not the same who closes
now, though the name we share remains,

As ever,
Germaine (80)
Forced to comtemplate events in a new way, forced to re-live the
past, forced to select and describe expefiences. the narrator's
.experienCE of ﬁarrating alters her'percéptions of‘the past and
af g;r present gelf. When it is successful, narrating clarifles
and frees her; whsn'it is not, 1t intensifieé her bltterness.
.
Her experience of the narrative act is thus more compiex and more
problematic than that of Andrews, although not neariy so prob-

lematic as that of some of the narrators of the stories in

Lost in the Funhouse.

i
Ultimately, Lady Amhe;;I‘Iﬁinks of her dependgnce on letter ‘

writing as a weakness, but she is happy to have found the

stabllity which it offers to her in an otherwise chaotic world, a

world in which people are not who they represent themselves to be

naor yet anyone else either, in which a whole family seems tJ*be

dying of cancer, in uPich a lover has no qualms about making his

beloved re-enact hts former love affairs. She beging to reailze

that even if the Author was not receliving her letters or tul-
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filfing the role of confidant. she would still write in nrde? ro
make sense of her confusing experiences. She tells the Author:
;And 1 undcrsténd, netter than formerly, Ambrose's‘lettérs to the

outgotn%;tide; anybody's epistles to the empty adir.- . . . and 1

need once more to write to yon, nétionly whether you reply or,
not, but whether or not you'even_read my.,words"™ (365). She now

-

understands Ambro&e's‘motives for griting to an imaging?y'
recipiént--a flction necessary éo the construction of a narrative
abau nes;Lt—-ﬁs shé nad”not been able tn do.before. Even an
invented reader would-allow her to shépe her 1ife.intd narrative.
But, Ilike Andrews,'she s virtually writing for herself aththis
point; writing not so much to justify, defend, ar prove:her
sanity as to preserve it, to re~locate it iﬁ a 5eemingly mad

world. In her letters she asserts herself as she dg;s not seem
to be able to do in her relations with Ambrose, with ‘Andre, eyen

with Harshyhope

In The Life of the Novel, David Goldknopf‘§uggesté that

. A .
writing comes to replace living for tpe characters of epistolary
a ' . . :

fiction: "The characters projent their'thoughts, deeds, life,

not into or against an existentidl Eeality:?iresumably-fhe ideal

of the realist novel--but upon papéer. And the excitement in
- ) . ot
thedir lives is%to a signficant degree generated by their writing.

Underlying all other passions is the passion to translate life

into words" (67). This is éertainly the condition Barth ascribes

L

to his Author figures, but Lady Amherst shares tbis passion only

insofar as she finds herself dependent on her Saturday morning

-_letter—writing fix. Narration helps her to understand, but does

4

e
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not replace, living. On the other six days of the week, she ls

living rather than writing. Eventually, she breaks out of even

this temporary authorhood and aba#ﬁbns her letﬁer writing to ltive

\

entirely in an "existential reaL‘ty.“
//
A product of a kitérary wor id, ?he is aware, as are other ot

Barth's nar?atcrs,.that events and people are changed in théir
-transTutation to fiction. She acknowledges, as Andrews does not,
the fluidity of the boundary between life and art. While she
likes to assume the stance of the writer, she still wishes to be

able to distinguish her life from fiction:

-

It [typing her weekly letter with an.incriminating carbon
copyl gave my weekly confession at once a more official and

(what have | to lose now?) a more fictitious aspect: as,uﬂf'

i
et

| were a writer writing first-person fiction, an epiétolihy

9
novelist composing «+ . . Iinstead of a stateless 50-year-old
« .

widow, féiled mother, falled writer, and scholar af no
a Al

cohsequence. tyrannised and humiliated by a younger "lover"
as she enters her menocpause with littleﬁ%? locok back upon
except abortive liaisons with a number of prominent

novelists, and nothing to look %orward to. (378)

R,

Pré{ending that she is writfng fiction rather, than auto-
biography, she can escape'herselﬂ. treat the events of her Iite
- "4 \3‘

"as an invented plot and so nbt have to live with them as the sum
totai of herself. Goldknopf haé further observed that most

fictional féttér—writers write I{n an “attempt to relleve the

banality h' their inner tife, to shape its confusiens into a

<
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coherent image, and to projéct that {mage as an esthetlcally\

processed wish-fulfillment against the moral chaos of the outer

.world--all through the {nstrument of literacy" (78). Nhén she

writes, Lady Amherst does hope to shape her confusion into

coherence, but she {s usually ruthlessly honest about her life,

and her letters, except for thelr structuré, do not really

process her life into uish—fulfillment.n Rathef, they help her

. escape’her banélify by making 1t other than herself--by making it

a-story about a banal; character. ' ™~

Nevertheless, she wants to maintain her awareness of a self

existing apart from the narrative, as well. Just after com-

»
r

menting on her pretense of cowposing a novel, she reflects: "The
crowning lrony now occugs to me: that perhaps you too believe,

at least 2uspeof, that I’m making all! this up! Fantasizing!

q€it}ng fiction!™ (378). Degspite 1ts usefulness, the authorial
stance 1s and must be only an llus{ if -she is to find scripto-
therapy a succgssful trea&meﬁ;.l She needs a reader -who will
recogniié that her-;itqagion is unpleasant because it 1§§real and
LA )
not an invented fictior. %be fears for her actuality throughout
her letters, describing the wgrld as a b%rbque fiction, dreaming
that.sha is only.a product of Ambrose's pen who imagines herself
real.. Her letter-writing helps her to keep her grasp on the real

a

and the self because she 1s aware that her letters only resemble

e

a novel and because she knows that the story is not yet finished.

Barth shows that self-consclousness as a writef is vital to her

‘sanity. Writing as though her life were a story, but knowing

' 4
that it is not, helps her to keep a grasp on the fine iine

©

-
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between life and story.

Suspicious of fiction and narrativet sﬁe yet comes to value
autoblographical nayrative. Speékiqg of her letters, she re-
marksg: "They do spell out somethihg of a Qtory; don't they, with
a sart oalshape to it? Wanting perhaps iﬁ‘climax'and denoument,
but fetching its principals withal at least to this present
gravely tranquil Rlateau" (560). She conveys here a sense of
pride that her life has been so arranged as to make a pleasing

—

narrative pattern. Confildent at this stage of Ambrose’s love for

- .

her, she sees her letters as coming to compleﬁ{on. as .having a .///’//
shape rather than simply reflecting fhe chaés of her present -
tense existence. She sees fhe narrative's shaping once again as
a wvirtue, as proving the meaningfulness of her life and, what's
more, entertaining her reader. In this letter she éven glves the
Author permission to show her letters to Ambrose: they are no
longer the private, frightened confessions of Lady Amherst, but a
document apart from herself and one from which she now feels
,gquite independent.
. IfT her letters do tell a story, it is a love story. She

LN
declares her story Begun when she finally gets around to ad-
.mitting to the Author that she and Ambrose have become lovers
(61). “5he ends her story with an account of their marrisge and
thelikelihood of her pregnancy. The fears that have made her
dependent upon her epistolary fixes qisappear when her future

with Ambrose seems sure. She warns the Author that should their

mutual love persist "and shoutld its bersistence (as it may) come

; s g f | &,

* cd ' /1 \ ) f?
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to make these weekly communiques as unnecessary far me as
Ambrose’s bottied epistles have become for him--why then, we

shall be at our story’s end, you and I" (545). The security of

love--cf real life--1s preferable to the seburity of story-
N .

telling, and will replace it. Writing her narrative has at times
helped her to live with despalir,. but it never becomes more im-
aortant than life {tself. |
/; Oﬁ Her wedding night, Lady Amherst experiences a vision

* which she does not describe, except'fgr its erecﬁ; it gives her
peace within herge]f and with the Qorld. Even the news of the:
presumed deaths of Andre and her son Henri Burlingame V11 does
not rufflg her new-fqund serenity, ner, she claims, does the
thought that Ambfose‘may one day leave her for another woman.
Having achieved this pegcefulness and self~a¢ceptanée, having

overcome her fears--of. fallure, of loneliness, of madness--she
4
informs the Author that he will not hear from her again. The end

of theilr correspondence is appropriately signalled by a response
from the Author, a letter of congratulation on her marriage.

{
Like that of Andrews, her story-telling has been a mode of

scriptotherapy, a process of self-analysis which hasrallowed her
to see herself clearly and to establish, after some grim moménts,
a sense of self-acceptance. ﬂavqng dhme to terms with he:self
through narrating the story of her lifé, she éan now come to
terms with her new husband and once again assume a position at

“the Univerifty. Her letters have aliowed her to establish a

clear sense of who she is and of how she fits into her world.
3 ;
At

br7)
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Todd Andrews and Lady Amherst both arfirm the existence of a
'fecognizable and consistent self in thelir autobiocgraphical

narratives,. Telling \his story in The Floating Opers, Andrews

recognizes that one fact influehces and thus unites all:of his
actions, while Lady Amherst discnvers‘consistent patterns ot
behavior which heip her to identify herself. In cantrast to ‘

- |
both, Jacob Horner, the narrator of The End of the Road, }

questions the very idea’ of the self and of its articulation .in
the language of narrative. Unlike Andrews and Amherst, he has no
one self but a myriad of selﬁes. some dellberately asgumed, some
which assume, temporarily, control over him. As he tells the
story of his relationship with Joe and Rennie Morgan, he doubts
t%at he can ever truly describe a personality, whether his ar any
one else’s, because character is not 'a fixed entity. Lacking the
asée;tiveness of Andrews and the desperation of Lady Amherst, he
is coolly distanced ?rom_himself as he composes his narrative,
hidden from the world In the dormitory of the Doctor’s treatment
centre.

Whereas Andrews beglns his narrative to meet a personal goal
and Lady’Amhersi hers to comply with the Author’s reguest, Horner
. 1s presumably writing because the Dactor, in whose establishment
he is a patient, has prescribed writing his story as a
"mobilisation therapy." Horner suffers from periods of

paralysis, which result from his {nability to make cholces when

he realizes that no one cholce is ultimately preferable tc any
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other one, a malady which Barth ldentifles (in both Horner's and
Ebenezer Cooke’'s cases) as "cosmopsis." Horner canﬁot be said to
havé chosen to write his autobiography, as Andrews and Lady
Amherst have chdsen; he simply fé\lows the Doctor’s insEfuctions.
Telling his story, reviewing his past, he does not interbret it
for us or tell ué what it meané% he comes closer to Andrews' goal
of gsimply presenting the facts than does Andrews himsgelf. He
does not narrate to delineate a distinct, coherent self but.to
recognize his many selves and his fundamental emptiness.
Paradoxically, hawever, he does present a nearly complete record
of‘wHo'he is by describing how he acted and which moods dictated
his actions throughout Kis involvement with the Morgans.

s .
The first tine of The End of the Road is probably more fre-

quently guoted than any Barth-has written: "In a sense, | am
Jacob Horner." He is so only "in a sense" because Jacob Horner
is not one identifiable personality. Hia difficqlty as a nar-
rator 13 not that he must prove his behéviop to be logicalty

coherent nor that 1t is too gutrageous to be believed as fact.

His problem is that "the same life lends;@tself to anylnumber of
'stories--parallel, concentric, mutually habitant, or what you
will" (5), but as narrator \he is forced to choose one story. He
seems quch more aware than Andrews ;;d Lady Amherst of the acts
of selection involved in the process of narrating. Because he is
not writing to prove himself to be anyone in particular, he is

. .

all but paralysgsed by the cholces forced upon him in his role‘tas

narrator. Even an autoblography, his narrative 1Insists, involves
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making some arbitrary choices. If :;_Upderstand bur lives by
seeing them as stories, then the choice of plo£ and géﬁre becomes
cruciail. to how we define ourselves, and the story begins to shép
our lives rather than our lives our stories.s Although this
power of narrative frightens some of Barth's later narrators, it~
is a power that someone like Horner, with no sure gense aof self,
g

Horner's awareness of the poﬁer of narrative to shépe a gelf

is reinforced by the Doctor’s prescription of "Mythothefapy.“

values highly.

The Doctor'explains tﬁat every individual plays the role of hero
In his own life~story, castiné everyone else into the roles ot
minor characters. Since our lilves seldom‘have‘goherent plots, we
constantly reconceive our ideas of just what kind of heroes we
are and which roles others will play. Trouble arises when the
heroilc role we ha%e assumed no longer fits the situatlon, and we

lack the imaginatﬁg:\to adapt ourselves to the new situation or

the situation to oursvision of ourselves. This 1s where our

familiarity with basic narrative structures comes into play In’

defining our sense of self. The Docter warns Horner: "you're too

unstable to play any one PA t all the time--you're also too

1

/
unimaginative~--so0 for you\;hese crises had better be met by .

cg;}gihg scripts as often

s necessary. . . . the important thing

for ybu-ﬁs to realize whathou'ne doing so you won't get caught
N ’ —~
without a script, or with the wrong script" (90). Here the

-~

Doctor advocates seilf-awareness through analysis of the story
line one i{s constructing, so that so tenuous a self as that ot

.
Jacob Horner does not loge itself entirely by becoming entanglied
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in Iinappropriate narrative csnstructs. Because he‘has no firm
sensgse of Qelf, he has to.be self-conscious or risk-having either
no scribt or the wroné one. As long‘as he can still treat the
magk he aszumes dith some ser}ousness, his mythotherapy can help
him, as it has helped Andrews and Lady Amherst, to act and to
take & place in the world of the othe; characters.8

The Doctor (and with him Barth)linsists that the practice of
living our lives as stories and seeing oursélves as characters in
them is quite natural, and, thirough Horner, Barth shows that
without this natural narrative capacity, the self begins to
disintegrate. Horner needs to learn how to prepare scripts
because, unlike Andrews and Lady Amherst who quite readily assume
the role of protagonist in tJeir life-stories, he assumes no role
at all. The Doctor explains his situation to him:

This kind of role-assiéning is myth-making, and when
it’s dene consciously or unconsciously for the purpose af
aggrandizing or protecting your ego--and it’s probably done
for this purpose all {he time--1it becomes Mythotherapy.
Here’s the point: an immobility such as you experienced
that time in Penn Station is possible only to a perfon who
for some reason or other has ceased to participate in
Mythotherapy. At that time on the bench you were neither a
major nor a minor ;haracter: you were no character at all.
lt’s because this has happened once that {t’'s necessary for

me to explain to you something that comes quite naturally to

everyone else. (89)
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Once he understipds the principle of Mythotherapy, Jake can szee
how others-~the‘ﬁorgans énd the staff of Wicomico Teachers

Coll gé, for 1nstance——are.casting him, and he can deliberately .
pPlace other characters in specific s#oles so that he Qill be able
o0 act. Self-less and unconnected to the world until he Iéarns
é& do tLls, he is one of Barth's clearest examples of how
narrative establishes a link with the world. Without 1t, Horner
cannot act at all,

Horner’s discovery that he can tell stories or Imagine
scripts helps him to overcome some of his indecision and his
inability to act. Ev;n before it is prescribed by the Doctor,
Jake recognizes that Scriptothérapy. writing his autobiography in
a coherent, linear narr;tive, has a poéitive value |ilke that of
Mythotherapy. Horner’s changing moods and his assumption of
different roles make it impossible‘}or him consistentiy to bé—
lieve in any one principle, as Andrews, for example, consigtently
believes in the value of reason. But after one of his con-

frontations with Joe Morgan, he does identify something llke a

consistent belief--in the centrality of articulation:

Articulation! There, by Joe, was my absolute, it
could be said to have cne. At any rate, it is the only
£Sing I can think of about which I ever had, with any
freauency at all, the feelings one usually has for one’s

absolutes. To turn experience into speech--that {s, to ,
classify, to categorize, to conceptualize?\to grammarize, to

synfacfify it--1s always a betrayal of experience, a

falsification of it; but only so betrayed can 1t be dealt
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with at all, and only in so dealing with it did | ever feel
a2 man, alive and kicking. It is therefore that, when [ had
cause to think about it a;'all, ! responded ﬁo this precise
falsification, this adroit, careful mytqkmaking,.with all
the upsetting exhilaration of any artist at his work. When
my mythoplastig razors were sharply honed, it was un-
para{lel”d spdrt to lay about with them, to have at reality.
In other senses, of course, [ don’t believe this at
all. (118
Horner here shows both more awareness of the distortion which
ocgurs in the narration of a life-story and more ease with that
distortion than does either Andrews or Lady Amherst. He is aware
that the value of articulation; the kind of articulation in which

he 13 engaged as he writes the report we are reéding, is that it

makes him feel alive, a rare experience for him. Presenting his
k)

life ag though it were a story allows him to see that it has a
plot or pattern, even if it is only one which he has Iimposed--the
act of Imposing itself proves that he exists. Only through
language, he discovers, can he use his myth-making powers to
ascribe a‘meaning that has any permanence to his ilife.

Jake's activities and interests as an articulator are, to an

extent, parallel to those that Charles Harris- identifies in

Passionate Virtuosity as typical of Barth the afticulator: "In

Barth'g“fiétions the passionate desire to construct meaning--

-

-~not meaning {tself--assumes the status of a universal value.

I1f anything is sacred, 1t is not a particular form of human



85

’
1

*reality’ but that which forms human ‘reallty'™™ (8). Jake cannot
- )

accept one ‘interpretation of his life to be any more valld than
another, but he values his ability to 'generate and impose meaning

: 4
through "articutation" or narration. He remains insistent that

g
the practice of mythotherapy, however, always involves some-
distortion. When Rennie unconsciously applies mythotherapy to
her situation and casts Horner in a role which suits her view of
the drama which is unfolding, Jake is uneasy: "anybody whao
starts talking Iin terms of keys to pecple’s characters is making
myths, because the mystery of people {5 not to be explained by
keyé" (1311}, Mythotherapy necessarily simplifies complex L
sltuations, but Jake distrusts Rennie because she seems unaware
that she isgsimplifying,_and thus distorting, Jake's multi-
faceted character. 1f they are to use it wisely, the practitioners
of Mythotherépy must always be éware that they 1impose an inter-
pretation, that a distortion, albelt a necessary one, occurs, At
the root of the increasing self-reflexiveness of Barth's fiction
is this insistence that we be aware of how wWe are using
narrative.

Jake finds Rennie's use of mythotherapy unsettling because
it 1s so restrictive. He, himself, has no trouble holding con-
tradictory opinions abowﬁrggﬁple, particularly peoplie he %ﬁows
well. Because no 'one of these opinigns seems superlor to the
others, he cannot impose a character or role on a person un-
consclously or automaiically. He explialns that it seemed to him !

"that the Doctor was insane, and that he was profound; that Joe

wefg brilliant and also absurd; that Rennie was gstrong and weak

- a A
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and that Jacob -Horner->quwl, peacock, chameleon, doqkéy, and

poepinjay, fugitive from a Jmedieval bestlary--was at the same time
glant and dwarf, plenum &nd vacuum, and admirable a;q
contemptible™ (120). Syth awa;ehess,of mujtiple possibilities
could make Horner's tagicas a narrator difficult: his narrative
will have no heroes—-cgrfainly not his vacuum/plenum self, and

4
not Joe Morgan, either--and no:villains, since no one is worse
than anyone else. He chgoses to try to present the record of his
varying Impressions of the_central actors’ complexity rathep
th;n to attempt to show consistency in their behavior. The
tens&on in his narrative arisés from the conflict which occurs
between Jacob Horner, who is.consistently no one in particular,
and Joe Margan, who believes passionately that people can and do
act coherently.

Horner and the Morgans d{sagree fundaméntally on the
defiﬁigion'of the self. Horner expléins early in the novel (so
that the reader will understand the position he assumes during
the Morgan-crisis? that he does not think of himself in terms of
a coherent personality--a core of self--but rather as a sequence
of dominating moods. Moreover, he experiénces heriodd’ﬁ?’;hat he
calls "weatherlessness" during which he is unaware‘of having a
character altogether:

I tell it [a dréam of day dith no weath%fl now to
1llustrate a difference betuégn moods -and %he weather, their
usual analogy: ~a day without_weather ;s unthinkable, but

for me. at {ijst there were frequently days without any mood
, .

i

i)
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at all. On these days Jacob Horner, except {n a meaningless

J metabolistic sense, ceased to exist, for ] was without a
— S
ﬁghgfnality. Like those microscopic specimens that

7 A
biologists must dye in order to make them visible at alil, |
had to be colored 'with some mood or other {f there was to be

2 recognizable self to me€. (36

Given that he is a victim of the mood which overtakes .him and not .

the égent of a mind which wills his behavior, he cannot be sald
to act coherently in accordance with either hi's desf}%3/9¢ hisg
values (as Joe Mofgan insists den %eeingrhim) because there is-
no consistency in his desires or val&eg. Biolpgically, he exiats
with some continuity and coherence, but. psycholagicailly he.dé}les

any attempt to define his essence. In his d}scussioq;ot The End .
b B ) :
of the Road, David Kerner comments: "In contrast ,to Morgan,

‘v

Horner denies fundamental human identity—~‘Nobody¥% authentic:'

.

every choice of actlion ‘is a piece of acting——the‘assumptlon of a
role, a mask, an arbitrary pretense of identity; under the mask

4 -
is no “true self’'--nobody. Horner is this Nobody" (92),

Horner’s task asg a narrator is, as a resuit, a difficult_one: h'e

!
must depict himself as a character who hag no clearly defined

' T
character.

Because there is no principle querlying his behavior,

Horner can simply record the events as they happened and the
poods which he experienced in succession. His recollections are
v . . .
not cloudedL.as are lLady Amherst’s, with self-evaluation, ner 1g
R .

he concerned to justify his past behavior. I'fipking about {oe

'

Morgan's stance, he is led to reflect: "judging from my clearest

AR
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picture of myself, the individual is not individual atter all,
any more than the atom is atomistic: he -can be divided further,

and subjectivism ‘doesn’t really becaome Iintelligible until one
fi;ally locates the subject"™ (142). Horner's expefience of a
multitude of selves has prevented him from locatingra subject )
within himself, and his self-conscious experience of‘oﬁjectivéjy
observing his changing mpods ;revents him from identifying
strongly with any one of them. He is nﬁﬁ one personality, but a
host of successive personalities bearing no égsential relation-
SN
ship to one another: the Horner who reflects on his actions - %
seems to feel no identity‘with the Horner who performed them:
Consgquently, his narrative is not the hiétory of the '
development or growth of a self. He arrives at no new under-
standings, unlike Andrews and Lady Amherst. Horner makes‘no
references to childhood, parents, or past eiperiences to explain
who he is because he does not think of personality as beling
continuous. He sees no pétterns in his actions, except the
pattern of changeability. Because he 1is influ?nced by changing .
moods rather than by reason, he does not explain his--or any one
else’s--actions in terms of motivation and denies the idea of
cause altogether. He thinks that, for most people, "there’ll
always be a few things Iin their autobiography tha£ they can’t
account for" (116), and he refuses to make ratlionalisations after

.
the fact to explain what he has done. When he made love to

-

Rennie, he was aware, he insists, of no consclious motlves and,

furthermore, could rationalise none after the fact. As far as he

*
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‘N\‘ important thing is to act at all, and in doing so to provide

Is concerngd, the action is inexplicable, gnd Morgan is obtuse iI'n
believing so arde;tly that a careful analysis.éf the event will
explain it. When he depic£s the event in Fis narrative record,
Horner simply déscribes itband does not feel any need to ana;yse
or interpret: he does follow Méry Mungommery's rules by letting
the actions speak‘for themselves., He does not even aemand that |
they forﬁra reasonable pattern.?

The ﬁroblem for Horner as a person is that, overwhelmed by
polariged possibilities of equal merit, he usually becomes
paralysed. The Doctor points ogt to him that the problem does
not lie in the situatlion (the number of equally valid alter-
natives}) but Iin the absence of a chooser. "Choosing," he ex-

' ’
plains, "is existence: to the extent that you don't choose, you
don't exist. Now.\gverything we do must be oriented toward

choice and action™ (83). The Doctor advises Horner not to worry

‘abbut choosing wisely or acting nobl&; for a paralytic, the

e
{

hims‘lf with a personality. The choice myst be made arbitrarily
or it will never be made,
, Horner Hescribés his most debilitating attempt to make a

_ _chaolce as comlng after Rennie’s death. He could not decide
whether to-ca[% the police (in order to confess to his role in

procuring the abortion), to marry Peggy Rankin, or to write to

Joe.  He }inds that weighing the alternatives typically defeats
his desire to act:
I could not remain sufficlently simple-minded long engugh to

lay blame--on the Doctor, myself, or anyone--or to decide
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® ’ '
what was the right course of action. . . . The terrific in-

cohpbetgness made me volatile; my muscles screamed to act:’
but my |imbs were bound like Laocoon's--by thé'serpents ~

Knowledge -and Imagination, which, grown great in the full-

ness of time, no longer tempt but annihilate. (196
For Horner, Kknowledge and'imagination do not solve problems but
.exacerbate them and make it impossible for him to act. Tﬁe
Doctor's advice that he empiqy the principles-of Sinistrality,
Antecedence, and Alphabeiicaf Priority (that he.choose the lett
if alternatives are side by side, the first if they are con- ,
secutive in time, and the one which begins with the earlier
letter of the alphabet when neither of the other rules appllies)
does not seem go help'him when he is trying to assume res- i;
pensibility, to iaentify himselft wiﬁh the man who took Rennle for
the aéortion. Rennie's accidental death throws him inte his
final quandary. Finding that he is unable to respond to it with
an assertive casting of roles, he gives up and goes off ta, join
the Doctor at the n;w 1mmobilisa£10n Farm.

Uﬁable to choose, blologically alive but with neo
recognisablé self, defeated by the netessity of ;aklng cholces,
Horner seems to have become a total vacuum ;t the end of his
narrative, The Horner who goes off to join the Doctor clearly
has not learrned, as Andrews agd Lady Amherst have, how to cope
in the world. .But the Horner who imposes agrole on himself (that
of the shape-shifter, who figures prominently in Barth’s fiétion)

¢

by narrating his story in The End of the Road may well be able to
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do so. He has managed to write'himself a script, even if after

tEE*QaCt' and he has articulated himself a role as both hero and R

vililain. Through narration, he has managed to invent and define
~a gelft, not just to recognize or défepd one.

. )
A -
= In "Bartgmand the Representation of Life,"™ David Majdiak

Y

identifies Horner the Qritep‘as a critic rather than as a ‘sh$ 
novelist, a stance which ma;es pis characteristic objectivity an
agset ratﬁer‘than a drawback. As‘a critic, Majdiak argues,
"Horner criticizes not‘bnly;the actorg but the script; vet he
recognizes the problematical in each and iries to inform his
narrative w{th that recognitidn. [t is only in the role of
critic that articulaiion becomes truly preclise because 1t is only
in this role that one can recognize language itself as a
falsification™ (108). Living mythotherapy does not allow Horﬁer
the opportunity to,gcknowledée the complexity of any given
slituation: he mustuaybitarily asslign roles if he is to act in
the script. But when he writesg his narrative, he can both show
complexity (because he has total control over the story) and
comment on the distortion which Is occuring as a result of his
sefection and érticulation. As critic he is free to draw
attention to the process of narratlion more delibep;tely and
speculatively than many novelists do, and he can examine the
properties of his narrative with his characteristically objective

stance. Barth adeptiy exploits the potential for self-
L] .
reflexiveness In written narrative to show that it is an ideal
L

vehicle for Jacob Horner's structuring of a self.

The act of writing his autobiography is finally more



L] ! .
therapeut}c for Horner thén for Andrews{or Lady Amherst because

his need for sle:défd Fnn Ls’the:greatest. Mis narrative,
NI "“.-.-'--‘?-"_. n .

written'two years affeﬁ
"mobility" and-of his ability to understand and even, at times,

to assume responsibility'for'his behavior. Desplite his ' .
hesitancies, the fact that he writes i1s itself an atfirmation o{

hiving in the worlid. It 18 also proof of his ébility'to make

cholces as he selects events for }nclusion and degﬁlls tDZUSE‘fOr
characterization. 1f Horner can choPse. according to the Dﬁctor;
tQSn he exists. The story is, otf course, a distortion, the

impos%tion of anZorder on the evengs. but Horner hasg reached the

)

point where he is willing to accept dist#frtion: "ft—+tsa
§

necessary distortion I{f one would get on with the plot™ (142).
Presumably, now that he has dealt with the affair with the
Morgans in his Scriptotherapy, Jake is ready to get on with the

plot of his own life. His act of narration has enabled him to

act.

Todd Andrews, Lady Amherst, .and Jacob Horner are all enabled

"to act by narrating stories about their lives. Andrews writes In

‘the face of his possibly imminent death and achlieves a temporary

defeat over it by completing the novel. Lady AmMerst wrii;s out
of chaotic experié#nce and discovers order and serenity. Horner
writes put of his emptiness to Impose 2 sense of self on his
actions. Through his depiction of this group of narrators. Barth
suggests the importance of W\thohherapy. or narrative, to any

P
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life: we are all story-tellers.'daily narrating the stories of

our ilves so that we know how to act in the next chaptera. His
. , o

. ' . .
“narrators suggest further that the impuise to write cut a 1ife-"
story ia a stropg and natural one: a lengthy, coherent-narrative

éllous the wgkter a éertain objectivity in the analysis, of hils or

her own subjectivity. [t allows the writer to look at his or

her life as a whole, to move beyoqd the constant present bf daily

~

life and see the structure of the self as a pattern indluding

HEEh past and present. The act of narration itself provides the
r ? °

vantage point,frpm which to assess, analyse, defend, 'even to
define the self. . . ) ‘ !

From his earliest to his mobst rec;nt fiction, Barth shows
;hat he values the autobiograﬁﬁical impulse, pgese%ting numerous
narrators who find that telling the story of their lives affirms

their abllity to live in the world. In a way, these narpatgrs

. . .
are consistent with much of postmodern fiction. As Alfred Hornung

notes, Thé\End of the Road resembles Sophie's Choice, My Life

.y

as a Man, and Jallbird in depicting "the therapeutic recovery of
the recollected self in the text™ (B82). The number of novels
which, like Barth’'s, stress the importance of narrative to the
structure of the self; suggests that narrative is particularly
va!uable‘in the conteﬁporary world as a form of "“scriptotherapy."
The point of such."scriptotherapy," at least 1n-Barth's works, is
to restore the individual to his or her world. Writing about
themselves eventually leads these narrators out of themselves and

Into relationship with persons rather than with words.

!

\
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The, narrators who engage in Scriptotherapy aré not concerned

4

Wwith determining whefher they control thelr stories or{whather ’

their stories control them, despité their acknowledément that the -

act ot narrat}on is a complex one. But Barth's {nterest In
’n?rrative goes\fu?ihe}, and his fiction also presénts.narrators
who think of themselves as "writers” rather than as amateurs, to
use Lady Amherst's distinction. Such narrators feel even more.
acutely the power of narrative and of language over the self, éné,
in his depiction of them Barth suégegts more‘emphaticallﬁ-that
the struc;Lres of narrative to a great extent determine the
structures of selves. Whereas Andrews, Lady Amherst and Horner
mahage_to maintaig\fhe (perh%ps illusory) distinction between
l£ving and telling, the narr’tors of "Life-Story" and "Menelalid"

. find it an increasingly hard line to draw. Battling wlth thelr
tales fgr authority over theirloun characters, they end up even
more helpless than Horner to shape fheif own personalities. The
naréQ}ors who successfully prac£ice scriptotherapy, however,

regain auvutharity over themselves upon the completion of thelir

narratives.

-
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Lost in the Funhouse ana “Bel lerophoniad”

- o - 2
Whereas Andrews, Lady_ Amherst, and Horner may well be

authofs,,sub{;cts, and sole readers of their tales, thereby

¥ C
© maintalning total power'over their life-stories, the narrators of

- s

‘many of the Funhouse and Chimera stories feel that they have

become vittims, subject to the whims of their Authors, the

) * Ty ‘

deficiencles of thelr readers, and the problematics of narrative.:

.. ) They draw the reader’s attentlion to the unsatisfactory structures
1

oh\&ifir life-stories and complain of the ineptness of the n
- ’ *
Authors. Aware of their status as fictional characters; they

Wake thelir nafratives self-reflexive in various senses: the
reader must acknowledge that these characters are just
characters, linguistic creations; that an Author has written
these stories, not in imitation Pf a real event, but in imitation
of.ofher tictions; an& that the Author is using these narratives’
to_makg several points about narrative itself. Scrutinizing

3

. vjthefr own processes, they force the reader to evaluate his or her
own assumptions about narrative.

In "Anti-Flction in American Humor," William Harmon aobserves
that self-conscious fictions present the narrator "typically
finding himself a flrst—person participant whose status as a
discouraged vict}m 1s reflected by his gtatus as an unstable

storyteller. Needlesé to say, the projection of such a fiction
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P

qequirES'extfeme aptitude In the storytel}er:s artukatherwise.
the fictﬁons would be unbearably boring" (378). By choosing to-
p;blish two volumes of stories ﬂeaturing such victimised
'narrators, Barth has challenged himself no£ to alienate the .
- - LW

reader .through tedium or complexity. While -his talent as a
. * F4

story-teller prevents these works frbm Eecomlng,boring. they have
been criticized as empty; self-referéﬁtial. and self-induL&s&Eﬁﬁ;ﬁD
Such criticism misses the degree to which metafictions lilke these
do refer out;ard to the wor'ld and conslder how we use narrative

to allow us to live in the world. As David Majdiak explaing,

"Barth’'s way is to comment on reality by dealing with the

problems of fiction." In this way, he can &eep us "aware of the
illysion as weil as the truth of art" (108). The narrators of

. . v
"Autobiography,™ "Life-Story," "Echo," "Menelaiad," and "Bel -

lerophoniad” discover that the relationship between life and
life-story is much more complex than Lady Amherst and Horner ever
suspeqted. But a feiationship, they discover, does exlst; their
insight is that we must use our narratives wisely, or bg used by
them.1

Barth’s narratives in these two volumes (and to a liesser
extent in LETTERS and Sabbatical) are In part a response to
structuralist and post-structuralist definltions of the self as a
linguistic code. Nathan A. Scott, Jr. sums up the culturaf
Qonteﬁt in which Barth is writing: ™as Derrida and Foucault and

Julla Kristeva and Algirdas Greimas ahd Gerard Genette and

various others lay it down, ithe transcendental subject of
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traditional humaniss is in point o? fact an invented fiction
ﬁuite without any substantial noniinguistic reality%
("Redlscovery"” 149). Barth presents as'narrators a serlies of
humanists, who chérish notions of themselves as integral, unique,
and "real." But they p{ove to be constructed of words anﬁ

~
narrative structures. These mnarrators find that they have no

selves which tfanSCEnd or exist apart from the text--as Lady
A?Ferst, by contrast, believes that she does. Thelr response is
to critique the structu;eé and definitlons of self {mposed by the
nar;atives in which they appear. |

In the end, Barth rejects notions of the empty self and the
empty tgxt,]c!aimfng in Chime}a that fictionbmust'stiil be
"passio;;telw about" something. His self-reflexive fictions are
"passionately about"™ the existentlal crisis experienced by
characters reduced to mere linguistic constructs:z The'
excruciating self-consciousness of.gheir existence and of the;r
fictions is illustrated best by the narrator_d} "Title™ as he -
tries to end his story:
Oh God comma | abhor self-conscicusness. | despise what we
have come to;.l lbathe ou; loathesome [sicl loathing, our
place our time our. situation, our foathsome‘art, thid ditto
necessary stor;. The blank of our lives. (110) .
This narrator, unable to escape his self-~consciousness, can still
recognize and lbéthe itl His point is Barth's: this self-
refiexiveness can be tiresome, but it is a necessary step for

narrative in a period of crisis. Whereas this narrator. along

with many others in Funhouse and Chimera, feels victimised by his
3



narrative situat@on. Barth uses humour and parody to show that he

is "not advocatiné despair for the writer of narratives.
- '

In Reading for the Plot, Peter Brooks suggests that the goal:
. ‘ -

of "all storytelling" since the decline of thé oral tradition

"has in the ‘pri&atized' genre of the novel come to be defined

exclusively as the meaning of an individual 1ife" (246). Barth'sg
narrators certainly beiieve this to be\true. and they hope to
find meaning and identiy for themselves In the narratives of

thelr l1ife-stories. But the narrators discussed below diéco&er

that. they have no power over their own life-stories and fear that

- &
their lives have no meaning. The narratives themselves have

assumed the autheority that the teller claims in The Floating

Opera, The End of the Road, and Lady Amherst's letters. These

short fictions explore the)relationshlp of teller to tale from

the perspective of the character imprisoned in the narrative.

The most thoroughly victimised of this groub of narrators,
the one most helpless fﬁﬁshape the narrative which (s its only
life, is the tape-recorded stoqy that speaks of itself I{n
"Autobiography." As the title suggests, this is a life-story
told in the first person, but, unlike Barth’s other story-
‘tellers, this narrator is unaware of any self which transcends
the text. Born of the momentary passion ftelt by 1ts father, the
Author, for its mother, the tape recorder, the narrator of

"Autobliography™ cannot even claim to be the author of [ts own



.autoblography or to be reaponsible for 1tgs characteristics-~it is
simply the medium, the taped story. In "Autobiography," the

story is the only reality; the narrdtor 1s not even a personage

5

"in" the sEory (let alone a character who believes in his or her ©
real-life existenceioutside of the story) but the story itself,
shaped by minds apd conventions not I'ts own.

Lady Aﬁherst provides a helpful contrast here. The Author
to whom she sends ger letters knows of';;:monly through them and
perhaps doub:s that she has any exlistence beyond the one she may
(for all he knows) be fabricating in them, but Lady Amherst does
not for a moment (except in a dream) dgubt that she possesses a
reallity digstinct from that she gives herself as she writes. The
volce Jhich speaks in "Autcbiography," on the other hand, 1is
aware only of its existence In the text of its life-story and
lacks &he self-consciousness to distingulish between an actual and
a narrated self. The narrator obsarvegt "I’speak in a curious,
detached manner, and don't necessarily hear mysélf".(33). The
story 1s aware of itself as a story, but not as a person; 1t is
onfy the finished product, the tape-recorded narrative, and not
the mind and volce which composé or respond to the story.

_ As it tells the‘st;ry, the narrator becomes even more fully
aware that-its status 1is simpl& that of a story and not thét of a
person. Near the end of its narraiive, iﬁ comments: "Unhapplily,
things get clearer as we go ajong. | perceive that ! have no
body. What’'g less, ['ve been speaking of myself without delight

or alternative as self-consciousness pure and sour; | declare now

]
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that even that isn’t true. I'"'m not aware of myself at all, as
faf as [ know. | don’t think . . . [sic) I know what 1'm talking

about" (35). Because it has no self aﬁart from the story, it
cannot bhe self-conscious; it can only be a setf-reflexive stgry.
And, ultimately, 1t is not responsible for what' it has become--
the Auihbr is. The narrator still ‘reads' the narrative to make
discoveries about itself, however.-becaqse it is the only
vehicle of expression and self-knowledge avallable to it.
Recognizing the mishapenness of its life-story, 1t deduces that
this grotesqueness has resulted from its inability to take
responsibility for itself. lt has become a victim of the
conventions of self-reflexive, exhausted narrative and of the
Author’s failed attempt at \ mixed-media narrative. The
narrator, clearly distinct f;om the Author, becomes powe?less.to
control the narrative and, because it is powerleés. lt éhinks the
story is meaningless. The narrative act does not console this
narrator, as 1t donscoled Todd Andrews, for example, because it
does not allow the self the opportunity to construct its own
meaning. .

This narrator’s life depends not only on the Authgr but on
the listener (or reader) as well. "Autobiography,"” In fact,
.begins with an acknowledgement of the‘role of the listener in
giving life to narrative:

You who listen give me life in a

manner of speaking.

] won't hold you responsible. (33

Those who listen give the steory life because they provide tEf
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consciousﬁ%ss: the awareness “of the story’'s self, which the story
{itself can;ot havei Without them, {ts existence would not be
confirmed, and the story would address onty the void, would be
virtually silent. Responding to it as a life-story, the listener

gives the narrator ife, in the same way that the reader gives

typlcal unselt-conscio narrator$ life by imagining them
persons. The practitionepys of Scriptotherapy all felt the need

ot at least an imaginary reader, and the reader’'s constructive

role becomes more clear in Lost in the Funhouse. Without the
reader, the text is 1ncomplete: lifeless. Thus, Barth reaches his
conclusion that the postmodern novel must concern itself with the

reader in a way that the modern novel did not. He acknowledges
this dlsc;very_in "The Literature otf Replenishment" when he
insists that the postmodern novel must "ravish" the réader. But
An arttfirming the novel.as an. act of communication between author
and audience, Barth equally affirms that the reader, too, must be
self-auare and take responslibility for the state of postmodern
fiction. (.

Being me;ely'a voice, the story discovers that it has no
power even to end {ts own monstrous existence. [t cannot choose,
as Lady Amherst did, to stop narrating, and it begs the listener
to help.it cut short its brief life: "Then if anvone hears me,
speaking from here inside like a sunk submariner, and has the

_means to my end, | pray him do us both a kindness" (36). . Unaware
of}a narrating self (aware only of a narrated self), the story i%

L

nevertheless aware of the conventions of narrative and féels that

N
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it is‘running the risk of offending and boring the reader with
41t5 specglations about itselfy. But thg story'cannot know
whether or not the listener has stopped listening and 1s forced
to "mutter to the end, one word after another, stringltﬁﬁiéﬁscals
out, mad or not,'ﬁeard or not"™ (37). The listener, tﬁen. is
crucial to the story, but the listener has only secondary‘control
over its shape. The Author ultimate!y dictates the duraiicn of
the narrative and the persona of the narrator, The appeais to
_Fhe Iistener only sé;ve to reinforce awareness of this authority
behind the text.

But this Author, whose careless dalliance with the tape-
recorder brought the story into being, apparently wiil take no
credit for his work. Addressed as "Déd" by the narrator, he has
presumably considered this experimentai narrative a failure and
has had secong thoughts:

From my conception to the present moment Dad's tried to

turn me off; not ardently, not consistently, not

~ Successfully so far; but persistently, persistently,
& with at least half a heart. How do | know. I'm his
7 bloody mirror!
Which is to say, upon reflection [ reverse and distort

him. (34) f

S\\The gtory now extats apart from the Author (and fromqfﬁg reader),
presumably pleasing him as iittle as it pleases the réadzr or
itself,'even though it is his relfection.d The story presumes

that the choice of medium was a mlistake, making of the storly a

freak, a hybrid of two genres: the spoken and the written tale.
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The passage aiso draws attentlon to the distortion of narrative:
the text, as a mirror, rev;rses and distorts when it attempts to
;epresent. This text presumably reflects and distorts-not only
the Author but also the actual author, John Barth, who chose go
pubblish this convoluted story. As the lavers of implication
untold, the reader’'s sense ot complexity Increases and, with it,
decreases any confidence that he or she‘has reached the final
layer ot meaning. In this way, the "ir-reality" which Barth
in;lsts is fundamental to the‘narrated self is dramatised i% the
process of reading, and the Autho;'s final authority'is shown to
be equally unsatisfactory.

Fed up with the kind ot self which the Author has imposed
upon it, the narrator taunts the Author to destroy the tape whén
the listener, if there is one, fails to do so:‘ "Father, have
mercy. | dare you! Wretchedlold fabricator, where!s your shame?
Put an end to thisﬁeﬂor pity's s;ke!‘hNow! Now!"™ (36). Like the
listener, Dad turns (or has long ago turned) a deaf ear ta the
narrator’s pleas, forcing tge story to continue toiits last
words, to broadcast the foolishness of an "old fabricat&r."
Barth here echoes Stephen Dedalus’' cry to his artistic father,
but Stephon galls Dedalus an "old artificer™; "Barth’s term,
"fabrlcator," suggests a lesser and a mére subvers}ve mind at

work, making up plots and presenting them in fiction to dupe

others, and ft‘calls fnto question the traditional privileging of
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the author. ‘The resilt in these "tirst person, tireséme"
narratives Is to draw attention away from the author and the
narrator to the properties ot the narrative {tselt. With the
Scriptotherapists,‘ﬂarth explored the production ot narrative;

with these narrators..ﬁe explores more thoroughly the productl
itself.

Not only, then, does the narrator lack power over its own
life; it also lacks the power to influence those wha do h;ve
power over the shape and continuation of i{ts 1lfe. With no
response from the listener and ndne from the Authar, the story
must assume that it exists In a void, unacknowliedged by anvone.
This assumption is disheartening because the story hag peadised
that only when narrative is understood to link‘auhhor. Ttale, and
reader does it acquire any positive value. This narrator seems

constrained by an external structure (the kind or situation

are

Aramatised by Tom Stoppard in Rosencr%ntz and Ggildenst¢£Q
Dead’) to exist in a pre-determined world.hhich allows 1t na
choice and no self-definition.

The narrator is made even more aware of its "literary"
exlstence when it examines the conventions the author has declded
to employ in the telliné of the story. These, In turn, determine
the pe}sonality of the character depicted in the narrative.

Barth is making the point that, as we cast oupéeives in our dafiily
dramas, we determine what we can be and do by imposing the

conventions of various genres on our behavior, The conventions
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of stories enter into the canvehtions of some characters’ lives,l

as‘BeIlerobhon will digcovef. The particular conventions of:

"Autobiography" fill the narrator with nothing but dlsgust:
Beneath self-cgntempt, | particularly scorn my fondness for
paradox. | despise péssimism. narcissism, solipsism,
truculence, word-play, and pusillanimity, my'chiefer in-
clinations; loathe self-lioathers ergo me; have no pity for
self-pity and so am freé of that‘sweet baseness. I doubt 1
am. Being me's no Jjoke. (35)

Aware that these are the features of 1ts "first person,
tiresome" narrative (33), features imposed by the author, tﬁe'
medium, and the listener, ihe story finds iiself to be monstrous.
Barth {s not simply drawing self-protectivg attention here to his
own awareness of possible responses to this type of self:\
reflexive ficifon: he {s also suggesting, th?ough this negative
example, that the author must take responsibility for.his
narratives. He must make appropriate choices if he is to use his
narrative ﬁo construct meaning for himself and for the reader.
By presenting the story of the story, Barfh shows the power of‘
n;;;ative to shape and limit the life it was once supposed to
represent, and he makes the cultural observation that as we
become more self-conscious, we will tend to cast ourselves in
increasingly monstrous narratives.

If it cannot be beautiful, the story wants tP be
-y
ennihilated, but it has no power even to commit suicide. When

Lady Amherst stopped writing, she continued to live; when this

L S
narrator stops talking, it stops living, until the next listener
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narrator stops talking, it stops living, until tﬁe next listener
comes along and turng on the tape. The death wish i{s overcome
-only when both Author and listener refuse to give up on the story,
and 1t acbepts that 1t szt ge on talking untiil the end of the

[

tape. To a certain extent, "Autobiography,” like The'Floating

Dgera; demonstrates the ability of narrative to postpone death:

through its very obsession with that theme, the narrator manages

to fill up a number of pages (or reels) until it reaches its
"last word." Self-reflexiveness at least prolongs ekistence\\
itsetf. But the despair which the narrator experienc$s upon

being forced Iinto a mode of fiction which ge despiseg and his
utter inability to alter the text dominate the story. Rather
than prove the value of narrative to the self who narrates,
"Autoblography" proves.th;t narrative is potentially dangérous
when 1ts authors act irresponsibly and when  its forms deny both

. ’ s
escape from self and meaningful self-discovery.

5

Barth continues to pursue the problem of fictitiousﬁess and

inauthentiecity Iin Lost in the Funhouse by depicting other

narrators who exist only as characters constructed by narratives.

In "Life-Story" h% presents a writer who is writing a story about

a writer whokis writing a story (and so on) about a writer who
comes to suspect (what' is, of course, the case) that he i3 only a
character in a ;ork of fiction. Like the narrator of "Auto-

biography," these writer-characters feel! that they are victimized
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by their Authors, by nayrative conventions; arvid by readers. Like
it, they find that they must assuﬁe styles ;f thought and
behavior {nconsistent with their humanist ideas of themselves and
narrative. These characters, too, contemplate ending it all by
demanéiné that the;reader shut the bocok in which their stories

L

appear. .

It "Autobiographyﬁ is writ&enAin the "first persaon, tire-

_ some," then "Life-Story" {s written in the third person, tire-
gome. in this story, fdentff;ing the A;rrétor has became much
more difficult, and the whole is more complexly self-reflexive
because of the regressqs:ad 1nfin{tum 1t employs. The author of
this siory. J&hn Barth;.has ;ritten a story in third person about
an author who is trying te writé a story'ofgﬁis own but who
cannot, of course, because he 1is restricted to writing what his
author makes him write. The fictional narrator’s story would be
about a writer writing about a writer writing about a writér._and
lso on, each stéry reflecting the one in which it is contained.
Tﬁe result tﬁat Authors "B.“ "C,J and "D" hope to achieve with
this process would be to heighten the reader's awareness of the
értificlality of the frame story itself (as Barth has doﬁé) by
shawing that it is very difficult to detefmine where the stories
stop and life begins. Even though each framed story is\ufftten
by Barth, whose story frames them all, their stories reflect his

own, and his own sense of his own, ir-reality. By extension he

(Author "A"™) at times feels that his life is dictated by the
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conventions of a narrative he has not chqsen to live in. Dis-
cussing t%}s sense of living i;hEbggone else’'s dream that some of
Borges’ s£ories convey so effecﬁively. Barth comments: "Borges
makes the remark that those moments in iiterature when the
characters within a work begin to comment on, or be aware of, the
. fiction that they're in disturb us because such momengs remind us
of the fiction that we’re in™ (Bellamyilo). That is, they remlnd
us of the narratives that we coﬁstfuct or.allow our culture to
construct as we make sense of our own experience. In her study

»

of metafiction, Patricia Waugh concludes that this heightened
awareness of fictionality is the characteristic feature zf the
genre: "In providing a critiqpe of thelir an'methods ot
construction, such writings neot only examigé the fundamentak
structures of narrative fiection," she argues, "they also ex-
plore the poésible fictionality of the world outside the literary
fictional text™ (2).

In the first paragréph of "Life-Story," an ambiguous use of
"these™ suggests that the narrator is telling his own story but
uging the third pérson as a distancing device: "He beling by

ad

vocation an éuthor of novels and stories {t was perhaps

inevitable that one afternoon the possibility would occur to the
writer of these lines that his on ljife might be a fiction"

(1125, lt soon becomes clear, héwévé?. that this sentence is

part of an introduction to a story which is spurned by 1tsg

authar, "C," and that "these lines" are presumably hia, but th?ﬁ//

are also those of author "B," who is writing the story éBBp{/ﬁ;."

e



109

ﬁnd'thOSe of the presumed actual author "A"™ (Barth). The

reader’s confusion at the beglinning of the story makes him

or her quesgion where one story ends and the next begins, and '
which 1is thé final frame story. Barth uses this confusion to
probo;e a model of thgprelationship between l1fe and narrative.

As his later, well-read narrators demonstrate, we tend to fhink

of ourselves In terms of the stories we have read, casting our-
~selves In the role of ontagonist and understanding our lives

only by thinking of them as dramatic harratives.

As the story progresses, the narrators recede until there is
just "B" (presumably the product of the unmentloned "A"'s pen):
who speculates that "he was in a sense his own author, telling
his story to himself" (1245. If this were so, he would be like
the practitioners of Scriptothepapy..taklng authority over his life
by narratinéait more or less in private for private ends. Having
speculated about the nature and uses of narrative, "B" concludes
that we assume authority over our lives by becoming the ;uthors
ot our life-stories. But he suspects that his story is told byl
someone else. He cannot be sure, as a result, of his own
authenticity and suspects that he is simply a character with no
self which transcends the work of fiction. Barth sees this sense
of inauthenticity as typical pf postmodern culture, and he uses
the frame-story stiucturé as a narrative device well suited to
dramatizing this sense of loss of control over one’s life.

This story falls into the category of fiction defined by

Stephen Kellman in The Self-Begetting Novel, a genre which

usually presents a first-person account of a character up to the
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point at which he begins to write the work which we are now

reading. Kellman stresses that "this,devicé of a~nérrative which

S

o

is in effect a record of its pr/gé esis {s a hagpy fusion of
form ané-content. We are at 6gce confronted with/ both process
and product, quest ani/goﬁ'. pérent and child"™ (3). The
fundamental identity &f narrator and narrative is thus under-
ﬁécored, and the reader of "Life-Story" 1s forced to imagine the
"A"™ beyond the text ahd his act of narration. ideally, reade%s
then gquestion their ownauthority over their own life stories and
explore the cultural assumptions which determine thelk "frame
story."

Just as the character of the narrator of "Autobiography" is
pre-determined by its medlﬁm to be self-conscious, self-plitying,
and nare}ssistic, spo "B"'g quali}ies are determined by the medium
which he believes gives him life: printea narrative, When he
gpeculates about why he is so sure that {t is not a film or play
‘that gives him life, he reaches this conclusion:

. }
while he certainiy felt that he was merely acting hiz awn
role or roles he had no 1déa who the actor was, whereas even
the most Stanisiavsky-methodist would when guestioned
closely recollect his offstage identity even ort stage in
mid-act. . . . everything suggested that the medium of hig
liferwas prose fiEtion—-moreover a fiction narrated from
either the first-person or the third-person omniscient point

of view. (117

The character shares the reader's uncertainty about whether he s



111

nérrating or simply appearing in his life-storyf“but he- is
<’sufflcie%tly aware of the context in which he appe;ﬂs to deduce
thag it is prose fiction. The self he is aware of. is completely
g]rcumscribed by the narrative itself. His existential condition
is thus more uncertain than the dondition of the narrator of
"Autoblography" that at least knows It has no control o;er its
own life-story. This cﬁaracter's anguish arises from his
confusion, his inability to know whether or not he is an
authentic peison or just a character constructed fn the
narrative,. The reader soon begins to understand quite clearly
that "B" hés no more existence apart from this story thén "B"'s
own characters have apart from theirs. As a resultf the reader
thinks of "B" quite differently than he or she would think af,
for example, Todd Andrews, who seems "life-like." Because his
life consists of}what he is and does in this story, "B"'s past
has no value as he tries to determine who he is; it is simply
background colour for the story. His act of narration, unllike
that gf Andrews, is neot an act of recollection. For all he knows
iﬁjnce he has no power over the ngarrative), he may well be only a
miﬁor character In soaeone else's story.
The character’'s only way to come to know himself and
discover himself as subject is td examine the kind of narrative
in which he appears. He speculates about the genre of his

fiction:

Was the novel of his life for example a roman a clef? 0Of

N that genre he was as contemptuous as of the others . . . it

seemed obvious to him that he didn't "stand for" anvone
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else, any more than he was an actor playing the role of

- - )
himself, . . . [butl]l he had to admit that the question was
unanswerable. since the "real”™ man to whom he'd correspond

in a roman 4 clef would not be also in the roman a clet

and the cha?acters in such works we&b not themselves aware
S

of their {rritating correspondé?ces. (122) y

1

The distinction ™BWY draws'her% between the narrating self and the
self represented in the narrative is not impertant to characters
who assume all of the pre-modern conventions: the integrity of
the self, linear time, life-stories as accurate representatlions
of life. ‘Todd Andrews used narrative to create a ?1ctgre ot
himself, bug this narrator 1s used by narrative, by the Author,
and by the reader.. Barth/presents "B"'s status as being quite
different from that of the scriptotherapists, who belleve them-
selves to be real people with lives outside of and beyoéb their
narratives. "B" discévers that even a self-conscious self withlin
the narrative can have no commerce wfih thg self which may or may
not exist outside of it. Nérrative does not empo;er him any more
than it did the narrator of "Autoblography" because he feels he
has no power to choose what happens to him. 'As a result, thg
focus of this story is on narrative itself, the product rather

\1

than thé process. ‘ !
"B" thinks that prose fictlion 1is "moribund {f not already

dead” (118),. But it would be a mistaquto {dentify this attitude

with Barth’s own. In "The Literature of\hep[enishment," Barth

insists that he never believed that the end of fiction or of

N
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culture was imminent. He wrote about aﬂﬁfelt ﬁltimacy" he
perceived In the intellectual and aéiistic climate of the late
sfities witth£ necessarily sharing the feeiing that literature
was efhausted. But the idea that printed narrative had become
ﬁutmoded was one that Barth had to conside; seriously because 1t
implied the colla;;e of the h;manistic tradition of flction
In which he warked. In "Life-Story," Barth hopes to addresq,
rather than tc prolong er affirm, the feeling of éxhdustion. if
he writes about the percelved state of decay (s¢ the aréument goes
I{n "The Litergture of Exhaustion"), he may discover a moae of
narrative which will help to replenish the novel--and perhaps his
cuilture. J

To do thls, he must develop alternatives to -the modern and
and the premodern novels. In the story, "BJ bresents the options
left for the writer (options Barth alse presents in his own voice
in "The Literature of Exhaustion):

inasmuch as the old analogy between Author and God, novel

aqd world, can no longer be employed‘unless déliberately as

a false analogy, certain things follow: 1) fiction must

acknowledge its fict?tiousness and metaphoric invalidity or

2) choose to ighore the question or deny its relevance or

3) establish some other, acceptable relation between {tself,

its auther, its reader. (125) '
Because the fiction produced by adopting (2) would be_of little

value to comtemporary society, Barth eliminates that option.

While (3) is the best choice, number one must be pursued before
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(3) can be arrived at. So in this fiction, Barth explores the
idea of author as God, controlling and seeing into all ot the
actions of the characters (but looking at thils "God" through the
eyes of this charactér).‘ The implication of his exploration is
that the Author i{s himself controlled by linguistic and narrative
models outside of his individual will. As a result, he is not
the all-powerful Joycean author. Nor is the world.of his fiction
as confidently a reflection of the world of reality as was that
of the premodérn novel. The characters are shown to be only
Characters, and they do not really ;ct as 1f they believe in
their power to represent real péopie in a worild ocutside of that
of the narra{ive. They are disempodied consciousnesses, aware
that they exist only in the language of narrative. In the story,

reference may be made to a worlid beyond that of the nérrative,

but the narrative is not to be confused with any external

"reality."
In "The Vault of Language,"” Charles Russell asserts that "as
long as we continue to exist in language, literature must

acknowliedge the illusory nature of meaning--the art work which
strives for transparency is first and foremost opaque™ (357).
Barth affirm; this viewpoint by undercutting the reader's
expectations: each time we think that we have penetrated to the
final frame, it is exposed as yet another flction, a construct of
language and narrative convention. Barth is not denylng meanlng;
or e&ven supporting the idea that the text iIs "empty"; rather he

1s asserting that the meanings narrative helps wus to discover .

are only provisional ones. This position is not always under-

-
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stood. In After the Wake, Christopher Butler complains of many

L.

of the stories in Lost in the'Funhousé:

The game-pliaying aspecté of literature all too frequently:
reflect a turning away from those deeper responsibilities 
which have traditionally been seen in moral terms. The
concentration upon the second-order matters of mode of
discourse and of theoretical analysable‘linguistic
structures has diminished commitment to mimesis and hence
to content. Any materials will do. (138-31)

Barth still - -sees his responsibilities as a writer in moral terms, :

4

and he would disagree with Butler that matters of mode and //

i

discoursé are "secopd-order."' Commitment to mimesis, espec%ally
{n the form_of the realist nove!, has its moral dangers as well.
Fletion is made of\language and its narrativés are not fixed and
simple reflections of £he world but constructs whose significance
depends largely upon the indetermiﬁéte context of reading.4 At
one point, "B" declares: "If his life waska fictional narrative
it gonsistgd of three terms--teller, tale, told--each dependent
on the other two but not in the same ways. . . . His own life
depended absolutely on a particular authdr’'s original
persigtende. thereafter upon somé reader’'s" (1168-19). "B" makes
those relatiohsips the subject and plot of the stary he is
writing, dealing immediately with the author and saving his
confrontation with the reader for Elg climax.

L
The Author and "B" both depenq/zpon the reader for thelir
/

livelihood. For the writer of dreary avant-garde fictions, the
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reader is a distinct problem: those few who read today, "B"

claims, "read fiction{ﬁhen at all far entértalnment.. Their -kind
of story (his teo, finally) woule begin 1f not once upon a time'
at least with arresting circumsténce. bold character, trenchaﬁt
action™ (115). It would emphatically not begi% w1th a series ot
concentric authors and stories. While "B recogﬁléés that .his
stor&\is "of so sophistical a character {that 1t is] more likely

2N .
to annoy than to engage" the reader (123), he feels that he must

”,

pef%ist in writing in this mode if he is ever to rescue fiction

trom obsolescence.

To engage the reader’s interest, he decides to dramatise tho

reader’s distaste as part of the story itself. Aware that he must
have alienated the reader through his self-reflexivenaess, "B
&

sees his relationship with the reader as one of canflict, and
when he finally addresses the reader, It is to abuse him or her:
You, dogged, uninsultable, print-oriented bastard, it's you
1"m addressing, whé else, from inside this monstrous
fiction. You’ve read me this far, then? Even this far?
For what discreditable motive? How is it that you don't go
to a movie, watch TV, stare at a wall, plfay tennis with
a friend, make amerous advances to the rson who comes
to your mind when | speak of amorous advances? éan nothing
surfelt, saturate you, turn you off? (123
Although "B" will admit that the reader gives him life by readin
‘Q;s-lifejstory, he aggravates the reader here In an attempt to
provide drama In the narrative, and to make the reader examine

his or her 6wn attitudes toward the act of reading. He draws
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r— .

atten&iq&lto the reader’'s complicity in perpetuating the outdated
form of printed)fiction, recalling Marshall McLuhan's warning
that audio-video modes are replacing it for popular entertain-

¢ a

ment. And yet printed narrative is stili popular ‘and the
v

reader~for whatever reasagn--has read this far, proviné his or
her bellef Iin the value of narrative, even of self:;eflexive
narrative.

| "B," however, has another, pidden reason for insulting the

reader. He wishes to prove that he exists by communicating with a
<

reader, Without the reader and the act of recognition he éf’she
uses to validate the narrétive.ach“;B"’s existence is entirely
solipsistic. Even pleading fbf death at the hands of the reader
is a futile act since he can never experience twofway
communicaffon with the reader, as he well knows:

Those petltions aforementioned, even his silly“*plea for death

-—d;n't you think he understands their sophistry, having

authored their {ike for the wre£ches hey s ;uthared? Read

him fast or siow, intermittently, continuously, repeatedly,

backward, not at all, he won't know it; he only guesses

someone’s reading or‘composing his sentencésL such as this

one, because he's reading or éompoéing sentences such as

this one. (124-25) - -
This character’s situation is the ane Barth’s narrators typically
want to escape: he {s alone, unconnected to the world, not sure

that he exists. "B" can only surmise that the Author and reader

exist; Iimprisoned in the world of the text, he can never know
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that they do. For him, they remain as fictional as he, ls to us.
If\his sense of inauthenticity is a typical postmodern
experhence,“our siatus. Barth Iimplies, may be rather like "B"'s,
"B" chooses not to come to terms with his author: he
recégniies in the passage above that he cannot come to terms with
. []
his rdader. He can understand the concept of teller, tale, and
told only by acknowledging that he may well be his own author,
tale, and reader, giving himself life by writing and reading hils
autobiography, by talking to himsélf. Deborah Woolley obhserves
that "even while Barth disintegrates the ta'le, the teller, and
the medium——superficially denying human concernsi—he portrays the
efforts to make language signify, the desire to speak and bé
heard, to display oneself and call quth a respanse” (;80).
Barth thus manages to write about what‘matters to people by
writing about narrative. "B"'s impulsgse to tell aﬁd asgume that
someone is listening is in the end not gifferent trom Horner's
desire to assert himself and reach out to other people by
narrating.

"B" may ask the reader- to put him out of his misery, but
like Andrews.'he really uses his narrative to prolong his
existence. Putting sentences éngether, even sentences uhich»may
go unréad, E&ves "B" hope and a sense of purpose:

he reached for the sleeping pills cached conveniently in
his writing desk and was restrainedffrom thelr adminis-
tration only by his being in the process of completing a

sentence, which he cravenly strung out at some sacrifice

of rhetorical effect upon reallzing that he was et cetera. (120}
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Though at times it segms futile, "B"™ has to admit that writing
glvee him |lfe, creates an interest-in the future. Peter

Sagamore, one of the narrators of Tidewater Tales, suggests much

the same response to a world threatened by environmental and
political dangers. Stories, he claims, provide hope and help

to shore us up against the disintegration of our world. For "B"

Y

writing may not ensure the best existence, but it ensures some
sort of existeﬁce.

At the end of the story, "B" proves to Bimself with a
specious syliogism that he {s In fact an actual person and not
lust a ch;racter in a noyel. He knows of no other character in
literature who has been coﬁvinced, as "B" is convinced, that he
ls a character In a work of fiction. Since there is no
traditional precedent for his feelings of inauthenticity, he
becomes convinced that his conviction that he is a character in a

;o :
work of fiction is false.LfBut the reader of "Life-Story"

recognizes that "B" is sadly mistaken on this point since he is
clearly a fictional character in a work written by John Barth.
This Is the tinal bit of cleverness in a story which barders on
being overly ingenious. Barth‘includes it to reinforce his point
that the oid an;logy no longer holds true: the world of the
story is not the worid we live Iin day to day but one shaped by an
auther and narrative conventions.

Nevertheless, the re;::}Sis engaged in "B"’s situation

partly because "B" is given the trappings of a character from
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realistic fiction. His is, to some extent, a conventional life-
story at the same time that it is an exploration through self-
reflexiveness of the "felt ultimacies” of the time. Barth's
charactgrs, though theyrface dileﬁmas not unlike those faced by
Beckett’s characters, also share some of the tralts of the
characters of the fiction af the nineteenth century.5 "B" ig
pﬁgsented as a happily domestic man, eating an apple pastry in
his’den, being wished MHappy Birthday™ by his wite, gnd
experiencing mid—lifeNCrisis. He even wonders whether his
mundane, middle-class life prevents him from writing truly
dramatic fiction. The balance in “Life-Story" 1is heaQily
welghted towards modern self-consclousness, but there is some
synthesis of premodern elements as well. Ultimately, Barth_/A
wrltes this story abdut a story mot just to be consistent with

twentieth-century tradition but to assess that tradition’s

usefulness in postmodern times.

) L

In "Autobiography" amd "Life-Story" the characters recognlize
their own fictitiousness and their dependence upon the reader, the
author, and the narrative to give them the guestionable existencef
that they experlience. They may long for real lives, but they do
not feel that the narratives distort them because they have ﬁo
sense of self aPart from the selfhood the stories give them. I'n

twoe other Funhouse stories, however, Barth depicts the mythic

characters Narcissus and Menelaus, whose {ife-stories have become
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the'subject of cﬁmmunal myths rath%r than of private journals.

No matter hou precblematically, these characters.do retain some

sense of a self prior to and apart frgy the narrative. 'But as

the subjects of myths, they are also public property, available
as narrativermaterial to anyone and ever§one. And each teller

who creates a ﬁale out of the mythic-soﬁrce shapes and controls
the character he retells.

As Barth tries to face the possibllity of the exhaustion of
the novel as a narrative hode, he chooses to retell mythic,
"received” stories, to make something new by taking a new approach
to traditiona! materials. Peter Brooks observes that the
postmodernist’s "need" to rework familiar stories "piaces the
primary emphasis of the tale on the plane of narration itself"
(262). The act of telling is problematic in "Echo" and
"Menelaiad," then, simply by virtue of Barth[s choosing this
material. But {t becomes even more central an is%ue because, for
the characters whose.life-stories are being presented, dis-

tinguishing between who 1is narrating and who is the subject of

narration becomes more and more difficult.

-
N

"Echo," for the most part, is the story of Narcissus as he
encounters Echo and Tiresias, but there is some confusion--among
“the characters and for thetreader-—as to who is telling it and
for.what purposes. About haif-way through this brief narrative,

the narrator asks, "Who's telling the story, and to whom? The

teller’s immaterial, Tiresias declares; the tale’s the same, and
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fbr all one knows the speaker maylbe the only auditor™ (98).

“Like "Autobiography," "Echo”" is meant to .be a tapé-fecorded

narrative, existing only as a voice. It is thus the pertect

medium for sthe story of Echo who speaks only the’words otf, others

and cannot speak her own life-story. Narcissus, killed.py aelt-
reflection, 1s also obviously a perfect‘subject for a selt-
retflexive fiction.6 In this passage. the fear t;picallv
expressed in the self-reflexive fikctions of EEEE*iﬂmihE

Funhouse surfaces again: that. the Author (or speakef) may be the

only audience because no one listens to stories anvmore. But

even Tiresias comes to recognize before the end of the story that

the teller is not immaterial, that, while the basic outline of the

Narcissus story may stay constant, each telling is an act ot

"interpretation which may glve Narcissus a new character. Each

re-telling suits the mmeeds of the teller and listener, and
through time the sense of the importance or the Narecissus myth
cﬁanges, although the elements of the plot do not. -

The story is introduced as though Narclissus 1s telling hls
own tale for reasonsvnot unlike those of Jaceb Horner, as a kind

of Scriptotherapy. For Narclssus, however, the act of #elling

A

4
a
»-3
(e

his life story is an attempt to divorce himselr trom se.?. nat an
attempt to find a self. He, too, finds the first person
tiresome. He hopes to become free of his disastrous selt-

awareness In the act of narration:

A cure for seff—absnrption s saturation: telling the
story over as though it were another's until like a mugh-
repeated word 1t loses sense. There's a cathartic ™Mresliac
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himself employs in the interest of objectivity and to rid
himself of others’ histories--0Oedipus’'s, Ec;o‘s--which dis-
tract him fore and aft by reason of his entire knowledge.

Narcisgus replies that the prescription.is unpalatable,
but he’s too weary cf himself not to attempt 1it. \(95)
Tireslas shares Lady Amherst’s view that to tell of oneself {g to
distance one's self from the self being narrated. Whereas this
process allows her to see herself more clearly, wheﬁ pract}sed to
exbess. it may (as Tiresias suggests here) separate oneself from
the narrated self altégéther. The story the reader encounters
may, then, be tgld by Narcissus in the third person as he makes
an attempt to distance himself from himself.

But gﬁe title of the story and the speculations of the
characters soon make it seem more likely th:t the story is
narrated by Echo using Narclissus' words. Echo's powers, however, are
not fully defined until late in the stéry. She began, the
narrator explains, as an author who told "laovely lies" to %he
gods, but she is now reduced to being a meaium, a voice with .
seemingly limited power over what she tells: "Though her volce
remains her bﬁn, she can't speak for herself thenceforth, only
give back others’' delight regardless of hers" (87). She, too, 1s
subject to the pattern of the story, which is determined bQ

Narcissus. As an author, she no longer has authorilty. Echo 1s

the quintessential Author figure of Lost in the Funhouse because

she is a fligure whose powers have diminished through time; she is

a metaphor for the contemporary novelist whose authority lis
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simllarly eroding. In a sense, Echo is the most impotent of

the impotent Author figures depicted in Funhouse, but Barth ;ﬁ
stresses that even she retains the authorial privilege: "Echo‘w
never, as popularly held, repeats all, like gossip or mirror.
She.edlts, heightens, mutes, turns others' words to her end"
(97). In shdrt. as she narrates the story of Narcissus, she
cannot simply represé or mirror his life: }n the act of
narration, she uses hex _selective imagination and provides an N\
order which she sees in the material. No author, not even the
apparently self-less Echo, can simpl; record. She must impose as
she narrates, even if it is not her own life-story that she
narrates.

Surprisingly, the story does not gnd when [t reaches the
death of Narcissus in the pool of his own reflectiqn. and this
makes the characters and the narrator wonder who is teiling the
story: '

Well, One supposes that's the end of the story. How
is it this volce persists, whoever it 1s? Needle;s to say,
Tiresias knows. It doesn’t sound nymphish; she must havé
lost hers. Echo says Tiresfas i3 not to be trusted In this
matter, A prophet blind cor deaa, a blossom, eyeless, a dis-

engendered tale--none can tell teller from told. (99)

The story ends with this assertion that the narrative and

harrator collapse Inte one. The narrative depicts a power

struggle between the three characters and in the end seems to be

narrated by the three of them, and it alerts the reader toc thelr
a .
mutual susplicion. Like the narrators of "Autobiography" and
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"L{fe-Story," they can be aware only of thelr existence within

the text, and cannot ever commune with the teller or listener.

In The Mind of thé Novel, Bruce Kawin discusses the effect
achieved through such collapsing of narrative and narrator: "In
a story like ‘Borges and I,' . . . the identity of the narrator

{3 rendered paradoxical by the story’s inner movement, and not
even the narrator ¢an be sur; ‘who has written this page.’' At
that point, the only consciousness left for the reader to imagine
is a mlnd of the text" (32). The characters in "Echo" share the
confusion of the two Borges, the narrator/writer of fictions and
the private man, over whether they are responsible for the
narratlive of thelr life-storles or whethe{ their life-stories are
responsible for them, and they conclude that soaething 11ke the
"mind ot the text" determines their characters and their life-
stories.

| In an "Additional Author's Note" added £0 tﬁe 1969 Bantam
edition of Lost in the Funhouse, Barth explains: "inasmuch as

-~

the nymph In her ultimate condition repeats the words of others

in their own voices, “the words of "Echo" on the tape or the page
may be regarded vallidly aslhers, Narcissus's, Tireslas's, mine,
or any combination or seriegtaf the four of us’s" (vii>. With
this comment, Barth suggests that in this case many narrators are
vyfng for control of the narrative, that the author, the

Author, and the subjects al! contribute to the shape of the life-

story. As B result, Narclssus, like "B," becomes a .victim of the

tellers of his tale.
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.But he is also immortalised by his iife-story, as each re-

telliné gives him a kind ‘of life. If a narrator chooses {o re-
tell the §tory, then Narcissus' life continues past his death in
the pool, as Barth’'s version insists when it presents the
characte;s spéculating as tq why the story has not yvet ended. At

Ay

thé same time, in becoming the maﬁerial of myth, Narcissus, along
with Tiresias and Echo, is imprisoned in story.. "And when the
story is told over and over again, Fll three become very tired of
their story and of.their self-awZreness. Echo, Tiresias, and
Narcissus ‘share the tiredness of the other characters in
Funhouse. They want to break frap_of this repetiti;n and thelr
Imprisonment in narrgtive—-but the point of the story is that It

g

is narrative which gives them the only significance and meaning'they
have.

Menelaus, another of Barth’s characters is even more aware
of the geemingly endless re-tellipg of his story. Narctssus
thinks”that he once lived; for most Df‘his life, Menelaus has
told his own life-story over and over to varlous audiences,
choosing telling over acting in the world. "Menelaiad" is one ot
Barth's first experiments with a story toid through.the use pf
several framing narratives: each telling of. Menelaus”s story

\

shares "B"'s suspicion that he may well be a minor character Iln a

frames and dramatises his previous tellings of it. Menelaus

o
larger tale, that he may be woven into Penelope’s web as a part
of the story of the Trojan War. He does not assume, any more
than Horner does, that he is the hero of his own life-story. He

goes over and over his past to try to find Iin {t the answer to {
‘ #
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the question which plaéues him: why did Helen choose to marry
him? When he gets the answer--from the orécle, from Helen
herself——he-cannop_accept 1t,'and he hopes- fhat his repeated' .
narrations will clarify the puzzle ;f his life for him. Whereas
te{lipg their life-stories enabled Andrews, Lady Amherst, and
Horner to act, Menelaus cannot stop telling his story‘and begin
acting. At each stage {n his recovery of Helgn. he must .stop to

tell his story to the person‘g?o can.help him. Narrative thus
has a value and aéﬁieves something for him, but It alsc stands
between him and his éoal. As Ae'nears thg end of his quest,  the
rqfoyery of "his" Helen (Qho, it turns aut, has been.safe and
chﬁste in Egypt for the whaole of the_Tro{an War while a Helen

W#de of clouds consorted with Paris in Troy), he confronts

Proteus, 'who, as a seer, should know Menelaus's tale but claims

he dges not. Proteus demands that Menelaus tell him what he is
.

'dolng on the 'beach: "When shifty Proteus vowed he had all time

to listen in, fr'8m a leaden heart Il ecried: ‘When will ,I reach my

goal through its cloaks of story? How many veils to naked
Helen?'" (140). Menelaus at this point is impatient with having
to repeat the story of his life, bQE\the outermost frame makes it
clear that once he has Helen back, he still]l prefers telling his
—_— N
story to conversing with hevy. i
Because he spends his time telling his story and because he

A .
is a mythiec figure, Menelaus begins to suspect that he has become
his story: "One thing's certain: somewhere Menelaus\]ost course
iand steersman, went off trach, nevervaot back gn, lost hdld of

himself, became a record merely, the record of his®*loosening

]
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grasp. He's the story of his life, with which he ambushes the
unwary unawares” (128). Unlike Lady Amherst, who is free to live
more fully because she has narrated her life-étory. Menelaus
becomes t}apped in his repetitious narrations.‘ Typical of
Barth’s Funhouse nafrators, he sees his story as one .ot fallure,
as one of a gradual loss of ldentity. With each telling of hls
story, he becomes less of a man. more of a sto;y; Like the
narrator of "Adtoblography." he becomes the voice which speaks,
father than'a person telling his life-story. in the outer frame
of the story, the one In which he is telfing his tale to himself

and to the reader/listener should there be one, he explaing the

nature of his}self—awarenéss: "this 1sn't the voice of Menelaus;
this voice is Menelaus, all there is of him. When ['m switched
on | tel! my tale, the one | know, How Menelaus Became Immortal,

but I don't know it" (127). Like the taped story, he doesn’'t
"know" anythiné because his voice simply goes on repeating hisg
tale, with no consciousness any longer attached to i{t.

' The self that Menelaus was aware of hefore he became his
story was particularly well-suited to becoming a story or volice

because it lacked a strong sense of self. Like such Barthian

heroes as Ebenezer Cooke of The Sot-Weed Factor and Ambrose

Mensch of "Lost in the Funhouse,"™ Menelaus suffers from a feeling
N

of irreality, an awareness that he is unlike other pecople; more

particilarly, he does not recognize an integral self which would
i

give him a claim to reality: "Helen he could hold; how hold

—_

Menelaus? To love !s easy; to be loved, as {f one were real, on

L.



the order of others: fearsome ﬁ}stery! Unbearable
responsibility! To her, Menelaus signified something
recognizable, as Helen him" (15i). Like Horner, he is unable to
recognize #imself as anything real or consistent, and'this_is the
root of all of his troubles. He cannot unde&stand why, given her
herole and handsome suitqrs. Helen chose +him, plain and competent
Menelaus, for a husband. This inablility teo understahd causes a
breakdown In his marriage and.sEnds him to the aracle, only.to
find that Heléﬁ has mariied him because she loves him. When he
can find nothing about himse{f to love, he discovers that he in
tact has no self, at lgast not in the sense that the people he
knows have selves, This“emptiness makes it easy for him‘to

5

become a story-teller rather than a doer in his later years and
tfacilitates fhe change from‘person to story. Telling his stoiy
helps him to evade the responsibilities of being a real, lovea”
person in the world and ot Heing a loving person in turn (a fate
the scriptotherapists avoid by completing their narratives rather
than r;peating them).

Throughout his canon, Barth displays a fascination with this
self-less, empty kind of character. Marsha Blank, first
Ambrose’s and then Horner’s wife in LETTERS, is perhaps the hest

»

example of the ﬁype. but Menelaus is almost equally personality-

less. When the oracle at Delphi explains that Helen has married
him because "No other can as well espouse her," he then asks,
"Who am [?" The aracle responds: "'m rn'mn nrmwrmoaw (153).

Menelaus is a blank, a nothing that even the oracle cannot fill.

This emptiness is revealed at the exact structural middle of the

—
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story as the heart of Menelaus's life storv. . Barth first
r
. ¢
complicates the story in sections numbered | through VIl and then
reveals the denouement in sections numbered VII through 1. “This

revelation of Menelaus's essential selt-lessness occurs in the

~

innermost story, the first section VII. Once he has penetrated

through the layers of story to find himself, he tinds nothing ~___-~

Narrative has not so much helped him to detine a self as 11 hasg
confirmed his sense of inauthenticity.
His struggle with Proteus on the beach allows him to

validate his sense of self-lessness: - 3

When 1 understood that Proteus somewhere on the beach

¥

became Menelaus holding the 0ld Fan ot the Sea, Menelaus

ceased. Then | understood further how Proteus thus also

was as such no more, being as possibly Menelaus’s attempt

to hoid him, the tale of that vain attempt, the voice that

tells it. (161
L3R
As Menelaus grapples with Proteus on the® beach, determined to

hold him until he tells Menelaus how to recover hig Wwife's love,

he may lose his self-hood entirely. Proteus, In his changes ar
shape, may well change at some point into Menelaus holding
Proteus, cancelling out Menelaus’s uriginal existence, But {1

Proteus has done so, he has not, {t seems, altered the story as

‘Echo may have altered that of"Narcissus; instead, he must sufter

’
-

Menelaus’s fate, turning into a story and finaliy a volce. Like

"B," Menelaus has become a fictlon, but not necessarily one under
£

"whose constraints he chafes. OCnly as a story does Menelaus have

)
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any identity, any signiftcdht being, and he values even that
limited an existence. a

Menelaus's new fate 1s that he must become a story;teller,
bound‘to tell his story endlessly, rather like the Ancient
Mariner. The gtory the reader reads is the story of-how he has
spent his life telllng his life-story in his attempt to find
Helen. In £he outermost frame (1) the voice which is Menelaus
speaks to himself and to the réader of hew he has told his story;
in the !{nner frames, he tells his story to Telehachds (Odysseus’s
"son), to Helen {(whom he hag regaiﬁed), to Proteus, and to
Proteus's daughter, Eidothea. Each telling narrates the act of

the previous telling, making it part of the plot of the story.

Barth’s use of quotation marks and dialogue tags keeps the

framing structure In the forefront of the story. In the inner
frames, passages such as this one\are frequent: (::)
TTMTTTYIn the horse’s bowel,"'"’™ [ groan, "'"'"‘we grunt
till midnight. Laocoon’s spear still stuck in our gut . .
[sicin* "Hold up," said Helen; "'0Off,' sald Proteus; 2
"on," salid his :sb—fpot daughter.'" You see what my spot

was boys! (144)
.Here and elsewhere, Barth and Menelaus try to make the order of
the tellings and the various responses to parts of ihe tale clear
by identifyin® the listeners in their profper order. Through this
framing, Barth reinforces the idea that Menelaus's iife (perhaps
any life) is a serles of retellings of the life-story. By
including the varied responses of the listeners, he shows the use

to which narrative is put by the audience, the varieties of

N
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motives and interpretations possible in listening. and he draws

the reader into the 1nterplay of teller and told. Like the

»

regressus ad infiﬁitum;Barth employs Iin "Life-Story," this

complexity can become confuslng'and annoying for the reader. But

the technique is so tongue in cheek, with Telemachus’ companion

Peisistratus (Nestor’'s son) checking Menelaus up on any lapses

in

the framework (thus becoming the reader's advocate In the text),

that

its self-enclosedness is playful rather than oppressive.

The central issue in Menelaus's life, the one that makes him

discover his non-identity, is the issue of love. The voice which
has become the story insfsts that love is eternal and uili last
even

life:

longer than the myth which has given Menelaus his extended

Menelaus was lost on the beach at Pharos: he is no longer,
and may be In no poor case as teller of his gripping
history. For.when the voice goes he'll turn tale, story ot
his life, to which he clings yet, whenever, how-, by

whom—recounted&~-Then when as must at last every tale, all

“tellers, all told, Menelaus’s story itself in ten or ten

thousand years expires, yet "1l survive it, |, in Proteus's

terrifying last disguise, Be;BXy’s spouse’s odd Elysium:

. the absurd, unending possibility of love. (161-62)
With these words, the penultimate story of Lost in the Funhouse
ends, closing an an affirmative note and suggesting that
Menelaus's story has‘become love 1tself. The absence of selt

that Menelaus experiences (s compensated foy by the story of love

\

)

)
.;A

/
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in whicﬁ he figures so prominently. He has achieved a kind of

immortality as the subject of a myth about love; love will out-
last even the tale which we 3till re-read and re—teli.thousands
of years after it began. Barth’s focus on the telling of

Menelaus’s story is in the end a focus on the reasons why people
géll storlieg: In Menelaus's case, he speaks because he cannot
overcome his disbelief that the unbelievably beautiful Helien
loves him. ‘

Robert Alter, while exonerating self-reflexive fiction from
charges of decadence, qualifies his defence with the demand that
the world of the self-reflexive novel bhe substahtial and

Iinteresting. As he points out, novels which are only criticism

are only criticism (Partial Magic 190). In "Menelaiad," Barth’s

commitment to the "absurd, unending possibility of love™ keeps
him out of the trap of writing a narrative which is only a
domment on the state of contemporary fiction. 'Increasingly,
Barth suggests that the acts of writing and reading are analogous
to love-making. In "John Barth's Tenuous Affirmation," Harold
Farwel [ fhas pointed out that Barth "increasingly identifies the
dilemmas of lovers with those of artists. Apparently that kind
-
of love which represents a creative attempt to bhe freg from the
prison of the self has become for him at least as noble an
affirmgtion as ls the artist’s {incomparabie attempt to transcend
hig limitations in his art" (55). If Menelaus cannot quite come
to terms with Helen’s love for hinm, preferring to tell his story

to Telemachus rather than to go to bed with Helen, he does

eventually accept and acknowledge that love. At the centre of

-
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the story, the reader*may find Menelaus’s egsential emptiness,
hY
but he or she also finds Helen's reason for marrying him:

"‘"‘II‘HLOVE"-"I'l"’" (150).

[v

In "Bellerophoniad," the third and last novella of Chimera,
Barth re-orchestrates all of the concerns about "teller, tale,

and told" that he introduces in Lost in the Funhouse. While

suffering from some of thé problems experienced by "Auto-
biography" and "B," Bellerophon has more energy, and:-his life-
story is more playful than either of these stories. Like all ‘ot
the narrators discussed in this chapter, Bellerophon complains ot
Fhe narrative which gives him life. Each of Be]lerophoA's
pomplaints-—that he has become his story, that the atory is
ungainly, that he hag lost full qpntrof and doesn't know who is
telling it--stems from his dissag?éfaction with the shaping
(perceived by him as distortion) that occurs when life Is
deplcted in a printed narrative or canonized In myth. He has
lived his life so that it will make a good story, but he is dis-
appointed with the form his immeortality takes: "Loosed at last
from mortal speech, he turnga into written words: Bel lerophonic
letters afloat between two worlds, forever betrayiné, in
combinations and recombinations, the man they forever represgnt”
(145-486). Bellerophon may assert the hetrayal of Iife by

2y

narrative, but the "Bellerophoniad" does not necessarily'db 50,

1 ~
[, i
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The juxtaposition of this story with that sf Perseus (on whase
autobiagraphy Belleraophon haa hoped to model his own) ﬁroves that
Bellerophon betrayed himself before he became a story and makes -
the reader sgceptical about his criticisas,of the narrative.
Belierophon had hoped to provide in his story a model of behavioer

and of narrative for mythic heroes to follow and to make himself '

an immortal myéhic figure, He liv;S in and for his mythic
1mmorta{ity and 1s disappointed when his story fails to preserve

a record of him as a hero. Because he is himself a fallure 1In

his "actual" life and an impostor, his story does in fact represent
him accurately and ironlicaliy affirms the validity of narrative
even as Bellerophon’s volce tries to undercut it.

In a final! attempt to achieve Iimmortality, Bellerophon glves
the aging Pegasus an overdose of the herb hippomanes and heads "
for Mount Olymphgi When they are almost there, a gadfly
(Polyeidus in a non-document transformation) bites the horse.

The horse shakes off 1ts rider and flies on to Olympia while
Bellerophon and Polyeldus fall to the ﬁarshes of twentieth-
century Maryland. As they fall, Polyeidus, a ifer and shape-
shifter.who speciallizes in turning into documents, offers to turn
h;hself‘info Bellerophon as the "Beilerophoniad“ and thereby
guarantee some measure of immortality to Bellerophon.

Bellerophon accepts and becomes Polfeidus as document, much as
Menelaus became himself holding Proteus, who eventually became
Menelaus’'s voice. The resulting document is informed by the

consciousness of Bellerophon and, in part, by that of Polyeildus.

In the introduction to the tale, the presence of multiple and



‘conflicting voicgs narrating the story becomes eviﬁent:
Had f understood, when | consented at fhe end of this
‘novella to be transformed by the seer Polyeldus Into a
version of Bellerophon's life, that I might be-lmperfectly(
.evéh ineptly n#rrated. I'd have cleaved to my original
program. . . . And If Polyeidus the seer had reallzed that
this final and trickiest effort in the literary-meta-
morphdsis wa? would be freckled and soiled Qith as it were
self—driticism, he'd"ve let Bellerophon smack into the muck

and bubble there forever, like Dante’s Wrathful in the

marshes of the Styx. (146) - ~ ®

-

Because Bellerophon as "Bellerophoniad"” d;cuments the deceptlons
and deviousness of Polyeidus who (it turns out) is his father--
nls Author in more sen;es than one——Polyejdus is dissatistied and
feels powerless; because'Pdiyeidus is still influential to some
extent In the interpretation of and presentation of Bellerophon,
Bellerophon is Aissatisfied and feels powerless over his life-
story. With this merging of tellers, Bellerophan and the reader
experience difficulty in determining just who is speaking as the
talé\progresses. Bellerophon, trading questions with Polyeidus

at the end of the novella, uses up his last tew words to describe
19

the result of” this unique literary collaboration: "It's a
beastly fiction, ill-proportioned, full of longuers, lumps,
lacunae, a kind of monstrous mixed metaphor-- . . . [sic) [t's no

Bellerophoniad"™ (319-20). The 1rony here 13 at Bellerophon's

expense: this is the end of the one and only "Beilerophoniad,"
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which is characterised by all of those features (features of the
chimera, the beast associated with‘Bellerophon in mythology). We

have the actual text to read; he envisions an ideal which this

narrative does not embody. His final comment is his last
admission of the fallure that has characterised his life. The
table of Bellerophon, McConnell states, is "a fable of failure:

1l fe wanes, desires'q’part, and we discover, sooner of»later,
that we are indeed the victims of the very fictions we had hoped
would immdrtalize us.” But, McConnell adds, ;the story also
agsserts the power of story itself to express and grant, if only a
fictive, at the same time even a fictive value to our inchoate
ldeas of passion and greatnesé* (158). The "Bellerophoniad™ 13
better than si[ence. although Bellerophon himself is slow to

recognize thfs.

Throughout the narrative, he makes references to the "real

‘Bel lerophoniad," the i{deal documenf which he had hbped would

preserve and immortalise Bellerophon the mythic-ﬁero. He had
made an attempt during his idyll with the seceond Melanippe to
write thié document, but his is not the text the reader reads.

Bellerophon describes what "this original or best Belleraphoniad"

would have been like (150-52). It would have been a polished
work ot art, pleasant to read, fuil of dramatic action, and not a
confused, self-reflexive, precious text. His dismay over the

actual text he appears in is reminiscent of "Autobiography"'s and
"B"'s dismay, but whereas they evoke some pathos because of their

powerlessness, Bellerophon is only a comically pathetic figure.

Like the cﬁarqcters themselves, the reader has no sense of the
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first two narrators beyond their - 'existence in harratlve, In

"Beflerobhoniad," however, Barth depicts a character who is well-

suited to this kind pf treatment--an inauthentic, tailed hero.
With the loss of control over his narrative comes an

inability to distinguish who really is fashioning the narratlve ot

which he is aware. With great weariness, Bellerophon complains:
"I'"m full of voices, all mine, none me; | can't keep straight

. )
who's speaking, as | used to. [t’s not my wish to be obscure or

difficult; ['d hoped at least tolentertain. if not insplre"
(154), The vgices are all his because he has become hlé story,
but none of them correspond to the voice he was aware of having
before he was transformed Into his story. Like "B," he had hoped
‘to entertéip.;ather than alienate the reader, o tell his story
as an adbenture tale rather than as a self-reflexive fiction.

But the voices which tell the tale take contro! over {t, and pasgs
down a myth about Bellerophon &hich he would not sanction. The
result of his self-reflexive observations is that the act ot
narration and the identity of the narrator become as problematic
as they are in "Echo." The m;th proves more powerful than elther
the subject or any given narrator.

Bellerophon complains at 6ne point that all of the
characters In thii telling of his stéry. even he himself, tend to
becomé\PoLyeidus, since the seer’'s consiousness informs the
narrative to some extent. ‘Later, however, he questlons that
assu@pfion:

But the hero of this story is no longer confident that



~.
139
Polyeidus is its author. Polyei&us reminds Thim that
Polyeidus never pretended ;uthérship:- Polyeidus ig the
story, more or less, In any case its marks and spaces: the
author could be Antonlus Liberalis, for example, Hesiod,
Homer, Hyginus, Dvid._Pindar, Plutarch, the Scholiast on the
lliad, Tzetzes, Robert Gravés, Edith Hamilton, Lord Raglan,
Joseph Campbell, the author of the Pérseid, someone
imitating thap author--anyone, Iin short, who has ever
written or will write about thelmyth of Belierophon and
Chimera. (246)
This verslion of his 1ife could be anybody’s version: Polyelidus
has no control over'which "Bellerophoniad" he will turn into.
Once the man has become the subject of myth, Bellierophon
\
discovers, he no longer has any power over his life-story: it is
public prope;ty and will be used to suit the needs of the teiler.

g
He cannot control the story once he is dead. Like "B" he does

not know and cannot bargain with the author. \ln the list of
possible authors Barth includes, he traces the history of
Bellerophon's myth (and his own sources), showing_how it has
lasted éhrough time, granting Bellerophon that immortality
Polyeidus promised him. Each author works with the same basic
story-outline but each will impose a different meaning on the
myth. Other of Barth's narrators--George, Sue and Fenn,
Perseus--are willing to let their stories go,%to iet them become
the property of the tellefs and listeners, but Bellerophon, like

lTodd Andrews, wants to preserve a specific, determined,

unalterable depiction of himself. He is not willing to divorce
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himself from his story.

Becoming a mythic figure, then, allows "at best a sarely
qualified immﬁrtality" (149), but immortality is what Bellerophon
has long aspired to in order to prove that he is indeed a demi-
god and a mythic hero. His apparent motiye when he narrated his
story was to achieve self-glorification, to present himself as
.something he was not. He planned to use narrative, it setms, to
deceive rather ;han to discover himself. He agrees to become
Polyeidus as Bellerophon as the "Bellerophoniad" because all
other attempts'to have himsélj canonized in the tr;ditions ot
myth have failed, and the immortality conveyed by his embodiment
in the docuqsnt. thougﬁ far from perfect, is preferable, he

finally reallizes, to total oblivion. He had hoped to be

immortalised after the fashion of Perseus in ." which he

reads on his fortieth birthday and on which he his "Second
Ebﬁ." Perseus became an immortal constellati
his story to his now beloved Medusa. But whgn BellerbOphon sees
how badly his‘own story is written and realizes all of his
loved ones haQe died as he has llved on, he comes to think
himself cursed in his immortality. He see%s te have purchased it
at the expense of all he should have valued: his family, his-
Integrity, his people. He has been so caught up-in following the
pattern of the mythic hero that he has overlooked common human
values, and he suffers the consequences of having chosen fiction

over life as the realm of his exlstence. He becomes a warning of

the dangers both of self-absorption and of living to narrate

4
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3 live. t>

rather than narrating to

Je tries to justify this attem r’?a*qi‘immortalLsed and his
dis@ay at the form of the narratAvé(;y claim%ng that he has no
pergonal Interest iﬁ.the fate of tﬁe myth of Bellerophon, that in
fpct he (s belng quite self-less. ' He hints to Polyeidus: >
For while {t's true that Bellerophon's aspiration to
immortality was without social relevance, for example, and
thoroughjy elitis£——in fact of benefit to no one but himself
~~{t should be observed that it didn't glorify "him,"
either, since the name he's cailed by is not;his actual

name, but a fictitious one. His fame, then, such as It was,

1s, and might have been, Is as it were anonymous. (316-173
Throughout the novella, there are hints that Bellerophon is ?

indeed the "phony" suggested by the title of his narrative,

Early in the novella, the reader suspects that he is an impostor

[y

because he refuses teo explain the colour of his e&es.
. -

Eventually, he claims that he has been trying to glorify his twin

brother, Bellerus, and not himself, Deliades. The implications

of his name are a matter of contention throughout his life—égory.
Some of the characters he encounters insist that Bellercophon
means "killer of Bellerus" while Bellerophon himself claims that
1t means "Bellerus the killer"™ and, finally, "the voice‘of

L il .

Bellerus." 'Bellerdphon's inauthenticity is more disturbing than

j= S

.that of Menelaus because he has denied the self he once had so that

he can enact the role of Bellerus. And because his whole 1ife has
been a carefully constructed fiction, he cannot bear to have it

distorted in the narrative of his life-story. The ungainly
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"Bellerophoniad" makes all of his efforts at imposture seem
futile and reinforces his sense of failure. He had assumed that
if he simply followed in hisllife the patterns of the typicaf
& v

myth of the here, he would become a mythic hero. He became.

instead, Bn imitation of a hero. His confusion of Nite and
7 .

narrative resultg in a rfalled life as ;ﬁfl as a fa¥led narrative.

?
'In the final pages of the novellA, as Bellerophon and

L
Polfeidus reveal their secrets to ope another while falling into
the marshes of.Maryland*/BéTTg;g;hon claims that he "became" his
brother éut'of a sense é& guilt‘and duty: "l was his mortal
killer; the}efore | became Eis immgrtal voice: Deliades | buried
in Bellerophon, to l;ve out in selfless counterfeit, from that
hour to this, my brother’'s demigoddish life. It's not my story:
.nevar wasg" (518). All of his adult life, he has lived someone
else’s storQ——the most dramatic use of mythotherapy in Barth'g
canon. But his claim that he usurped his brother's I{fe in or&er
to glorify him is suspect. Hefseems to have taken advantage of
his brother's death to achieve the fame he could not have
achleved as piain Deliades. To achieve this fame, he must turn
himself into a fiction, not just in the sense that he becomes the
text of the "Bellerophoniad,™ but alsoc in the senze that he |lves
his life as thougB it were a story, closely following the pattern
of the mythic hero given to him by Polyeidus. When the
-characters of "Life-Story" compltain that they have no life except

that shaped by the conventions of literature, they have grounds

for complaint, since the only life they have Is that of tictional
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characters. But Bellerophon, in contrast, willingly undergoes
t g traﬁ;?biﬂiii?n from a free-willed self to a character jong
before he becomes a version qf his story. Manfred Puetz points
out the dangers of Bellerophon’s condition: "the problem of -
fictionalizing ' iife turns into the problem of living
tictionatizations" (143). Even before he becomes the subject of
a specific narrative, Bellerophon loses all sense of a self free
to choose 1ts own actlons bec;use he insists upon seeing himself
as a chaHaFtercwho must conform to certain literary conventions.

He t?kally misunderstands the nature of myth and follows the
pattern to no avail. He does not realize that the power of myth
Iz its abillity to convey imaginatively felt truths; instead he
thinks that it presents an agenda to be enacted. By making
Bel lerophon fail In his attempt to be another Perseus, Barth
shaows the danger of taking literature !iterally when it should be
under;tood emblematically. Until he becomes the text of his
story. Bellerophon does not realize that narrative is a structure
and not a transparent reflection of .the actual world.

Bellierophon has had ample opporéunity to discover the néturé
and properties of myth. He is, after all, married to a mythology

b

major, who offers him insights. When she explains to him that
. ~

"The very concept of objective truth, especially as regafas the
historical pdst. i# problematical; also that narrative art,
particularly of the Qzﬁ%opoeic or at least mythographic variety,
has gtructures and rhythms; values & demands, not the same as
those of reportage or historiography‘ (203), the lesson g

¥

Bellerophon learns is {that he can lie about what he has done,

(§
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misinterpreting Philonce’'s point. 1f he is unsuccessful in
several of his he;oic tasks, he need not let on, since tﬁe
rhythm, the pattern is what matters, not the facts. With this
limited awareness, he uses myth as yet another betraval ot hi%
actual self and; despite the failure and tedium which
characterise his actual life, plans to write an action-packed,

ideal "Bellerophoniad." In it he would record, not a factual

—

record of his life, but the history he would like to have ——
. N\ s ‘\

associated with Bellerophon: - )

1 never killed Chimarrhus or Chimera, or rode the winged

. P /4
horse, or slept with Phiionoe, or laid my head betwben

Melanippe’s thighs: the volce that spoke to them ail those

nights was Bellerus's vaice. And the story {t tells isn't a
lie, but .-something larger than fact . . . [sicl
P: In a word, a myth. (318)

Here Bellercphon uses the properties of his narrative to excuse
himself and his behavior. He suggests that providing his story

with "mythic truth” justifies his various dishonest acts, even

ennobléé tiim. ' - 3

Only as he reads. the "Pe;seid"-does he learn to dis-—-
tinguish between factual and mythic truth and to realize that he _
AN
has made a mistake in slavishly following the pattern explained
by Polyeidus. The price he has to pay to really becdme a mythic
hero finally becomes clear: "I couldn’t speak to explain the !

difference between lies and myth, which | was but beginning to

comprehend myself; how the latter could be so much realer and
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more important than particular men that perhaps I must cease to
be the hero.of my oun.'cease even to exist, cease somehow even toé

have exlsted" (305-06). He has finally realized that the.story

will replace the self, that the self depicted in narrative is
apart from and other than the original self, a model, a con-
struct. Hia factual life'will soon matter ndfr;t all: the

narrative version is finally not only mest important but also
geparate from his actual, willed self, At this point he is

willing to allow the narrative to shape the character of

Bel?erophon-mbﬁt he still wishes to determine some of the proper-
£

ties of that narrative. As a result, the properties of

"Bellerophoniad"” still] anger and dismay him, and they become the

primary focus .of the novella.

£ -7

Discussing recent fiction in "Th% Function of Self-
Consciousness ;n John Barth’s Chimeré." Marilyn Edelstein observes
that the "tictional grocéss is in the foregroundlof much
contemporary fiétion“where the narrative human presence once
was." The narrators and)characters'discussed in this chapter
lack a sense of presence._for’the most paft. and are aware only
of the narrative proce;s whicg gives them being. Edelstein goes
on to point out that "bothgfictional process and human presence
serve similar structural funcgions with the te%t, which suggests
that the creation of a fiction ;esembles the creatiom of a human
self, real or imaginary." It becomes obvious to the reader of

"Bellerophoniad" that "the provisional reality of self-conscious

fiction is like the provisional reality of the ‘post-modern’

: N
: | A =
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self, prone to self-questioning, constitwged by process rather
than substance, multiple, changeable, perhaps even illusory"”
(99). As Edelstein shows, self-reflexive texts are exploratlans
botﬁ of narrative and of selfhood. Bellerophon’s contfusion of
narrative and life is understandable if the structures of selves
. ?
and the structures of narratives are so similar. In the short
fictions discussed in this chapter, Barth's primary concerng--
P N ‘ )

what his stories are "passionately about“——é}e the postmodern
self and its relation to the klinds of selves canstructed Iin

narrative., 'MHe dramatises the lives of characters who are aware

of their fictitiousness in order to question the integrity of

the self assumed in traditionalifirst—person narratives. Barth
acknowledges thatkthe self may have only a provisional, perhaps
an illusory, being--like  that of characters developed in

narratives-~-but at the same time his narrators dramatise the
difficulty experienced by most people (who persist in thinking of
themselves in terms of integrated, real selves) in living with
this viewlgg the self.

In The Exploded Form, James Mellard discusses the need for a

breakthrough in fiction, using terms Barth usuld tind congential.

He argues that "a ftruly adequate new realism" would "acknaowledge
. two Eonditions of our od;temporary existence." Those conditiong,

he goes on- to explain, are "that consciousness and its

govergring structures are inentricable aspects of any human

‘reality,' and that any ‘reality' we therefore deflne ls

provisional and, finally, indeterminate" (xifi).*® Mellard’s point
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{s that fiction must begin with the §ssumptton that human con-
(;:iousnass 1mposé§ orders, rathe; than discovers the order of a
determinate world outside of 1ts own structures. One'qf the
"governing structures" of consciousness, Barth insists, is_ .
narrativé. the péfterns of action and meaning we learn primarily
tfram our- experlence of traditional, premodern, realistic, and
modern fiction and which we impose on our own lives in the
practice of Mythotherapy.

His narrator-characters, however, inevitably long te appear
in a fiction which makes sense according to the patterns with
which they are familiar rather than in fictions constructed in

-

terms of the self-reflexive "new realism" of which Mellard

apeaks. A character who 1s depicted in one of the inner frames
of "Life-Story," for example, complains:
It I'm going to be a fictional character . . . 1 want to be

T

in a rousing éood vyarn as they say, not some piece of avant-
garde preciousness. I want passion and bra;ura action in my
plot, herpoes | can admire, heroines | can love, memorable
speechés. colorful accessory characters, poetical language.
It doesn’t matter to me how naively.linear the anecdote is;
never mind modernity! (116)
His desi;e ls shared by the narrators of the stories in Funhouse
and Chimera who question the value of the self-reflexive fictions
in which they appear. The mythic heroces, in particular, who
think of their lives in terms of adventure stories, wonder

whether the mode of presentation is suitable. oBarth’s response

to the desires of such characters as the one quoted above would
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be to point out that modern fiction cannot be Qverlooked'or

denied; it must be incorporated into the postmodern sensibility,
The "new realism" privileges consciousness rather than action,
and self-reflexive fiction best suits the needs of the writer

l . L

concerned to show how we use narrative to impose meanings.

As he deals with the re-telling of received myths, he shaws

the importance of the context of the narrative act. Each
narrator and each reader wilil use and present the materials ot
the myth differently. The "first person, tiresome" narrators,

self-absarbed as they are in the solipsistic world of the
. . i

narrative itself, cannot know their'reader;. anq\?re cancerned
only with thelir self-images.' They do not use narratlive to en-
hance their lives or the lives of others; narrative is their only
life, They are obsessed with the qualities of their mnarrativas
because they feel they have iittle control over them and because
they cannot-be sure that they are communicatrng to a reader.

i
They contrast sharply with other.of Barth's "mythic" narrators,
particularly with Perseus, George, and Dunyazade, who tell thelr
stories primarily so éhat readers may benetit. Through these
narrators, discussed in the next chapter, Barth shows more

emphatically the importance of the reader in the narratlive act.

y



149

Chapter 5
CONSTELLATED:

"Perseld," Giles, Goat-Boy, "Dunvazadiad," Sabbatical

Belbgrophon finally comes to accept that, if his life-story
1s to become a myth, he must let it assume the changing shapes

each new teller gives it, that myth is not autoblography.but

narrative structured by patterns recognized as significant. It
becomes the property of its readers. Reluctantly, he comes to @%
accept what a group of Barth’s narrators has known all along: ’

that tﬁe immortallty granted by literature is qualified and even
suspect, but, if accepted gracefully, will not only allow an
extension of the teller's life but also allow the teller to give
somethkqg of value to the readefs with wﬁom the narrative
communicates. Rathr than speculaﬁé about their authors or
myopically euamine\themselves, these tellers tend to think of
their life—stories/is literary works and of their readers as
their motivation for narrating. They write or tell their stories
so that they may be read or heard, and they allow their life-
stories to assume an existence as texts or tales independént of
themseives, provided for the education of their audiences. For
the "constellated" narrators, narration is an act ©f com-
munication, albelt at times a problematic one.

Perseus's story, "Perseid," for instance, inspires.
Bellerophon to re-enact his earlier life and becomes for the

chimera-slayer one example of the pattern followed by a mythic

hero. Like many of Barth's narrators, Perseus b%gips to write
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his life-story to understand himself, but he ends immortalised as
a constellation, fixed and brilliant in the sky, a point ot

reterence for those who come after him. LLike Bellerophon,

George, the goat aof Glles, Goat-Boy, tries to rollow the pattern
of the mythic hero by imitating the heroes or litérafure. By the
time that he is recording ﬁhe story of his own life, however, he
1s no longer proud to be the Grand Tutor and the sublect matter

[ [}

of a sacred text (The Revised New Syllabus). Despite thls dis-

illusionment, he lets his life-story be recorded and distrlibuted
as a sacred text While he himselt is free of his story,
Dunyazade, far from worrying about the image of the self
presented in her story, tells the story of her sister's storles

in an effort to save her own and her husband’'s lives, proving

that there are meaningful stories to teil even when all ot the
stories seem to have been to!d.1 But the most positive

affirmation of narrative as a still meaningtul genre 1s that ot
Susan and Fenwick Turner, the dual Aarrators ot Sabbatical, who

announce that the story is their child, the life which originates
in their lives but which exists apart from them.

The issues which Barth explores in Funhouse and

*

"Bellerophoniad"--the creation of a self !n language and

narrative, the authority of thegauthor over his or her text, and

3

the world perceived as structures of narrative and language--are
2
persistent concegrns in his flction. But tkese lssues are not so

dominant in the narratives of FerseQq eorge, Dunyazade, and Sue

and Fenn. While these works remain typlcally self-reflexive,
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with narrators who cannot refrain frém comménting on the'act of
narration and the properties otf’narrative, the narrators are much
more eonfident than those discussed in'"first person, giresome"
that their narratives do have meaning not only f8r themselves but
also for their~readers, They remain convinced that their works

wiwl be read and used by thelr readers as they attempt to under-

+

stand tﬁeir own life-staories. Underliying each of these narrative
acts 1s the assumption that narrator and reader are linked
through the act of narratipn. Considering the role played hy
their audiences, these narratdrs seem to escape the painful self-
awareness that inhibits the first-person narrators of the Fun-
house stories. ironically, they achieve an awareness of self and
of the self’'s abliity to structure a world through narrative, an
awareness which the Funhouse na}rators would think unattainable.
Through his deplction of these narrators, Barth suggests that,
although self-reflexive narrators can become despairingly self-
absorbed, they can also be freed from the limitations of self-

absorption {f they recognize that their act of narration is an

act of communication.

-

Perseus, the narrator of “Perse{d."‘the second of the Chimera
novel las, begins'the narrative of his life hoping only to discover who
he is but ends by creating another work in the "éxploits of heroes”
genre. In the end..Perseus's narrative becomes the property of the

-

reader (Bellerophon, for example, reads {t) and Perseus himself is

arn
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petrified forever as a dlamond shining briéhtly.from the sky.
Bérth’s ;mage of the myth as ; qonstellatlon is a suggestive one.
A consteldation is only recognized as sjich when viewers read
sigﬁificance and order into an otherwi;e meaningless pattern ot
stars, using their knowledge of patterns and of other
constellations in their interpretation of the night sky.
Similarly, the reader of a narrative mpst be familiar with
narrative patterns and plots and must ge skilled in the
determining of meaning from narrative. The reader must he
actively engaged as_he or she reads {f the narrative is to estab-
lish a link befween‘writer and reader. The image of the cons{;l—
lation also suggests the reiative permanence of myth preserved as
narrative. Stars, as Barth's narrataré admit, may not last
‘forever, but they do last a long time and con;er something very
close to immortality on the characters whose life-stories tﬁey
preserve.

Perseus begins his narrative, much as Andrews, Horner, and
Lady Amﬁerst do, hoping to find some vital part of himself by
examining his autébiographx_very caretful ly: "somewhere along the
way 1'd lost something, took a Wrong turn, forgot some knack, I
don’t know; {t seemed‘to me that if | kept going over it care-
fully enough | might see the pattern, find the key" (80). He
hopes that the nightly narratives which his wife finds so tire-
some will help him to recover the pattern or thread ot hié I{fe.

His becomes, initlally, another story of a hero, told from the

perspective of middle age and faded glory. Perseus fearg that he

Fa—
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is petrifying slowly, as his enemles had been petrified.Smi
mediately by the Gorgon head he carried. By continuouslty telling
his story, he hepes to rejuvenate himself, but, Iinstead, he.
~

alienates hls wife when he becomes apparently self-absorbed.

ToQards the end of his narrative, however, he discovers that

. s

narrative {tselft fixes him forever, much as petrifJ{;g has fixed
his victims. At times, Iinstead of feeling fe!ieved by the

patterns he dliscovers In his life; Perseus feels the restraints of

existing In one fixed plot and narrative rather than in another

‘narratidgxa?"in many Tharratives. Like Bellierophon, he occasional-

ly complains of the qualitles given to him by his life-story. But
unlike Bellerophon, ge comes to ;ecognize that the narrative ;s a
thing distinect from his actual\Tafe. At the concliusion of his
recital of his life—stgry. he begs his nightly companion, Medusa,

to tell him what became of their mortal (as opposed to their

Immortal, constellated) selwves. She replies:
No use; those parts are private, like Andromeda's and
Phineus’s; not for publication. . . . Down there our mortal

lives are living themselves out, or’ve long since dorie--
together or apart, comic tragic, beautiful ugly. That’s
another story, another story: it can't‘be‘told to the
characters in this. (141

.

She teaches Perseus that life is irrevocably separated from the
}
narrative of a life; art and immortality are irrevocably

separated from the mortal, which she siinif}cantly describes as

another "story": even an autoblography becomes a text, a closed
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system which is interpreted by the reader but which cannot inter-

act with the life the story depicts. "Perselid" is merely Dne'qf
& .
many possible records of his life, Medusa acknowledges, but the

characters who figure in it are fixed by its narrative

conventions. Like JB" they can know nothihg about possible

E\
{
selves beyond the text. As Medusa paints put, the lite story g

transformed as they move from the pwxivate to the public realm.

When the life~story becomes literature, its qualities and

-

dimensions must conform to the caonventions of the tale of the

mythic hero regardless of Perseus's personal and private {dio-

] .
syncracies. Her comment emphasizes the selectivity and patterning

which give narrative its shape and make it accessible and
R
interesting to the reader. :

-

Ferseus., then, undergoes a change from selt to'story-~ir'hot
to the printed page 1ike Bellerophon or the spoken word like
Menelaus, at least to mythic hero. But Perseus is willing, even

happy, t0 have become his story because the transformation allows

him a kind of immortality: \

I"m content. So with this issue, our net estate: to have
"

become, liée the noted music of our ~%ngue, thesé silent,

visihie signs;‘to be the tale | tell to those with eyes tao

see and undgrstgndlng to interpret; to ralse you up farever

and know that our ;tory will never be cut off, but nightiy

rehearsed as long as men and women read the stars

W
[sic] I'"m content. (142)

Perseus recognizes in his transformation from morta! hero to

- | e

S
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immortal constellation a valuable ektension of his life, granted
ohly by hig "readers.,” He qualifies the concept of the readers
somewhat ;by éugge5ting that they must be trained in the®
perceptioh of '‘the stars. The particular training.needed to Fead
his tale seems to be the experience of romantic love. Unlike all
orf the narrators discussed ta this point, Perseus sees "Perseid"

not as QLé story but as "our"™ story, his and Hgdusa's. To the

reader who has eyes to see, his is a ﬁale not of heroisy but of

tove, and {t can best be read by lovers who are gazing at the sky.

The significance of the reader’s ability is stressed at

. -
several points in the narrafive. A comment made by Cepheus,
Perseus’s father-in-law, is typical: "I can start the story
anywhere; it goes right alopg, you'll see, hangs together like a

constellatlion {f you know the stars, how to read them" (123).
The chara9ters of Cepheus’s court all Secome stars at the end of
"Perseld," and Cepheus feels that his is a story anyone familiar
with the principles of constellations can read. The reader of a
narrative, the analogy suggests, mqst be trained in the patterns
of narrative if he or she is to understand a given life-staory.
Narratives "ﬁang togethgr? as constellations do Iin that their
qualities and elements are fixed but take on meaning only as a
reader looks at them. The tale, once separated from the author,
iélshapeless until 'a reader gives it meaniﬁg by recognizing its
significant patterns. This Is a discovery Perseus himself makes
in the .shrine built for him by Calyxa, the wells of which depict
his own lifekstory in a spiral—shaped mural.

Perseuss in the middle of his iife, 40 years old, re-

~F
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enacting his heroic_exp}oits in an effort to find himself, wakesg
up In the ﬁemple. unsure as to whether he is in heaven or still
alive. With the discovery that he'is still alive and lhat his
iire hgs bécome a myth already (the subject of temple murals
visited by Greek tourists)rand with the new-found knowledge that
he has been the subject of Calyxa's thesis on mythic heroes,
Perseus realizes that his story is more important. than his mere
self. With that realization, he becomes the Kuthor ot his
actions and spends his time narrating his life-stary to Calyxa.

From this point on, he adopts the flgures and terminology ot
narrative to describe, evén to plan his life'.3 When he begins to
re-enact the ?vents of his youth, a cowled Medﬁsa tella him that
he must use different approaches and tactics this time. Perseus
agrees: "] tolq/myself it was just as well: let my second tale
be truly a sgCond, not mere replication of my first; let a spell
of monologue precede new dialogue" (121). As do all of Barth’'s
narrators, Pe?seus self-consciously comments on his ,un stylistic

nd structural pioys. But he makes a significant ngarture trom
the pattern establdshed by Menelaus and Bellérophon here: he
sees his narrative %s "dialogue" rather than as "monologue" both
because it is the story of Perseus and Medusa and because he
percelves narrative to be an act of caommunication between author
- ) ! > 1Y
ég; readef His endless monologue both bored and alienated h{s
Life Andromeda; his new narrative, begun after 1nstructiop by
éalyxa in the ways of art, wlll allow for his audience’s
participatign in the narrative.
N

/

/

&
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Unce he bgcomes a narrator and tells his story nightly to
Medusa as they shine in tée night sky, Perseus has distanced
himsélf'as teller trom himself as hero and deliberately shapes
his na?rative into é Rgttern which will be pleasing to the
reader. In the midst of narr;ting the concluding sequence'of hi;
mortal drama--the scuffle 3} Cepheus’s palace, hi=s d;sertioﬁ of
Andromeda, -and his unveiling of Medusa--Perseus interrupts the
exposition to ask, "Two.more pages?" and then compresses his:
gstory to fit within the given limitations.‘showing his desire to

+

complete the narrative to the reader’'s satisfaction.

~ In the epilogue to this tale, Perseus and Medusa trade:’

questions. - Medusa uses up one of her questioné to ask Perseus if

“that business just before the climax (of his life-storyf wherse
N .

Androm&eda flings herself between you and Danaus" is not

.tt\ . .
melodramatic. FPerseus replies in the affirmative: "Heavens
yes, In fact, from this perspective, a chumping klitsch. As is
the whole story nowadays, ! daresay. But that’'s how it was, and
. A

at the time we were archetypes, not stéreotypes: reality, not

myth” (137, Perseus carefulily distingu;shes here between life
and myth. His life-story has become a myth, just as Medusa's

stonewark--no sculpture but simply a freezing of an actual

moment--would be regarded as stylized art., As a living man, he

{
was an archetype, the actua! thing, the prototype of the mythic

hero. Only as readers Interpreted his life.did he become a
medel, a stereotype. When several other Heroeqﬁfbllowed in his
L ]

footsteps, his life-story, began to seem a melodramatic stereo-

type--but that is a condition imposed upon his narrative by the
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reader, or in this case by the listener. Medusa.
In his Iinclusion @f Medusa In the epilogue to the‘narratiye
proper, Barth introduces the first or his narrating couples.

This is a situation explared In more detall and at much greater

length in Sabbatical and Tidewater Tales, but Barth begins to
J ’
dramatise here his belief that the act of reading {s much 1ike

the act of making love: the reader must be actively involved

with the text, and the text must be as ravishing as a Tover.

Medusa complains’gﬁout some of the qualities PEﬁiiiizgﬁcrlbos to

-

her in his narrativé. but she is easiily placated when Perseus
reminds ﬁer thatlhe has chosen her over Andromeda and galvxa a%
his'immortal‘partner. The novelia ends with the artirmation ot
‘thelr love, confirmed in fhe act of narration, as Perseul nightly
tells his tale to Medusa, and in the act of the readers of the
stars, wWho see In the constellation a model of love.

Pédrseus remains content with his story--and to be & story.

He experiences neither the desperation of Bellerophon nor the

resigned zadness expresied by Gecrge 1n Glles Goat-Boy. Perseus

P

has been a mythic hero; his life will be preserved by readers who
' \

finq meaning in histstory: he is granted néar Immortality in his
‘existence as a constellation. Perseus recognlzes that this
Immortality {s 1imited, taat narratives, toco, have a l|lifespan and
will eventually be replaced by newer "stories asg reaéz:;\ﬁfad

L4 r
ditferent patterns into the stars and'lose thelr awareness ot the
old ‘myths. in fact, hb‘begiqs "Ferseld" with a statement of his

accepténce of this fact: "Stories last longer than men, stones
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than storles, stars than stones. But even our stars’ nights are
numbered, and with them QilL pass. this patterned'ﬁale to a long-,
deceased earth" (67). Because he has been "conste1iatéd."
Iperseus will endure, pebhaps even longer ghan the é;rth itéelf
wlll endure, but his ﬁythic'status will not guarantee him

' .
absolute-lmmortality. Qithou@ readers to recognize his

existence, that e{istence is meaningless,

/
"Persetd" bedfns with a "Good evening” but it ends with the (

. N
"Good night" to lch, according to the Genie of "Dunyaxgg}sﬂT"“* \\\
. ;
all stories must come since in the final analys?s all stories are
tife-stories)and every story’'s end a kind of death. But as the

Genle tells Dunyazade, what matters is the acknowledgement of
this property that stories and life share and the acceptanée of

stories as an admittedly temporary solace:
/,

The Arab storytelners understood this; they ended their
, stories not "happily ever after,” but specifically "until

\hbere took them the Destroyer of Delights and Desolator of
S .

Dwelling-places, and they were translated to the ruth of

AJmigh{y Allah, and their houses fell waste and their

5,

palaces lay in ruins, and the kings inherited their

riches." A
To be joyous in the full acceptance of this denouement
ls surely to possess a treasure . . . (6a)

Immediately preceding Perseus’s opening statement about the
mortality of stories, this comment helps us to identify the
source of Perseus's contentment. He has come to fully accept

-

that all stories come to this conclusion, although he was happy
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to grasp at the limited immortality extended to him by virtiie ot

: /
his having become a mythic hero of interest -‘to readers for

thousands of years. "Perseid" conéludes. not with the.heroiq
moment--the slaying of enemies and lovers in Cepheus's patace- -
but with an epilogue about the narrative which draws attention to
the distance between th? deliberately shaped and patterned
narrative aﬁd the life whose‘story it narrates. For Perseus,

this distance is not so problematic as it {s for Menelaus and
Bellerophon because he recognizes that the narrative exists ftor

B

the reader’'s satisfaction as much as it exists to praove a polnt

Y
about himself. .

Il

In Funhouse and Chimera Barth develops the framing of

narratives to a compiex degree. In Giles Goat-Boy or, The

Revised New‘Syllabus, Barth’s first "framed" narcrrative, the
framing i1s not so intricate, but it plays a crucial role both In
determining thf actual reader’'s experience of the novel and in
establishing the act of reading as an aspect ot narrative‘worthy
of consideration by the naovelist. In this case, the frame draws
attention to the distance between the narrator and his narrative,
which may not be authentically the work ot the purported narrator
at all. While the bulk of the text consists of the apparently
autobiographical account of thé iifte of yet anocther hero-flgure,

the documents which introduce and comment on it question the

authenticity of the text. The "Author," J.B., belleves that the
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Revised New Syllabus was written by Stoker Giles (who Iinsists he

fs George'’s son); Stoker Giles claims £hat it was written by‘a
computer which collated several tapes, 1nciuaing those recorded
by George himgelf; some of the editors of the publishing hoﬁse
believe that J.B. wrote it himse:f.‘ With theez elaborate frames,
Barth once.agaln draws attention to the question of the
narrator’s authcrity over his own life—stofy. But the point is
that It does not matter: once finished, the narrative serves the
rea&er's rather than tﬁe writer’s needs. j

Like the "tiresome" narrators, George cleariy does not ?ave

i
the final word on his stary--the Editor-in-Chief, J.B., and ]

Stoker Giles all ad%it to having made "corrections to the text."
As readers, they have altered the text to meet their needs and to
make the narrative fulfill their expectatiéns of a myth of 3
hero. Experienced reéders all, they assume that they can
fdent!{fy structural and stylistic elements appropriate to the
given genre. Representative of actual readers, they make the’
text fulfill thelr own desires, regardless of the intentions or
desires of thé narrator. These characters figure only in the
frame of tﬁe novel!, but they provide Barth’'s actual reader with a
perspective on the narrative that follows, making him or her
question thé veraclty of the text and remain dubious about the
authenticity of the document. This is a ploy Barth explores
further in LETTERS, making his reader question the éuthenticity

of a work which the reader clearly recognizes as a novel. But

the seif-reflexiveness serves to make the reader examine closely
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the act of reading ;\d the use to which readers put narrative.

The framing sections of Giles Goat-Boy draw attentidn to

the movement of George's life-story from thé reaim of
éutbbiography to that of myth or "received” narrative. The
frames introduce some doubt as to whether the text ought to be
read as a novel (as something "made up"), as an autoblography (a
factually true narrative of an important |ife), or as a sacred

text, a Third Testament or Revised New Syllabus. The novel

begins with 3 "Publisher’s Disclaimer;" the flirst words ot which,

"The reader," .draw attention to the distance the text has

-

- .
tré@elled from simple autobiography (the statement ot an
individual) to canonized text. The letters of assessment written
Hy the edlitors of the publishing company, aside from commenting

\

cleverly on the text to follow, demonstrate that George's illre-
séory has become public property, a publigly received  work. ar
literature rather than a private journal. The cover letter trom
_
J.B. further emphasizes George's 1955 of control over his own
story: the typescript is presented to J.B. by Stoker Giles, ' who
.t
claims to be George’s son and who has assumed respoﬁsibifity tor
spreading the Curriculuﬁ established by his father. Genrge's
narration of his lite-story can no longer be treated as an
instance of sqriptotherapy, a narrative begun to achieve self-
knaowledge, nor as an attempt to achleve self-hood through the
language of story. It has become a narrative of a mythic hero,
which will be read by some as fiction and by soﬁe as Insplred

truth, regardless of the narrator’s aims. When Barth's reader

encounters the narrative, It exists only for the readers, and
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George’'s authorfty has been usurped by the readers who have
already altered the text. ' .
That George can no langer influence the response to or

pubtlication of hls life-story becomes even more apparent in the

closing trames of the novel. In a "Postscript to the ‘Posttape,’™"

- .
J.B. expregses his doubts that the "Posttape" is authentic,

citing textual and ideological discrepancies, and conciuding:
""Some imposter and antigiles composed‘the ‘Posttape,’ to gainsay
‘and weaken fafith In Giles's Way. Even the type of those flunkeéd
pages 1is different!™ (?665 J.B. conseguently assumes thea
right--as a-gifted reader ot the narrative--to edit and comment
on the text, to re-shape the life-story so[thét it conforms to
his version of the "trqe" story of George. But even his opinion
expressed in this "Postscript" is suspect since, as the Editor'’s:
\\"Footnote.to the "Postscript to the "Posttape™'" tells us, the
Etype of the "Postscript to the ‘Posttape’'"™ is not the same as
}hat of the cover letter written by i.B.. As a reader, possibly

{
\{ye most powerful reader, the Editor, too, feels that he can now

r
'

determine what is authentic in the text. George has lost all

-

authority over his own story, the inevitable result of becoming

the subject of a narrative. All of the references to the type-

-

taces used and the fact that the narrative exists as an artifact,
a book, a  thing to be picked up and read by anyone who happens

upon it, reinforce the actual reader'’s sense that The Revised New

Syllabus is a document set adrift from its original author, an

its own now in the sea of readers. Following the "Principle of
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Metaphoric Means," éarth dramatises the act of reading and deter-
‘minihg meaning in his novel, drawing attention In this cése not
so'much to the act of self-expression in narrative as to the act
of discovering meaning b; qeading narratives. e

Unlike the Funhouse and Chimera narrators, however, George
is quite willing to have his life-story altered to suit the needs
of the £eaders. lf we can assume that the "Poasttape" is [ndeed
composed by him and not a spurious addition to the document, then
we realize that George_haé decided that ractual truth is not so
useful as the mythic truth of a sacred text. He explains that he

has composed The Revised New Syllabus during his rinal detontion

~

o
(prigon term). But he has not done so for personal reasons -

simply to please Aﬁastasia:
Her greg:\%agging faith has alone sustained ﬁe. tor hetter
or worse, through the'monstrous work--this "Revised New
Syllabus, " as she calLs it, which she has convinced me
will supersede the Founder's Secroll. . . . Supposing even
that the Scroll were replaced hy these Endless tapes, one
day to feed Him who will come after me.f;s | fed once on
that old sheepskin--what then? Cycles on cycles, ever un-

) windiné. (755)

Even with his recognition that his narrative is monstrous, George

does net fret about the image of self his narrative will preserve.

He feels that he is distinct from tHe narrative and that, although

his work may well be a sacred tex£ and he a Grand Tutcr, Grand

Tutors--and their stories--come and go. He acknowledges that his

life-story may have some value as an inspiration to the next Grand
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Tutor, and he 12 willing to record it in the hope that it will

insplire his readers, but he is not particularly concerned that it

accurately represent him. As he narrates, he 1s not self-

absorbed but concerned with communicating some of hls discoveries

to the one to follow in his footsteps.

While this makes him someghat unigque in Barth's canan of
nayrators, he is typlcally Barthian in other ways. George, like
Bellerophon and Perseus, aspired in his youth to become a mythic
hero: Like Perseus, he succeeds in actually becoming oné
twhereas Belleraophon becomes a patle imit;tfqn of a hero) and does
not narrate his life-story simply to proﬁide himself with that
status. The narrative may be all that remains of George after
his death, but unlike Perseus he has not become his story--1it is
simply an extensibn of a confident self which exists bevyond or
ouﬁside of the narrative. Taking what he calls the "Tragic View"
of things, George acknowledges that he will be foréotten: "They
will not remember who ordered their schedules out of chaos and
put right their college; who routed the false Grand Tutor, showed
the Way to Commencement Gate, and set down this single hope of

studentdom. The Revised New Syllabus" (763). He has no false

hopes that his narrative will grant him immeortality, and hence he
is willing to divorce himself aﬁd his personal fate from the fate
of the document itself.

Nevertheless, George at times believes that his Revised

New Syllabus will replace the Founder's Scroli and become the

most important and public of documents, a bible to be carried--



according to Stoker Giles--in every briefcase on campus. When
and {f this happens, however, Gllesianism will be taken over by'
the bellevers in their various factions who will lose sight of

the narrator who compésed thelr text. Working from this
assumption.'George 1s not distressed to think that his nar;ative.
apd with it his life-story,-will be distorted. He has a strong
enough belief in the integrity of his self to relinquish that
tight 'control needed by Todd. Andrews and Belferophon over thelr
life-stories.

George is willing to ailow his readers to re-shape hisg 1ite
stogy because he has been én active and avid reader himself. He
has found in the canonized works of literature the role-models
anﬁ inspiration for his own life. His first inkling that he
might be a boy rather than a goat occurs with his first
introduction to "Lady Creamhair," his mother. At that meeting.ﬁ
she reads him the story of the Brother’'s Gruff and the Troll.

g
Inspired by this story to become a hero (but like the first goat

Gruff, who used his brains rather than his brawn to achieve sate-
ty), he alisa realizes the power of narrative over the imagination
and ultimately over the actions of the reader. He agrees to
Anastasia’s request to record his own life-story presumably be-
cause he hopes that his successor will read:it and be inspired,
as he was inspired, to become a hero.

In George’s childish ﬁesponse to the story of the Brother's
Gruff 'and to the "Tales of the Trustees," and “%he Founder-Saga, "

Barth depicts the most primitive and basic human responge Lo

narrative. George 1Is enraptured and uses the models ot behavior
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provided fn narrative to make sense of his own experience:
One day | would see myself as Great William Gruff, and Max
and Lady €. as Trells bent on keeping me, each in his
fashloﬁ, from the Cabbage’of a glorious destiny. .
another day | felt me no hero at all, not prince nor black-
shagged Pyrenean, but a troll myselif: a miserahle freak
:esolved in the splte of monstership to destroy whatever
decent came near my bridge. (571
Using the mythic figures to idenfify and to fix the qualities of
the people who figure In his life, George, who has been raiséd as
a goat, learns Df‘the complexity of human nature. He soon dis-
caovers that narrative; tend fo‘simplify things, that he is both
Great William ‘Gruff and Troll, because he is,hum;n. Being a
mythic hero proves much more difficult than it seems in the myths
he has become familiar with. George learns to become a better
reader as he learns to recognize the differences between the

narrative and the experience which narrative depicts. He

continues to learn this lesson until he finally announces that he

has learned it in his "Posttape." As an educated reader, he now-
narrates his life-story in such a way that it will educate other
readers.

The storles of deans-errant and heroes leave an indelible
mark on Gebrge: he prefers literature to all other intellectual
pursuits, and he is encouraged by the endless possibilities in the
world of story to believe that all Is possible in life, as well.

Like Jacob Ho}ner, he believes that character does not exist

+
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until you invent it, as you would invent a character if you were
writing a story. He admits that he took no interest In the

cultural or historical aspects of old stories nor In thelr.style

a )
and form: "all that mattered was the hero's performance" (739-
80). Whether his subject was history, physics, or moral

philosophy, George cared not for what had been, but for what
should have been, treating even the materials of the Encyclopedla
Tammanica as though the entrles began "once upon a time." His
attigude towards his studies /helps to explain hils attltude towards
his own finished narrqtivé{// |
] tooked upon my life and ;he lives' of others as 5 kind of
theatr%cal impromptﬁ, self-knowledge as a matter of im-
prnuisaticn.:and moral injunctioné. such as those ot the
Fables; whether high-minded or wicked, as so many stage-
directions. A fact, In short, even amr auvutoblographical
fact, was not something | perceived and acknowledged, bu;
a detail of the general Concelt, to be accepted or reijected.
(117>
He assumes that his reader wiil share.his attitude towards facts.
Preserving a particular record of the factsiof his Iife {s not
important to'George because if is the 'general Conceit," the
over-all pattern of the narrative, that matters to the reader.
He cannot reveée facts because for him gruth or meaning resides
in the effect of the whole, in how the hero performs. He would
accept the edltorial .revisions of his Syllabus without complaint*

because they are made In an attempt to give his work a more

effective "general conceit.”

i
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But George lgnores the facts, the "political necessities”
and "historical contexts" Max discusses, at his own peril when
he goes off to become the new Grand Tutqr. Néively disregarding
these realities, ne causes havoc Iin both the West and East Cam-
puses with his improvisations. an both'hiS‘first attempt to
‘complete his assignment (when he believes that Good can be ir-
revocably separated from bad) and on his second attempt (when he
denles that dlstinctions can be drawn at all) he profoundly
disruﬁts the social system aof the Cgmpuses. He imposes on life
itgelf th?ﬂﬁimplicity which he has discovered in myths. But as ' ((/
he becomém more experienced, he reaches the conclusion that
complexlty and complementarity must be acknﬁwledged, and he suc-
cesstully completes his assignment. .

Admiring the heroes of the literature he has read, Georée
thinks that it should be easy to become a hero. Early on, Max
triés to warn him that the experience of the hero is not as.

-
pleasant as is reading about a hero: "Do you know what a Grand . {

Tutor's ilife is like? | mean a real one like Enos Enoch or Maios
the Lykeionian, not the storybook kind. Do you know what has to
happen to them in the end? When did you ever hear of a happy
hero? They alwdys suffer--it's almost what they’'re for" (130).
Max wisely distinguishes here between the storybook and the real
heroes. Once he has suffered himselj, Gecorge, too, can v
disti guish between the experience and the narrative. When he

e

writes, he tries to convey the sense of suffering that the actual

1

héro must endure. When he narrates the "Pos%}ape." he is ready

n '

{
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to accept his fate as a hero and to add it to the narrative or
‘ A

his tale of mythic heroism. . k\)

fwefve years after ,his last heroic deed. he has arrived at
the "Tragic View" of heroism, and”prédicts the end to uﬁich he
will come:

it will want but a nod from the Chancellor to set my

‘advisees’ on me in a pack. . . . Those same hands that

lovingly one term‘put off my rags. sponged me in dlp~-ulll

they ‘'not flip a penny for the golden fleece they dressed me

in? My humble rank and tenure will be stripped froﬁ'me. oo
were Max’s; my proteges . . . will curse the hour 1| named
them benefi¢i;}iQ5Jpﬂ Y poor policy. (783-654) -

p

George may not share Bellerophon's desire to determine théhﬁature
of the self presented in his life-story, but‘he daes go so tar as
éecfetly to record this "Posttape™ and add {t to the mneg he has
réconzéd in Anastasia’s presence. He does not want his story to
end with the apparently triumphant rout of Bravy but with the
outcome of that rout--his belief that "Sudden or slow, we laosa"
(707). He feels it necessary to provide his reader--the
potential nextrG?Eh? Tutor--with the warning that the he%oic path
to Commencement Gate is a tortuous and painful one. He glves

in te this impulse to set the recordAstraight onty in the
"Posttape,"™ however. In his inclusion ot the "Tragic View"

of herolism, he comments on the |iterature which dnspired him to
become a hero. He is intent on showing in the coda to his
narratiye}what it has felt like to be a hero whereas nis

R

storybooks had only shown what heroes seemed to be.

;-
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While George may not be able to restrain himsglf from
indulging Iin this cemmentary upon his tale, he is wise enough to
know that this end is not one which will be ' pleasing to his

tollowers and admireré. One of his readers especially influences

i

the tone and shapé of "his narrative. As he records the several

.

reels of tapes which, transcribed, make ¥up the Syliabus, '

1

Anastiﬁia listens. To keeé her happy, he pfesents his lif&-story
a8 a modej for a poéential hero to follow, and makes it con;brm
‘to trer réligious views.' As a resﬁltp the tone of the "Posttape,"
which he Eapes in her absence, differs significantly from that of
th; rest]of the narrgtive, as J.B. note;. George has not :been
tree in the body of hi? narrative to commen£ on himself a;d his
behavior, as Andrews, Amherst, and Hormner da, because he‘is con-
stiained by the desires of the reader. uiﬁh the presence of .

.
Anastasia, Barth&dramatises the author’s awareness ofi the

) %?

3
au@iénce and George's deliberate disregard of his own narrative

CONCEerns.
L3

N v

Bolstered by the belilef that rffe is an impromptu script in
- ¥ v

which facts are a mere whim of the author, Geourge lives his life

s0 that its record wili read as—does a traditional heroic ro- -
4 . - . . . .
mance. He narrates his life-story fdllowing the conventions of

1

th3t genre, nga}diess of the factual details -of his life. Using

>
rd

narratives, he has 1nvénted a self thch he then transcribes in

his iife-story for other readers to use as he has used the myths

" [

of his society. . As far aé'he is concerned, narrative is the

property of the reader rathér than of the narrator. Once he has

+

N\
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finished recording his life-story, it is no longer representative ' ,_/

of him so much as of the reader’'s aspirations.b | -
Like' Perseus, George is pleased to think t%at his Syllabus

will provide him a kinafof immortality, but he., too. knows that

evén storiesldp not igst forever. His particular genre, that of

. /./ '
the sacred text, is parti@ularliy vulnerable to Hpe changing

- concerﬁs of the reader. Just as his text has usurped the place
Df‘that written by Enos Enoch, so his narrative will one day be
feglaced by. the teachings of tht next Grand Tutor. This
knowledge does not undermine George's sense ot self-hood because,
for him, the act of narration is not primarily an opportunity

. . - *

for self-examination or self-creation but a gesture ot'

communication of himself to others. He sees his Syllabus, if {t

!

is sucecessful, as providing a bridge between.himselg‘é%d his ’
world. And the usefulness of this text for its re{gErs is

affirmed in the elaborate framing devices.

[T
On the fifst page of her taljﬁhDunyazade is identifled as
"the ideal auaience"'andfher sister Scheherazsde as the iQEaI
storyteller. Scheherazade ig a fagurg who has warked profouﬁdly
on Barth's imagin;tioﬁ because of her virtuosity és a story-
teller’and beca;}e‘of the l{ife or death situation *in which she
tells her stories. ;He-feels thét his lite as an Author depends

-

{’Upoh his ability to tell stories, too. Scheherazade proves

———

s ‘ a
MY . - .
. ’ . g
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better than any other liierary figure that stories can have real

cetffecta on thHelr audiences and real results in the world of the

listeners. She also demonstrates the importance of the author’s
awareness of the needs of the reader.
But in "Dunyvazadiad" Barth focusses equally on her younger

sister, Dunyazade, who has 115£ened to Scheherazade’s tales {or the
1,001 nights. In his depicfylion of her, Barth shows how one
narrative generates another as Dunyzade herself, the ideal
audience, turns narrator, mimicking her sistef’s use of stories
to delay unpleasant events. Her story is not dragn from the ﬁ%
wealth offtales supplied by thé Genie to Scheﬁerazade (who 1in
éarth's retelling, invents no stories--instead she repeats those
provided to her) hecause that supply has run out when Dunyazade
ﬁupns narrator. She would have trouble "inventing” a story since
there are surely none left to tell after 1,001 nights of tales.
Much I1lke the gosfmbdern ovelist, she overcomes this sense of
exhaus?ion bﬁ“gg;osing to tell the story of Scheherazade's
stor{eé. and’of her role as interrbpter of tﬁgm. Her stratagem
allows Barth Lq demonstrate how selt-reflexive narratives arise
naturally from th$lhabit of gélling'&nd listening to stories.
Evenéually. a narrator like Dunyazade will invent a frame-tale to
explain how the old stories happened to be told in the first
place and to ex;mine the act of narration itself.

Dunyazade's narrative is further framed by that‘ofﬁthe

Genie who suspiciously resembles Barth himself. The interest of

"Dunyaiadiad" lies in Barth’s success i% treating her as the

L]
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LI : ) :
material for the Genie's story of how he avercame his writing

block. The Genie finds Dunyézade's posit{on particulariy
appropriate for considefation in his postmodern world because her
lifé provides a metéabwr for the sltuation ot the author facing
up to the apparent exha;stion of narrative Qs a viﬂhle art torm. |
Dunyazade mimics her sister in choosing to put off death at the
hands of her husband (or his death at her hands) by narrating a
story; unfortunately, Shah Za#gn has heard all of Sherry’s
std;ies In his brother's account of the 1,001 nighis. At thlg
point, the Genie addresses Dunyazade: |

Thére‘s no story, you haven't~heard;'there's no wWay alt

making love you haven't seen agaln and agaln . . . . And

now it’s your turn: Sharyar has told young Shah Zaman

about his wonderful mistress, how he loves her as much taor

herself as for her stories——wh{ch he also pasgeas on;

the two brothers marry the tu! sisters; 1t's your wedding
niéht. Dunyazade C - [sic] But wait! Look here! Shahryar
deflowered and killed a virgin a night for a thousand nights
before he met Scheherazade; Shah Zaman has been doing the
same thing, but it's only now, a thousand nights and

a night later that he learns about Scheherazade - -that

meansg he'’'s had two thousand and two young women at the least
since he killed his wi%e, and not one has plessed him

enough to move him to spend a second night with her, chh

less spare her life! What are you going to do to entertain

him, little sister? Make love In exciting new ways? There

A
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are none' Tell him stories, like Scheherezade? He'’'s heard
them at]! Duhya;ade. Dunyazade! Who can tell your story?

(40-41)
IH thlg long interpolation, the Genie (frame narrator) conveys the
pathos and 1nterést.of the main narrator’s narrative situatian.
But from a problem of ]ife~threateniag circumstances for
Dunyazade, the ngie'creates a puzzle.for a later author: he
asks not "what can Doony do?" so0 much as "who can tell her life-
story?" The novella Itself suggests that the questions in

-

essence are one and the same: Doony herself will tell her story
to solve her‘probiem, and the Genie will write a nérrative about
her act of narraiion. osfensibly basing his version.dn a note'w
handed to him by Scheherazade and transported with him to the
future.

in "Dunyazadiad," Barth’s yehicle for the exploration of the

relationships between narrative and life, author and reader is

the Genle. He .13 magically transported back to the time of the

1,001 Nights when he and Scheherazade simultaneously write and
I

say, "The key to the treasure {s the treasure." The Genie, who
L

has read and greatly admires the ArabianrNights, tells

-

Scheherazade the stories, which she then tells to the king each
night, hoping te disifact\him and to change his opinion and treat-
ment of women. With this‘%lot, Barth suggestf that readers play
‘an 1mp0r£ant role not only in preserving specific narratives but
also in perpetuating the tradition of using narrative to educate
\and to begulle.

s

ﬁor the Genle, Dunyazade and Scheherazade are themsetves

| p



just ¢haracters in the frame story of the work he so admires, and.
l_o. .

»>
he often aggravates Dunyazade by treating them as if they were

characters rather than real, living beings. Because the 1,001
Nights has become a canonized literary text--like "Perseid" or
"The Reviged New Syllabus"--the Genie thinks of Sherry and Doony

as stereotypes rather than as unique beings or, as Perseus would

-

have {t,Tarchetypes. He dramatises the response of a well-

traiped reader to the materials of literature in hig Lyeatment of

-~ |
r congtructs rath)r than ags

the sisters, seeing them as models o
convincing]} "real" or "llfe-like" characters. The Geniec's
presence In the text helps to reinforce the reader’'s awareness

that, whether Doony acknowledges it or not, she {s, |ike "R, 6"

simply the product of an Author's pen. Because of the elaborate

framing of Doony's tale, ?arth's readers are always aware that
they are reading the Genle’s story, which we have heen warned ig
"pure fiction; (41, ButyDunyazade's life-story is presented "as
1f it were" her own rendition, and the two pfofessional
narrator;, Sherry and the Genle, have counselled readers to take
that "as 1if it were" Qery seriousliy.

Whereas for Sherry and Doeony the nightly narratives are
vitally impor}ant becduse they save the lives of the vwirglns or
the country, for the Genile they merely serve a "'plot functian,'”
as the material for the central section of his framed tale. When
the Genie shows up on the 1,001st night to announ?e thaf he has

s\
%
no more stories and that the frame story musgt theretfore come Lo o

conclusion, Dunyazade is understandably fearful for her life and

F'T
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for her sister's life. When the Genile describes the way: the

frame story ends In the book back on his desk, praising "the nice

tormal symmetry," Dunyazade chastlises him: "' "Never mind the
symmetry! Does it work or not?"'" (39%).  She has no patience

with the Genle and Sherry when they treat fe as if it were a

S

—

work of llterature, preferring real-life solutlons to calculated
artfulness. Her response keeps the postmodern reader aware that,

"as the narratlor insists, writers must write about what matters to
the readers as human belngs.
Unlike George and Bellerophon, Dunyazade never thinks of her

lite.as the material for a narrative that would be of interest to

a reader. Ha<ing spent her time as the listener and interrupter

(thereby gugranteeling that both life and the story wihL go on),
she thinkg of herself as being of secondary.importance, 4 mere
shadow of her more talented sister. Her prim;ry concerns are the
care of her sister’s children and the survival of the young women
of her country. Only when the Genle suggests that he {s writing
her story does she think of her life as being narrative material,
‘and she is then inspired to tel] her story te Shah Zaman.
Barth's rendering of her story also shows that she, the listener,
was as crucial fg,the succesg of Sherry's narrative ploy as was
the narrator hargelf.

‘ While the Genie and Sherry seem to be interested in.
technique and the metaphoric value of stories, discussiAg them in
conversations which Doony duly reports in her narrative, Doony

herself is interested--naively, it is suggested--only in content.

Shi comments that the relationship between frame stories and the

¥

ﬁ_//—‘\\\\ !
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stories they frame interested Sherry and the Génie "no end, Just
as Sherry and Shahryar were fascinated by the pacing of their
nightly pleasures or the refinement of thelr wvarious Eosltloné.
instead of the degree and quality of théir love" (31). Doony,
inexpefienced both .in narrating and in making love, sees
fecﬂnique ;nd performance as merely conveying content whereas the
more experlienced characters understanﬁ thaﬂ\the virtuosity with

I

which one narrates or makes love enhances the content.

Y

Concerned with life rather than with art, Doony's preterence
when 1t comes to-hearing a tale is for dramatic suspense rather
than for sophisticated technique, The Genie's; on the other
hand, is for "passionate virtuosity," a melding ar the two
aspects.5 Like "B"’s wife and daughters..Doony's iRteregatl 19 in
what happens. Suddenly thrown into the position of story-teller
herself, however, she te]l% a story about storfes and about thelr
value in her world, demonstrating a skilful manipulation af the
narrative form. Doony has to admit that, for all her interest in
the formal qualities of narrative, Sherfy.has enlightenad

Shahryar and saved lives, perhaps even the kingdom. Like the

"Privie Journall” and "Secret Historie™ of The Sot-Weed Factor,

her stories have political as well as personal! {mportance. When
1
she tells her story to Shah Zaman, Doony simitarly hopesz to save

his kingdom of Samarkand from a continuation of 'the Shah's reelgn
} t . ' - . o 'f -
of* terror. Suddenly, Doony sees what stories can dc and why they

have woced Shahryar away from his violence. For her and tor

Sherry, they literally postpone death as they begulle, Iintrigue,
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and inform the audience.
- <
Before the Genie appears and suggests that the sisters try

litving the fr%me story of the 1,001 Nights, Scheherazade has been

seeking a sclution to the erisis facing the nation as the Shah
carrfes oﬁt his program of deflowering and murdering a virgin a
night. Eventually, as Doony reports, her sister turns "to her
flrst love, unlikely as if seemed, mythology and folklore, and
studied all the riddlespuzziessecret motifs she could dig up."

But she discovers that a miracle is hard to produce, concluding,

"the only genles |'ve ever met were in stories, not in Moarmen's-
rings and Jews’ lamps™ (15). Like Bellerophon and George,
Scheherazade turns to literature to learn about life. But the

"knowledge has limits when it comes to practical applications:
narratives seem to be self—ené!osed and operate on principles
that.do not transfer even to bther stories, let alone to real
li;e: the magic which is possible in stories is a feature of
storfes and not of reality. But when Sherry looks beyend the
simple content of the stories to the fact of narrative itself,
she finds all the magic that she needs to save her kingdom and
even conjures up a Genie, who reinforces her beligf that through
suspending the end of oné tale to the next night, she can prolong

L
her relationship with Shahryar.

Dunyazade makes a similar complaint about the gap between
Tietion and life towards the end of "Dunyazadiad.™ When the
Genle runs out of stories for Sherry to tell, Dunyazade

tearfully wishes herself "out of a world where the only happy

endings were Iin stories"™ (38). In effect, she wishes that the

-
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conventions.of stories governedlthe conventions of life ltself.
Dn&g the Genie has explgined that in the text he has on his desk
back home the frame tale does end happily, Dunyazsade s
momentarily relieved. Pﬁer spirits are dampened, ho;ever.;when
Sherry Indicates that she Intends to change the ending. Like
Bellerophon, Doony assumes that she and her sister must slavishly
tollow the pattern of the received text, "Doesn't she have to, I[f
it's in the book?" (39). At one‘moment. then, Dunvazade demon-
strates her aw;reness of the distance between the canonized text
and tife itself, but at the next moment she wishes to collapse
th; d%st}ncti;n. Sherry,- wiser in the ways of narrative than
either Bellerophon or Doany, does not teel compelled to do every-
thiﬁg ‘by the book.' She uses stories as they serve the needs of
her situat{on and her audience, but she is not used by then.
Doony is further alarmed when the Genfie has tao admit that

"not everything he’d seen of our situation in these vistons or

dreams of his corresponded exactly to the story as it came to hin

“through the centuries, lands, and languages that separated us In

waking hours™ (39). With each retelling by an appreciatijve

listener, the factual! details have been altered to suit the needs
N

of the audience. The conventions which make narratives {nto geood

tales insist that the two couples marry and llve happily unti!

they are vanquished by the Destroyer of Delights, but Sherry is

free to ignore those conventions in her actions.

Doony finally acknowledges tA®t the imagination ot the

:author‘and the needs of the reader determine the content of

T
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narratives,. On their wedding night, she has bound her husband

with silken cords so that, In compliance with Sherry's plan, she

may castrate him. He puts off that fearful ‘moment by using
Scheherazade’s own tactics: he tells the story of his 2,002

nights. He did not, he claims, kill a virgin a night but sent
them off to form an Amazonian s&E;ety. Following his tale, this
ezxchange takes place: )

"1 can’t imagine what you're talking about. Am I expected

to belleve that preposterous business of Breastless Pilgrims

and Tragic Views?"

"Yeg!" cried Shah Zaman, then let his head fall back to
the pillow. "They're too importaﬁt to be lies. Fictions,
+ maybe--but truer than fact." (B1)

Shah Zaman 1s more concerned with the power of his narrative to
move His audience than with its factual truth,. Like George, ﬁé
prefers to present a narrative which will be heipful and
meanlingtful to the audience than Sﬁe which. whilp maintaining a
degree of factuality, bores or alienates the audience. (mﬁ\

The newlywed couple spend their first night together
exchanging stories, suggesting that the act of narration will
forge a bond of mutual respect and love. When Barth depicts the
immediate audience of the tale in the frame-stories, he
emphasizes that narratives can be an effective vehicle for
communication. This exchange ofhnarratives is a strong force in
binding the partners;.as strong a force, Barth suggests, as

sexual intercourse. Doony’s decision to tell her story suggests

that she would prefer not to. castrate her husband, that in fact

-
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she wishes tolestablish a loving bond with him just as Shervry has
with Shah Zaman. Early in the story, Sherry and th; Genié.,poinf
out that narrative itself is a "love~-relation.” The Genle wx.
plains the metaphor: < .
lts success depended upon the geader’'s consent and co-
operation, which she could withhold d:;at any moment with-

draw; also upon her own combination ot experlience and talent

for enterprise, and the author's ability teo arouse, sustaln,

and satisfy her Interest. (34)
As In "Perseid," the importance of the reader's skllli--as well as
that of the auther--is stressed. To listen or to read requires

engagement, desire, and same experience In the conventiaons gmd
the tradition of narrative. The metaphor of the love-relation

4
makes explicit that a narrative is not simply the product af the

author nor a text isolated and self-enclosed, but an inter-

St

éubjective act, a communtcation between author and reader.

When the Genie %nd Scheherazade are discussing stories, they
agree that the best time to tell a stary or ‘to hear one s after
a hard day's work, a battle, or making }ove—-QheH the body 1c

exhausted and the mind is trying to assimilate the events of the

B

day. Tﬁey ask, "what better time for tales . . . to express and
heighten the ﬁpmmpnity between the lovers, coqifdes, co-workers?"
(33). Doony’é story does have the effect of helghtening her

sense of closeness to hersnew husband. The Genle’s frame-story

and hls observatlions througﬁout the narrative suggest fhat thisg

is the primary function of narrative. A life-story {s told, not
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(as Andrews and Bellerophon insist) to preserve a carefully lived'

l1fe, b

to bring the reader and.teller together in their con-

. “"-"‘“\a.

templation af “gatterns of human behavior and the narrative re-

presentation ¢gff them.

The readé¢r of Barth’'s "Dunyazadiad" epcounters a versién of
Doony's iifg-story w?ich is no longer hers at all. Like George
‘and Perseus, ‘however, she would not complain. Having learned
that narrative conveys a kind of truth different ?rom that of day
to duy‘llfe, she 1s content to become the subject of the Genie's
next tale wit:out fearing that shF herself has ?een violated.

3
v

In Sabbatical Barth rigorousiy employs the Principle ot
Metaphoric Means, using the point of view, structure and very fact
of the narrative iiseif to convey his insights inte the process
and resu&)s of narration. This novel presents the life—stgfy, not
ot one, but of two characters and is therefore narrated by the—two
of them together--in the first person, piural. Because it is a

o

story of-their love and marriage, the shared auvuthorship of their

story reinforces the reader's awareness of 1r unity as a
- ’ﬁ;h@’
couple. As they solldify their marriage in the act of narrating

their life-story, they defionstrate once again that.harration Is

\
an act which brings Isolated people together. The fact of the

narrative itself takes. on significance because it is th

\ I

oof of
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aﬁd lasting testimony to Sue’s and Fenn's at times shaky
. - ]
relationship.

Although it is the story of.theib lives; particularly ot

—\\\ tHeir lives since they have'been,married to one another, they
/ . Y "

think of their story as being impersonal, as being distinct_from
the Mminds which shapé'i£ and fr;m_the lives Qhose.détall; Lt n;u
records, They are one thing; their étory is another and the more
important thing. Fenn cites Haomer's "warS'aHe fought‘sowthat
poets will have something to sing about”™ fMmorder to axplain to

Susan that the actions of their lives hac%;gxﬁsted so Lhat their
8 o

story can exist: ‘)

LY
s

LY .
Just as he often wonders, with'her, ‘how it_is he ever lived
Coy i -, »,
_with anyone else--What were those years far? Who was he?--

and vyet knows there’s an answer., so e wonders what ghe was
- .

doing in the Company [the C.!.A.]n and farting around with

free-lance journalism before thaﬁi and téacping bgfcre

that? What was it for? What h;s even his lite with Susan
- .been for? What are we about?'

4

| see now what we’re abou}. [t's the story! (356)
w

Whereas Bellerophon and even George, to some extent, have con-

sciously lived their lives so that theilr 1ife-stories wili make
! ?

good telling, Fenn only’%ow discovers that he has lived so that \QPT

he would have a history, & life-story for others to read. de—
denly,.all'of his actions, regardless of their conse?uences in
\ hig lIife, take oﬁ meaning because’they make up the‘stor§ ot his
\Jifir;especially of his life with Susan.
o )

N ‘ ‘ :
This realization, houever, d?ﬁﬁ not inspirg in the couple a

o
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desire to lead their lives from now on so that they Qill Tmake a
good narrative. Bue and-Fqnn manage both to/undérgtaﬁd the .
relationship between !ife and story more clearly than Bellerophon,

does and to value their existence gutsideé of the story more than

Geéfge does his. Discussing Edgar Allan Poe's "The Narcative or

AT thur Gordon Pym of Nanﬂycket." in which the interruption ot the
b

writing ends the voyage, they realize that the terms af thelr
4 -

and stories are the opposite of his: g
”,The interruption of our voyage begins our writipg.
Oh my! Where's my pencil?

Under here.. Which comes first?

A

TH8y both come first! How could either come before the

other, except as one twin happens to get delivered ear ) er?
The doing and the telling, our writing and our loving- -
they're twins. That's our gstory. (365)
+In many ways, Sabbatical is Barth’s most affirmative novel,
figuring the importance of narrative with two sugﬁestive
metaphors:_ twin and chilid. Narrative 1is the twin ot lite,
developed frgm the same data ﬂuL distinctly independent .and
otﬁer. And for Sue and Fénn, narrative is like a child, the
product of their love. AWthough Sue and Fenn--each one of a set
of-kwin siblings--discover that their actions may have been tor
their story, they realize that living is as important as telling,
r_aer the two become parallel endéévors for the céuple. Their
story is neot just the story of thelr relationship, however, but

i

of how it becomes a story.

"
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Given the sexual iﬁ%imacy of the narrators, Sabbatical be-

comes an emblematic indication that, as.Shérry and the Eenié;
* , »~
fnsist, narrative Is like a love relationship. " Sue and Fenn

o 1=
" hecome cven more intimate by telling one another their own story.
. )

“When the Genle discussds the similarity betwszen the act of

narration and a sexual relationship, he insists that the reader .
P d

agsume the passive female role whidle the narrator assume the

o 9

aggressive, active role of the male (341). In Sabbatical, Barth

'S

Uramatises this idea, making of Sue a "professional reader"

(346), a ecritic and scholar of American Literature (and
particuiarly of twins and doubles in American Literature), and of
Fenn a professional writer. The result is that their reltation-

ship as creator of and audience for literature parallels and is
Informed by thelr relationship 2% man and waman, husband and
wife. Their 1ife-story, as a result, is a work both of love and

of artistry, and in them Barth presents the ideal image of the
] ‘\‘ .
e

narrator: spinning tales out of a feeling of love but deing so

u{?h prmressional(skill—-or with the Genie's "passionate

virtuosity." -
L4

Because they see the story as an extension of themselves and

their love, they do not fear that it will distort their lives,
» g . —

and.\because they share the ‘task of narrating, they can correct,

!
e

revi%e or add to what thelr co-narrator has written. Théy feel

that/they have total control over the shape tha£ their story

gives to their lives and présents to those who read about them in™
\the "happily after™ (356). Their freedom from the fears )

[ 4
expressed by, for example, the narrator of "Autobiogré%hy,“ can
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.also'be'explained by their belief that their sgary.gilﬁpough it "

may be about ®lem, is something gréater than the sum of the

parts. As.Fenn tells his wife, "The story's our house, Suse.

N

That’'s - the thing that's both of us and neitth of ua" (3IbEr. The,

story becomes the chitdrén that they will never have, an N

eernsion of thelir lives th with a life of its owt. Throughout o
the novel, Susan expresses a desire to have chiidren so that
there will something left of her when she is dead and gone,
something that will prese&:e the fact that she has 1ived. Fenn,
in the vision he has near the end of the novel, undéfétandﬂ Huﬂ.ﬁ
their story will achiede this end of preserving and immortalising

them. But, like Perseus and Georée. they Include in'thtr.story
their awareness that "not even a stary ls ever after" (36G),
altﬁ?ugh narrating their story has helped them at least to
post;one that end to which all steries and all lives must come,
As the fruit of their union as man and wife, thelr story
\

preserves a record of their existence and leaves material proot
of their lives. It is, however, to be freely recad and lnter-
preted b& others once they have written {t, just as a <hild
eventually becomes independen£ of his or her parents,

As critiec and writer, Sue and Fenn have, 1ilke all]l of the "™\

"constellated narrators," read other narratives In an attempt to

understand their own lives, and they have cast themsclves in

.

traditional roles to Impose some order on their lives, In the
depths of her despalr over the abortieon, Susan sees hersel! as

Dido to Fenn's Aeneas: "Never mind Foe; 1t's Virgl! we're in!
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. b P
Yol’re between lives with me, *like Aeneas in Carthage, only.,
£ " . . . .
“TT v "
you’ve’ﬁung around for seven years instead of just one winter
(336, Both Susan and Fenwick tend to think In these terms

throughout the narrative; they see themselves.through the filter
of llterature and cast themselves into standard pldts both
Classical and American. As Fenn gains-strength with hils vision and

his recovered boina, he too is described with references to the

Classics as a~Titon, and as Odysseus (348, 350). With these

allusions,'gké narrators effectively share their understanding of
themselves with their educated readers, who in turn can cald upon’
th;ir own familiarity with thé_;haracters and plots of the
narrativé tradition to read Sabbatical.
But Sue and Fenn take this use of literature even further,
to an extent thét the Genie and Sherry presumably gould approve
but which most of Barth's narrators would not consider. They see -
in the very forms of literature the‘patterns of life, and they
call on Arlstotle and his rules to determine; not just the pat-
terns of their life-story, but also the plot or progress af their
vovage ltself (127, And evenlin Eastwood Ho's Vietnamese tuc-
bats, Susan sees a parallel to their sabbatical year:
luc-bat ("six-eight") is thé standard couplet of Vietnamese
oral poetry: a six-syllable line followed by an eight-
syllable line whose sixth syllable . . . rhymes with the
sixth of the earlier line*. . . and whose eighth syllable
must be rhymed at the end of the first line of the
next couplet, if there Is one. . . . Thus she also under-
stands, in part, how our vovage might be compared to a luc-

N 5, N
,' . —
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bat: we have salled back-tonogf starting-place and on a bit

.. e
e

farther, from where we may G HEH not proceed. (270)

-

-

Th impori of Sue‘sﬂdiscovgfy‘is this: ‘lire ls llke a story or =&
poem, not simply in that people act llke the characters with whuom
Fhey iden}ify, but also_in that the vefy ;hythms and:forms or 6ur_
kiteréture grow oﬁt of ar can be made to rerlect the rhythms and
patterns of our Jives. .Thus one narrative genre can bhetter

- i
expréss a givep-life—story thansanother. For the narratibe uft
Sue and Fenn's sabbatigal vear, the cholce, as indléaied by the
subtitle of the novel, i1s "A Romance."

Acknogjgdging that these literéry structuras infarm the .
rhythms of their lives, Sue‘and Fenn make their "Romance" {n-
coréﬂrate several traditional<;§?tenns. They make use ot some
eleﬁents ot fhe.pattern of *he mythic ‘hero, beginning with a
night-sea voyage and includiﬁg a2 sea-manster at the end. They
also make their life-story parallel the narrative structure aof
the movies Susaﬁ's fAdther showed her wheﬁ she was a c¢hild, using
. . e
the flashback (in their case to the Big Bang with which the world
began) when. the principals havelfheir first kiss. Buf the most
dominant informing pattern is that of a dream sequence which
_Susaﬁyhas read about. In their use of it to structure their
story, Barth shows how the pitterns of experience sémetimes Y
become indistinguishable from the patterns of fiction, even for
experlienced readers iike Sue, The article she read stated that

"a typical night’s dreams tollow a sequ?éce like the movements ot

- {
a symphony.™ She expfains the five-part sequence:
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The tirst drkam is a kind of overture, usually shart and

set In téé;pgﬁéent.\\lt hae to do with some problem thaé was
an aur minds betore we fell asleep, and sounds the themes .
for the four dreams which follaw. The next two usually

deal wlth situations from the.pgst,.bu£ theyrincorporate our
present feellings. The fourth projects the future and
concerns a wish-fulfillment, like not-having the'problem
that occaaioned_the first dream. The firth and last one,

set Iin tﬁg present agaln, recrchestrates all the eariier

.

dreams in@oﬁa grand finaie. (77)
When Sue and Fenn chéqse to make use of this segquence in the
dreams which they narrate, ending with Fenn's wision, they
suggest that the sequence has an zesthetic as well as a
sﬁlentlftc validit;. The fact that we dream this way shows as
-wel oqr innate sense of narrative form, and as narrators they
wisely use a narrative pattern with which we as readers are
familiar, even:if only sub-consciouslg. As typically self-
ref]eilve narrators, they invite hhe'reader to a;sess the merits
of this theory 6f dﬁeams and narrative.

lntriéued by the poséiblities for fiction, Fenn is inspired
to write their own story and ‘discusses with Susan the aptions
open to.the narrator. He is trying to determine how accurately
he must record the events of their sabbatical cruise. Having
beegn an investigative journalist, he wants to learn how factﬁal'
their life-story ought to be. Susan, in an unusval outburst,
expresses her desire tdphave an affair. Fenn comments that he

can't see how she could have aone in real life, Hut offers to give

\

el
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her one in his narrative. He then asks her whether her outburst
and the discussion which ensued should go into the story. She

. ) A .
replies: "Oh, in. Sure, 1in. Give me a dynamlite house In there,

.dynamite kids named Drew and Lexie, and a,dynamite clandestine

adul terous péésionate affair, All the stuff 1'l1l never have,
plus loads of money. FPlus vyou, that 1 would never In this world
be unfaithful tao" (219). For a moment, both Fenn and Ste toy °

with the idea of using narrative as wish-tulftiliiment, as a

miracle which can transform their lives into a fantasy of‘satis-

faction. But their story does not become the tale ot what Susan
=1

desires, although it includes .this indication of whit Lhoses

desires are. As Fenm insists, "Qur business is fictioﬁ, not

lies™ (126). Like Shah Zaman, he draws a distinct!ion betwéen the
two categories: fiction i; a meaningfﬁl shaping of materials
selected from thei life-story; lies would bg trivial inventlaons
which would distorg the overall pattern, making it false to the

experience of ,both narrators and readers.

Early on in the tale¢ Fenn establishes the principle tar
thelr use of story-motlfs in the telling of thelr story. He is,

d.

he tells Sue, "not displeased to find our story tollowing, in a
general way, the famows tradition: summons, departﬁre,
threshold-crossing, Iinitiatory triats." rBut he does not teel
restricted by thegg patterns, any more than Shgrry did: "He:
declares it our authorial prerogative, hou.ver, to bend the

pattern to fit our story, so long as we don’'t bend the story to

fit the pattern®” (71}. While they use references to the
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characters of literature to explain themsetves and while they

recognize In thelr own acti®® some of the patterns of literary
I

forms, Fenn still insists that thelir story be allowed to preserve
Ilte own Integrity: it shall present no lies either in form or in

content;n In the 5ct;0ns of their lives and in their roles as
narratbrs, Sue and Fenn remain free of,the slavishness to
received patterns that so hindered Bellerophdn, Sue and Fenn are

much more confident writers because they have been much better

readers, recognizing conventions as conventions rather than as
prescriptions for behavior or for narrative,

Fenn seems very concerned, then, with marntaining the

-

~ .
integrity of thei}\Li;e—story. But he does not advocate a

tiresome naturalism in their treatment of their materials:

- *
" . N -

l wan't have our story be unadulterated realism. Reality

—

I's wondértul; reality is dreadful; reallity is what it is.

-

But realism {s a fuecking bore.

) -

The literally marvelous is what we want[.hith a
healthy dose of realism to keep it ballasted. But at this

hour of the world I guess, we'll take whatever kind of

1
marvelous we can manage.

Realism (s youbfkéel and ballast of your effing Ship

‘l

of Story, and a good plot is your mast and sails. But magic

isg your wind, Suse. (iSSLS?)
Looking at the great stories and story—teflers-JDdysseus,
Sheherazade, and Dante--they acknowledge thaﬁ they do not have
magic to bring to their aid as the greats did. Their "literally

marvelous" is not forgotten, however, as "Chessie" the sea-



monster flpats through fheir narrative iatér‘ph. causing what

Fenn calls "an ontological warp™ in the story. Sue's mother

Carmen.is also somewhat marvelous, having dream encounters with

Fenn’s now dead twin brother, Manfred, and physical encountérs with

his ghost, These elements ensure that their lite-story will not

be percelved as the "unadulterated reallism”" which so bores éenn.
lHis desire to use realism as ghe ballast of his narrative

shows his undérstanding of the gap that separates life and art- -

‘that makes them twins rather than simply mirror Images. In

.

storles, possibility is unitimited--~anything ;an happen--whereas
in life the laws of physiés and nature determine what is and is
not possible. The "as if" element of fiction is what glves
narrative its power over the imagination. Realism would Iimit
Fenn’s story to the mundane and possible and obscure tHe shaping
thaﬁ,has made of -their sabbatical voyage a novel rather than =a
fac£u31 account. Susan, Iin her turn, recognizes that the tan-
tastic is an element found in much postmodern tiction and tells
Fenn éhat he is being typical of his era in wishing to draw
attention to the artifice of fiction.

Once he has decided that his story should include the
"literally marvelous,”™ which is distinct from the "pure fictliaon”

of magic in its being literal, Fenn discovers that his Iite {s in

fact riddled with the sort of improbabilities vsually found in

stories. He has a co-incidental meeting with Dugald (who gies
7
shortly afterwards), spots a sea-monster, and recovers his boina

from the waters of the Chesapeake. Eventually, Fenn discovers
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the idea of twinship as the best explanation of the Telafionship
between narrative and life. Life is, if not a story, very much
fike onéT —Together, as the "Author,"™ Sue and Fenn caution that
"if lifetis l;ke a voyage, reader, a voyage'méy be like life. I £
good stories pértake of dreams, some dreams may be like stories"
(200, The narrators present a by now familiar Barthian idea Df;
narrative: in order¥to make sense of the'sufprises and day-to-day
experiences of life, we shape them inta stories. As the pro-
tessional reader, Sue 1s well aware of how thils process works.
She reads "an émusing story by Donald Barthelme, another by Grace
Faley, and wlshes she %ere a writef, to make life art If not
sense" (295). She finds the order, the fixedness, the patterning
ot narrative deepldy satisfying, as the flux of life i{tself is
not.

The result of these/@lplorat ons of the rela;ionship between
lite and art is a narrative whti combines sea-monsters with
newspaper accounts of unusual deaths, prophetic dreams with
footnotes giving the reader references to actual texts where the
data ot the novel may be checked. Sabbatical’s boat carries:a
heavy ballast of fact--minutely detailed dinners, a wealtﬂ of
ﬁauticai terminology, carefully recorded accounts of dress and
day to day behavior--as well as fantasy, and the novel emerges as
a text existing as something of a diary, a fictional narrative,
and a scholarly text.

The narrative 1s also a typically self-reflexive one.

-

- )
Throughout Sabbatical, Sue and Fenn display thelr concern over !

the point of view and the structural devices that they will be
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able to use in their narration pf their story. Susan points out
that exposition is going to be a problem, because they cannot
tell one another gf their pasts without awkwardness, since they
bresumably knoQ ane another by now. To overcome difficultlies of
this sort, they rely on the idea of the "Author.f who has the
ability to do anything he pleas?s, w%o traditionall& has power
over the text. in/this case,this pbwef Is seen as = puslilve,
enabling feature, rather than as a limil}ng. canstricting teaturo
(as it was in "Autogiography" and "Life-Story"). The Author can
do flashbacks and exposition when they are sieceping, for
instancei Fenn-observes, "And yhat we cén't do as F?nn ancd
Susan, we can do as Author"™ (135). Becoming the. "Author," theoy
free themselves from the limitations whtgh have hgppered athee of
Barth’s first-person narrators and get bevond their problems and
themselves (n thelr attempt to meet the need? of the reader ol
thelr narrative. Because of these dellberations over the
mechanics of the ﬁarratibn, the reader of Sabbatical!l cannot but
be aware that this 1Is a contrived, planned work, a published
document ratherhthan a private journal whicﬁ recordé the phaszs
of a private relationship.
To drive this point home to his readers, Barth presents, not

the steory of Sue and Fenn on sabbatical, but the sto}y of thelr

story. Sabbatical encompasses numerous discussions of norrative

technique because it is the account of two pecple who became

authors. As they tell thelr story, they bicker over, among other

things, its diction, point of view, exposition, and freedom o

-
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stray ‘frem fact, They think of this narrative as sémething of -a

first draft which will be revised according.to {be principles
established in these discussions. As‘they discuss forced
expasition and author Intrusion, Fenn complains: "It’s always
gsaomething. Tell you what, Teach: here in the plgnning stage,
let’s gettle for gfficiently;‘never mind adroitly.  Later on,.

we'll adroit it all up" (85). Barth's reader, of oourse, never
‘ .
sees. the "adroited-up" vesdsion of the narrative, so he or she

must focus once again on the act of narration rather than on the

product. = - ) {
. - ~
Observing Sue and Fenn, the reader discovers that story-

r A

te\ling is a fundamental part of their relationship. They often

-

tel! one another stories, pointing out to the reader that “'On a

reasonably stiff salilboat in a good‘steady breeze, one spends

4
much tlme sitting still at a five- to ten-degree anple of heel,
and is naturally inclined to tell, hear, and discuss stories?

(105). In the house of their story, Susan and Fenwick confirm
thelr devotion }0 one another by planning and telling their life-
story together. A loving couple, they (along with Katherine and

b

Peter Sagamore of Tidewater Tales) demonstrate that narrating is

a way of loving and that the narrative is a means of perpetuating

and preserving their love tor one another. From the near-

hostile relationship of Geopge aﬁd Anastasia, Barth moves to the
couples of Chimera--Sheherazade and Shahryar, Dunyazade and Shah
Zaman, Perseus and Medusa--and finally.to a couple who have
re%olvea their differences by narrating their life-story.

Scheherazade wins Shahryar to love by teliing the old stories;
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Dunyazade uses her life-story as a means ot pogtponlng violence

and as a prelude to love; Perseus tells his story to Medusa to

flll up the time of eternity. But Sue and Fenn tell thelr stary
¥

to one another and together tell iw/to the reoader, making or

their mutuality ' an affirmation of narrative, orf_what Menelaus

. i )
called the "absurd ﬁnending possibility ot lr_lvev."lL -
) | Al
All of these narrators believe that they wxist apart ftram
their nérratives, that they are thelir narratige's twins. Telling

their life-storles frees ;afm.tc go beyond the boundaries of the
selves presented in the narrativess Their narratives are still
important, howfver. becausd they can play an impartant role in
the lives of tﬁeir tiiifgs. Although narratives about oneseit
clearly lead toldiscoveries about that self, their greater valuc
geems to lie in their abilitx to connect teller and audience.
Barth'z teturn to the convéntions of csral narrative in Funhouse
and Chimera shows his interest in telling ag an aciibity which

N -

heightens the sense of community between narrator and audienace.

-

This sense of community is affirmed In The Sot-Weed Factor, of

course, but the narrating coﬁples——one person telling, one
listening, or both taking turns in these roles-~demons£rate thisg
power of nafrative even mare gffectively. ‘

. The Genie who.is conjured up by Scheherazade best describes
the effect a narrator can have on his reader. It he could have

three wishes granted, he tells her, one would be that he could

add to that treasure of art which "sustained, retreshed, ex-

Y
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panded, ennobhled, and enriched our spirits¥ (25). George,
Perseus, and. Sue and Fenn all realize that their narratives might

be able to achieve this goal. They do not believe that

narratives will prevent either their miseries or those of their

readers, but they think they migkt help to make living with

thoze miseries slightly more bearab More than any of Barth's

othver narrators, these "conste[lated“ tebleré think of fhe needs
01 their readers as they shape and tell their life-staries.

Im an Interview'conducted shortly after the publication of
LETTERS, Barth echoves the Genie as he describes his own aims as a
novellst:

There are images In riction ghat haunt my imagination, so

)
much so that | even keep a little list of them. Foremost

among them are: Odysseus trying to get home; Scheherazade &
telling her stories: Don Quixote riding with Sancho across

LaMancha; and Huckleberry Finn floating down that river. [

wou'ld love ane day, without aspiring to include myself in
/

L S

that biggest or league@; to come up with a similar image,
$ne that was much Iargér than the book in which it appeared
as Ehose images are larger than the stories in which they
appear. tReilty 23)
in his image of the story-telling couples, Barth perhaps comes
closest to c¢reating such an image, leaving the reader with an
image af loJ:\EE the product of shared stories. Barth goes on in
this interview to discuss the "mythopoetic voltage" of certain

ftmages, using the metaphor or electricity tomﬁgﬁgest the power
L.

the experience should have for the reader of narrative and

o
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showing his understanding of the role the reader must play in his

own compesition of narratives.

That Barth is clearly aware of the limitations nf narratives

and of their precarious position in the postmadern world is

o

confirmed by the hesitations oY the narrators in Funhouse and the
S :

observations he makes in "The Literature of Exhaustion." Hut he

also assumes, along with the narrators discussed here, that
. “~

stories c2n be meaningful to the receptive readers and so shautd

be treated "as {f" they matter,

—
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Chapter ©
"texts-within-texts"
LETTERS
“In the mid-sixties, with two B0O-page novels behind him (and
half believing Marshall McLuhan's claim that print is an obsolete

medium), Barth explored in a series of short narratives the oral
story-telling traditions out of whiech printed narrétive emerged,
Hig rlirtation with short fictions for volce and tape‘ended.
however, with the completion of Chimera, and in LETTERS Barth
returne&hwith a vengeance to lengthy, printed narratives;
speclflcally to the traditional English novel. A dlscussion of
LETTERS is the loglcal conclusion to this study of Barth because
fn this novel he i{ncorporates both the realistic elements of a
pre-modern navel and the forma)l complexity of afmodefn ones asg
well as his characteristically postmodern self-reflexiveness. The
synthesis of premodern and postmodern elements Barth calls for in
)
"The Literature of Rgplenishhent“ (gublished shortly after
LETTERS) {s achieved in this work. Barth manages to "have it both
ways" In LETTERS by choosing‘to imitate the formal realism of the
——

epistolafy novel which, as he points out in "The Literature of
Exhaustion," imitates not life itself but documents which imitate
iife.

Characteristically, Barth intensifies the emphasis the genre

places on the att of writing and thereby draws attention to his

return to and reaffirmation of the novel. He devises a plot

Y-



which pits}printed narrative against filmed narrative and thus
manages to emphasize the qualities gf written narrative,
qualities which no other medium can duplicate. He makes the
inherently self-reflexive epistolary novel even more selfr -
reflexive by introducing as thefletter—writers characters who,
though each "imagines himself actual.,”" are (with the excoeption ot
Lady Amherst? in fact characters from Barth's previous works vro-
enacting and rewriting their life—storiés in LETTERS. Their
fictitiousness is further highlighted with the\fnclusion among
them of an Aufhor—character who sollicits and archestrates theire
letters and who frames these epistles with an introductory and a
concluding "Letter to the Reader."

In LETTERS, Barth runs his greatest risk yet ot discouraglng
his reader. The reader might well be repelled by the apparont
narcissism involved in Barth's re-enactment or his perconal
literary past, by the complex plotting and complicated allusiang,
by the introduction of an Author who, perhaps unneceésarlly.
explains that self-reflexive fictions are tedlous. But the
elaborate str;cture is more playful than heavy-handed in LETTERS
as Barth demonstrates both his virtuosity as a writer of novels
and his belief Iin the importance of his task. The novel alsn
retalins the compelling elements of narrative: a telumph ar
characterization in Lady Amherst, Todd Andrews, and Ambrose
Mensch; a suspenseful plot, complété wlth a tradi{tional ending,
Involving a marriage and several deaths;'and a serfous councern

with the human problems the characters face: despalr, lone-

liness, i1llness, aging. The novel achieveskg precarious balance
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between its playful emphasis on artifice and its serious drama-
tization of human experience by presenting narrators who belleve
themselves to be real: they do not, as the narrators of Funhouse

\
and Chimera do, give any indication that they are aware that

5 -
thelr lilves are granted to thuem only by stories. Barth presents
them, in fact, denying that the previous novels in which the
Author used thelir naﬁes were accurate versions of their life-
starles. But the Author (s writing letters, too, which remind us
that these characters are, after all, only characters. As a
result, the reader, unlike the letter?writers, can never forget
that these engaging characters, thfowbacks to the characters of
classic realism, exis£ only by virtue of their having been writ-
ten in a novel.

- r

As the Author explains to Ambrose, and as Barth has
. 1 .
explained to Interviewers, the title of the novel LETTERS refers
to letters In three senses: the epistleg handled by the post

office,sthe letters which make up the alphabet and all of our

words, and belles lettres or literature. The novel, says the

Aut?or, will
'preoccupy itself with, among other things, the role of
episples—wneal letters, forged and doctored letters--in the
history of History. [t will also be concerned with, and of
course constituted of, alphabetical letters: the atoms of
which the written universe is made. Finally, to a small
extent, the book 1Is addressed to the phenohenon ot

‘¢
o
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literature itself, the third main sense of our word Légggig.
(654) ‘
The first of these ﬁreoccupations is éxplored through the etffects
the letters written by the characters have pn the action of the
naovel--some do and some do not have an {nfluence on private and
public history. The possibly forged, or ev;n deliberately ‘

decelttul, letters of A.B. Cook IV hark back to the concerns of'

The Sot-Weed Factor and allow Barth to pursue his {nterest In

doctored letters and their effects. Through his pursult of tLhe
other two preoccupations, Barth draws attention to the status ot
the novel as a printed narrative, dependent on the written word.
In tHe.plot of the novel, both literature and the alphabet itgelf
are threatened by other media, filﬁ ana "numerature." Asg
Ambrose Mensch and the Author wage war for théir chosen narrative
-
form against Reg Prinz and Jergme Bray, they make the reader
assess along with them the merits of the novel }orm ltselt.
Barth further explores-thesg detfinitions aof letters through
metaphors; Lady Amherst, for 1n§%ance.—is made to personlty The
Great Tradition of the Novel. Barth foregrounds these various
connotations euén further through a protiferation of reterences to
pens, péper, typewriters, and books. This furor over the possglible
obsolescence of printed~narrative is explained by the settling of
.the no;el, a un;versity campus i the troubied days of 1969 uheﬁ

any institution--inctuding that of literature~--was under attack

and when the novel had been prenounced dead by many critics.
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The most radical attack on letters is made by Jerome Bray,
lhe myste}ious descendent, of the %ysterious Héroid Bray of Giles
Goat-Boy. He has a persanal grudge against the Author who,
accoraing go Bray, has stolen the goat-boy fovel from him, and
this personal grudge develops Into a dissatisfaction with
iiterature 1£self._ He i{s a comic, minor character, part man,
part insect, who wis%es to Lndermine thé wholg of contemporary
l{terature by replacing it with "numerature,”" a form of narrative
utilising numbers in the place of letters and produced, not'by the
human imagination, but by a partially drganig computer called
Lilyvac. The first product qf this genre will be a counter-text
ﬁo that of the Author and will be called NUMBERS. Bray expresses
doubts about its intelligibility but no£ about its value as a
radical attack on literature and sham Authors. Since we read the
text of the Author, who believes in the value of the traditional
novel, and not Bray's proposed text, we cannot judge the
efrectiveness of his new medium. Our bias must be that of the
Author, wha shows us that letters are fundamental ta
intelligibility, that they allow us to communicate and to con-
struct meaningful narratives. By contrasting this lettered text
to Bray's countertext, Barth does show that letters are only one
medlum for constructing meaning, but he also emphasizes that this

one medium is validated and conditioned by its dependence on
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language, the maost fundal&ntal of our media, the\Tirst~developed
narrative medium. and the one still most widely used and under-
stood.2 Barth suggests in LETTERS that to underminé language at
the level of letters and words would be té undermine meaning,
order, politicél structurés, knowledgé. and culture--all of whiah
Bray would be happy to overthrow. Although print could become
obsolete, for Barth written narrative is still our most potent
and flexible means of communicating our understanding or human
experience.‘

Bray may be a foolish character, but he does manage, through
a supply of a drug called "Honeydust"” produced by the computler,
to control and to impregnate most of the women in the novel
(perhaps even Lady Amherst) at one time or another. His most
pronounced characteristic is his virile fertility. Glven that
Barth has identified him as a "great big bug mimicking a post-
modern writer™ (Friday t175), his fertility is significant in
determining the course of the novel. His efforts to re-order
society by re-ordering its structures of meaning are made to be
representative of the efforts of postmodern artists. Bray's
attempts to invent a new medium recall in particular the
conceptual art Barth deplores in "The Literature of Exhaustion." -
The multi-media attempts, Barth claims, are clever but tor the
most part meaningless. Through the characterization of Bray as a
rather dense, pesky, insect-man, Barth ridicules the posturing

inventiveness of the pop-art craze ot the period ot the novel,

and even perhaps his own mixed media attempts in Lost In the
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Funhouse. The Author does not feel threatened by Bray; in fact
he beénefits from an exchange of letters witH him, juaﬁ as the
novel has Lecome more fruitful as a result of its éncounters with
experimental mixed media events. After reading Bray'’s episzstle
about numerature, the secure Authaor notes "that the word letters
is o 7-letter word with properties of its own," properties which
the Author exploits in his new novel: his seventh novel has
seven writers; the relationship between Ambrose and Lady Amherst
culminates in a seventh stag;; the Author is fascinated by the
phi-point whlch occurs 5/7's of the way through the text; the

text Is divided into seven sections, each corresponding to one of

the letters of the word "letters" (and, incidentally,” Barth took
seven years to write the novel). In short, he discovers that
numbers can be made emblematic of his concern with letters. With

its inctusion of both a hesitant traditionalist, the Author, and
the radical Bray, Barth's novel dramatises the developments of
pﬁstmodern fiction. In the final analysis, LETTERS affirms the
value of literature as a printedlmedium and of traditional
narrative patterns as the basis for structuring meaning.

The greitest threat to literaturé iniggTTERS, howeve;, is
not Bray's attack on language'itself, an attack which no one
takes very seriously,‘but Reg Pr;nz's silent assertion of the
primacy of film and the visual image. Reg Prinz is the director

of a movie which begins as a screen treatment of the Author's

latest work, Lost in the Funhouse, but which ends as a filmed

version, not only of stories the author has written, but of

anything he might go on to write as well, "a visual orchestration
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of the author’s Weltanschauung" (224}, Generically named, like

Bray’'s NUMBERS and the Author's LETTERS, FRAMES, the movie-in-
#

progress, 'i1s vet another wordless countertext,

Prinz's most memorable charéc;er trait is His habitual
silence: he gives hig directorial Iinstructions with nods,
grunts, and gestures as he attempts to prode the redundancy ot
the words with which his rival, Ambrose Mensch, constructs the
screenplay. Ambrose aséerts'to Lady Amherst that the fllmed
sequences depicting the firing of histaric cities are merely
emblems of Prinz's real concern: "what Prinz truly wants to
recard the destruction of is not any his%orical clLy’ bhut bthe

A .
verierable metropolis of letters" (233:. This opinion is shared

A
by the Author, who, though fascinated by the surprising
persuasiveness of a wordiess man, bellieves Prinz to be "an enemy
of the written word." The Author Efusts Prinz to film his works,
butbonly "as a condemned man must trust his executioner™ (192).
In short, he feels that his works will be murdered in their
ﬁrénsposition to a visual medium.

Prinz's threat to literature is stronger than Bray's becausae
his product is intelligible and powerful, but, as Ambrose
demonstrates, it is intelligible and powerful -in ways different
from those in which ;iterature iz meaningful. kReg FPrinz's
character and the plot of LETTERS are clearly Insplired, at least
in part, by Marshall McLuhan’s assertion that print is an

obsolete medium. In 1969, Ambrose is battling to disprove this

notion, taking Prinz's threat seriously because a fiilm and a
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novel share some basic elements that numerature does not. Both =&
novel and a tilm, for instance,fcan tell stories, can be
primarily narrative In structure. Butlthe kinds of sfories they
can tell are really quite "different, as Prinz and Ambrose dis-
cover. Even'Lady Amherst can discourse upon the "noncinematic

'p;opertiés of uritten\}iction":

] Composed in private, to be read In private, at least in
silence and virtual Immobility, the author and reader one }9
one like lovers--his letter [one Ambrose writes in the un-
fillmable sequence of the moviel would ideally have been a
sort of story, told instead of shown, exploiting such antg—
cinematical charactéristics as, say, authorial aomniscience

and interpretation, perhaps some built-in ironic "discount"

In the narrative viéwpoint. interior monologue, reflexion.

Its language would be its sine qua non: heightened,

strange, highly figurative--and speculative, analytical, as
. 3 ’

often abstract®fas concrete. It would summarise, consider,

Zere, ' LR
adjudicate; it would interrupt, contradict itself, refer

{ts Dear Reader to before and behind the sentence In pro-

gress, It would say the unseeable, declare the impossible.
«+ « . the words [t is raining are as essentially different

from motion plictures of falking rain as are either fram the
actual exper}ence of precipitation. . . (393
The Gnique features of written narrative here isolated by Lady
Amherst are the‘anes Barth has always foregroundéh in his

fiction: certain qualities possible only in narratives .

constructed of words, such as omniscience and explanation or



summary; the solitariness of the experlience of the printed

text written and read alone, unlike films which are usually

viewed by_groups and produced'by groups of people: and, most
; .

"\\
~
- important, language itself, which has a capacity~for me taphaor and
abstraction that the visual image lacks. To glve Lp these
qualities, Barth seems to suggest, wolld bé)to give up narrative
3

o

complexity. to deny the enactment of/thought and the fullness ot

characterization possible in the novel. Barth's novels typlacally

present interior thought being recorced by the narrator, a

process difficult to convey in film.3 But both narrative media,

as Lady Amherst peints out, are constructed By artists: neither
F

can be mistaken for the experience of life itselt.

In thelir ceaseless battle, Ambrose and Prinz proﬁu Lady
Amherst’'s observations true. Ambrose, an ald triend ot the
Author, was originally hired to wri£e the screenpltay for Eﬁﬁﬂﬁgl

_— but soon assumes an active role in the movie by playing the part
of the Author. Their battle i{s both physical and psychologicsl
and becomeelthe subject of the film igself. [In one scene,

Prinz, armeq with a statuette of a palm representing Fame, tokes
on Ambrose, who is equipped with a statuette of a quill pen: Thie,
end result {s that Pr}nz is cut and has his gfasses-~necessary
for the production of his film--broken, while %mbqgse has his
wrist~-necessary for his writing--fractured. Barth’'s use of
-symbol is heavy-handed here as he attempts to show how-clumslly

film must use symbols. They have none of the subtlety and '

richness they can have In written narrative. By directing
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.attention to Frinz's eyes, Barth points to yet*another difference

v
'

between thg two media: film gan appeal directly to the senses
whereas llterature Eannoit Literature is produced with the mind
and haﬁd. not with the eye, and it can be experienced only by the
active mind ot the reader.

This bhysical battle began in the early stages of the
titming ot FRAMES. Ambrose and Lady Amherst, re-enacting the
Zeus and Danae myth in the belfry of the Tower of Truth, are
captured on film by Prinz. The irate Ambrose attacks Prinz with
(what else?) the four volumes of Clarissa which he and Lady

: ! .
Amherst have brought alang. Realizing that Prinz cares more for

L 4
the camera than for his own head, Ambrose exposes the film and
wins the ftirst round. But he loses the next match‘as Prinz

.

attacks him with the tools of his trade, bopping Ambrose on the

-

head with the mike boom and causing a slight concussion. Because
the combatants ;re waging a war fpr their respective media, the
symbolism of their bqttles_is not tost on them, is perhaps even
planned by them, as well as by Barth, They, too, recognize the
value of the "Principle of Metaphoric Means." The& are urbane
and somet'imes good-natured combatants, but the battle is nonethe-
less real--each man lives in and for his work..

On less physical days, they fight their battle through the
shéoting of the film itself. Prinz strikes.the first blow here,
filming an "unwritable scene,” a wordless episode featuring him
and Bea Golden as tﬁey put Ambrose'; screenpfay into a bottle and

send {t out to sea where the ink is washed away (234-35). Am-

brose responds by writing an "unfilmabie sequence™ in which he

[
r



writes pages of letters and hands them to Bea Golden who reads

them In silence (390-92). Their compunication is mute and non-

-
visual, as is all written communication. Through. this rivairy

the reader recognizes the validity of Lady.Amhersi's claim that
the two media, although baoth narrative, are di'stinctly ditterent,
Neither, it seems, will ultimately oust the other. Ambrose has
nqtﬁing-to fear for the Hovel, but he proves that {t cannot
egsily be transposed into another medium. ‘Film‘cannot create tho
same experience as the written word, but neither can a-“written
text produce the same exﬁerience as a film., ~

The battle between Author and Director is coolling down when
Prinz is suddenly killed in an ;?ccidental" explosion, leaving
Ambrose ana the Author in an apparently supertor positiaon, But
Ambrose, too, may die in an explosion. the one that Todd Andrew:s
uses to commit suicide, an explosion planned by the radical Drew
Mack who wants to destroy the Tower of Truth. The novel ends
with the success of that plan unknown and with Ambrose in the
Tower. So neither side has "won" the battle, but each artist has
discovered something about his medium, as has Barthfs reader.
Because thé reader learns aof Prinz and his film anly in a noval
made Of’words, however, Ambrose and printed fiction have a clear
edge in the contest. Film may seem to be a medium sanctioned by
contemporary society to a degree that printed fiction [s nat--
Ambrode after all depends on g%e film for his income, and the

Tidewater Foundation supports the film industry, but not the

Author. But Prinz, because he i{g wordless and writes no letter:,
-+
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is a shadowy flgure, important onl as a counterpoint far
/ﬂmhrose. who |Is central‘to the text] as £he lover‘and then the
husband ot the primary.narrator and who writes lettérs and
storins which the text incorporates for the feader's edification.
Ambrose is an engaging and memorable character because his
thoughts and motivations are recorded in his and in Lady.Am-
herst’'s letters whereas Prinz's thoughts, presumably waordless

. - \
P o N .
aney, cannnt be recorded in print.«: Film may be the more com-

merclally successful medium, but without Lady Amherst’s record of
the shaoting of {t, the reader would never know anything about

the film, most of which is destroyed in the explosion which also

kills Prinz. ‘Through language Lady Amherst makes a narrative of
+ N
the rilming, puts it Iin a context, and gives it qualities that

wlpr

only language can give; a visu;T record of the filming of FRAMES
would differ significantly from Lady Amherst's letters. In them
we get, not images of the titming, but a record of and commentary

on Ambrose’s spoken record of the daily events on the set. The
_ L]
r

narrﬁtor interprets and comments, expiains‘emotions and relations
as a purely visual image could not, using language’'s capacit for

metaphor and abstraction and teliing us what it all means to and
’ . >

feels like for her. The reader cannot help but be aware aof the
medium of the work he or she Is experiencing because of this

"recording,” past-tense, quality of her letter%; the reader is
r

always reading about a filming Instead of witnessing the event
. . |

Iz itself. . ,)

/
Barth exploits the filming of FRAMES for all its symbolic

value. As 2 counter narrative to LETTERS, it mirrors

P -

——



the novel’s concerns with re-enactment and self-reflexiveness, (:l_/j/
. - . \

. ‘ i
making the "preoccupations'" of the Author even more apparent and -
making the novel itself even more intensetly self-retlexivey

Ambrose and Prinz stage re-enactments ot each of the early "Bornes

) 0
of the film, just as the Author re-works his previous tictions
and just as each/ o the characters re-enacts his or her previous
life-story. Injmany of” the scenes, Prinz, camera in hand, Is

filmed filming the action so that the viewer of FRAMES. [ike the

reader of LETTERS, will be aware that he is viewing, not reality,

but an artistic, filmed record of staged events planned and

choreographeg~by the Director. In many scenes, the baltle between

Writer and Director becomes the subject of the film, just oas

Ed

writing novels has becgme the subject--at least one o1 the sub-

-~ Y

Jects--of LETTERS.

’

The filming of FRAMES has turther importance as the basis ol

the plot of LETTERS. Because it hecomes an orchestration ot all

’
that the Author has written, it involves all of Barth's tormer

chargcters and provides a ground situation tor the Author, who
wishes to bring together his previous characters in a draWatically
plausible fashion. Each former character has a role In the tilming
of the movie, from Todd Andhews, who supplies the mouncy through the

[
Tidewatef‘Foundation, to Jerohe Bray, who sweeps unexpeactedly into

many of the shoots.
— , : |
In short, FRAMES is thelperfect example ot Barth's employment

of the Principle of Metaphoric Means. It provides'the plot tor his

novel and, in its development as a self-conscious media event, 1t
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reflects upon the Author’'s--and the author's--concerns: Hiinted
fiction and its role in contemporary society, specifically the
.tole of the modernist/formalist novel as it is challenged by
mLherAmédia. LETTBRS itselt tries to define this role by showing

that writing and reading play significant roles in contemporary

B g - Barth's recourse to an old, time-worn epistolary format
polnts the way for formalists whose works--like Ambrose’s--have
become efmpty of significance, ERe—enacting. or imitating, a

traditionally sanctioned form can become formally intriguing, but,
5
as the Author discovers, It also forces the writer to examine the

problems and interests of classic realism and its human concerns.

3 ‘ I

N

. a

The traditionaiism and the "literariness" of this under-

il

taking are further drawn to the reader’s attention by Barth's

)
depiction ot Lady Amherst as tHe embodiment of the Great
Traditidn of the Novel. Acquainted with many of the great modern
novelistsg (Huxley, Hesse, Joyce, Steinaoﬁaeterlink. Welisy), lo*ﬁé
by some, impregnated by a few of them, Lady Amherst is apparently
pregnant once again as LETTERS closes, whether with Ambrose’s or
Bray's child, however, the novel fails to say. But the Tradition
has clearly been made to bear fruit in its encounter with the
madern and postmodern representatives of the navel. With a
literary ancestry including links to Germaine de Stael and Lord
Byron, Amherst is a falled novetist herseif and was def lowered

N
with a capped fountain pen. Throughout her epistlies to the
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Author, she shows that she is acutely aware of the relationshlpsg

~

between pens, phalluses, and novels, drawing to the reader’s

<

attention the physical activity of writing. This awﬁreness is

shared by most chanacters Iin and readers of epistolary tictlion.

Samuel Richardson's heroines, for example, often comment on thelr

suppllies of pens and paper and the hiding places in which they

keep them.

{

Lady Amherst often sees herself as Clarissa’s soul mate.

Hurt by Ambrose's infidelity, she attacks him with a letter

opener (in a novel calted LETTERS it is difficult to miss the

symbolism) and nicks his writing hand, attacking him where {t

hurts most. She refers to it, not as his "right hand" or simply

as his "hand," but as the one wich which he perrorms his most

important activity, writing. OUnce Ambrose has lert, Lady Amherst

complains to the Author atout her remaining weapon: "Thus | am

redeced to this one, Clarissi Harlowe's: a debidedly poor sub-
N

stitd¢e for the sword, in this author’'s opinion™ (448). The pen

\

is EPX{fapon; it charges little in the real warld, Lady Amherst

fears. Certainly, Clarissa’s letters falled to save either her

chastity or her life in Richardson’'s novel. Nevertheless,

Richardson’s pen was clearly a powerful tool. his character still

i

a valid point of reference tor Lady Amherst two hundred YEars

atter his novel was published.

Barth's exposition of the power of writing and printed

narrative is facilitated by this

introduction of characters who are

themselves concerned with the properties and the tate of Lhe
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printed word. But the Author, too, is interested in the qualitiéé
ot traditional printed narrative and particularly in the propefties
of the epistolary novel because it will allow him to self-
retlexively examine classic realism. He explains his work-in-
progress to Lady "Amherst:

With the help of é research assistant | reqeﬁtly reviewed

the corpus of frame-tale literature to see what | could

learn from {t, and started making notes toward a frame-

tale novel. By 1968 1’'d decided to use documents instead of
told storles: texts-within-texts Lnstead of tales-within-
tales. HRereading the early English novelists, | was im-

L
pressed with their characteristic awareness that they're

writing--that their fictions exist in the form, not
of sound in the ear, but of signs on the page, imitative

not of life "directly," but of its Aocuments--and [ con-
£

sidered marrying one venerabl#f;arrative tradition to
another: the frame-tale and the "documentary" naovel. (52-
53)
;)
Barth is clearty speaking through his Author here, echoing ideas he
also expresses in "The Literature of Exhaustion." He draws

attention to an aspect of the early novel discussed by Robert Alter

(Partial Magic) and many other dritics of self-conscious fiction:

the novel began in self-consciousness wibhjpon Quikxote, and the
early realist novelists, including Richardson, wrote novels as
self—rerle;ively aware ot their status as printed fiction as is
Barth;s LETTERS. Barth's move from stories-within~-stories to

texts-within-texts highlights this aspect of the premodern novel
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and is foreshadowed in Bellerophon’s turning into the document
wﬁicﬁ'records the story of his lifte. The signs that record
Pamela'’s or Clarissaﬂs‘life. Barth points out, are no closer to
life itseld than.are the ;igns with which Barth's "documents"
construct his narrative. :

The epistolary novel, in fact, places a special emphasis an

N

writing, a feature.noted by the Author and observed by David

’

Goldknopt An hig study of the novel in letters: "The basic
activity, one might almost say theme, ot the epistolary novel Ig
literacy. The characters project their thoughts, deeds, lite,
not into or against an existential reality—;presumably the 1deal
of the realistic novel--but upon paper." This literary activity
affects the quallity of the character's life, as Goldknopf goes on
to explain: "the excitement of their lives is to a significant
degree generated by their writing. Underlying all$mther passions
is the pass?on to translate'iifevinto zords" (671:. In choosing
the "documentary" novel as the vehicle af his return to written

narrative (after his experimentation with oral narrative in

Chimera and Funhouse), Barth is making the form and tact af the

epistolary novel reflect his truqﬁ,with the traditional printed
novel, a truce confessed to by én embarrassed, tormally ir-
realist Author.

In his use of the navel in letters, Barth makes the concerns
always implicit in the genre explicit, forcefully QGmonstrhting
that se]f—refle;iveness Is a quality inherent In all printed

fiction, But 1f Geidknopf {s accurate in his description of the

S



218

.

'genre, then the epistolary novel is doubly interesting for Barth
beéause he haslalways depicted first-person narrators who share
this Jpassion to translate life into words."™ This passion has
-

even been the theme of many of their narratives--from that of
Todd Andrews through to these of Bellerophon and Sue and Fenn.
In the epistolary novel, tuo.of Barth's most pressing interests
as a novellst find the perfect meeting ground: life-stories (a
medium for the structuring of the perception of reality) are
presented within the frame of the Author's fiction (printed
narrative constructed to provide ‘entertainment for readers).

In her study of the epistcoclary novel, Janet Altman suggests

-

that this form is congenial to Barth.and his contemporaries--
writers wh; gquestion the validity of realism--because the
eplstolary novel has always questioned the representationat
status of writing (212). As the Author, Barth claims that he

-
wishes to Incorporate a premodern realism in LETTERS in order to
rescue his work from the obscure austerity of modern fiction and
because reality, it turns out, is stranger and maore interesting
thaﬁ he had ance thought.4 The epistolary novel, exposing aé it
does the problems of realistic fiction, allows him to introduce
the conventions of realism in a self-conscious, almost parodic
way. According to Altman, the epistolary novel "intensifies
awareness of the gaps and traps that are built into the narrative
representation of inter-subjective énd temporal experience"
(212). By referring to the characters as if they had both an -

actual and a fictional status, Barth once again grapples with

this question of representation. The gap between life itself and
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the written accounts troubles, not just the Author, but also the
other characters, who have been written about in the Authov’s '
previous novels. As they themselves compose the events af thelir
‘real’ lives into letters for athers to read, they diséover the
"traps" Altman describes: they find that they cannot simply
recorq but must shape, interpret, and construct a's they narrate.
Barth’'s point throughout his canon has been that narrating
life is in fact a basic human activity, and the epistolary novel
gives him a forum to show how diverse characters use narrative
for private and public ends. Along with their secret or well-
publicized aspiratidns toward the state of authorhood, Barth's
characters are all given plausible contexts for the writing ot
their lengthy and numerous letters: % Lady Amherst devotes only
every Saturday morning to writing letters composed at the
Author’s request; Andrews is writing a journal which helps him to
see meaning Iin his life and death; Horner writes at Morgan's
violent insistence; A.B. Cook V] writes to communicate with his
otherwise unreachable son; Bray writes to draw attention to hisg
claims; Ambrose writes because he, too, itg a professianal authaor;
and the Author wfites letters to sotlicit the materials or his
novel. The frequent references to the letters as documents which
the characters have composed, while {t may Iin one sence lend the
novel a Eertain verisimilitude, at the same time has the quite
opposite effect of making the reader realize that he or she is

reading a2 printed text and not the letters themseives. In chort,
3

thesgse references to the letters as letters make the reader aware
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that he'or she is reading printed imitations and, further, th;t
these are ficti%ious and not actual documents in the first place.
In her discussion of Clarissa, Terry Castle observes that Love-
lace's much-commented upon cipher {s iInvisible to the readér,
replaced as it is with standardized type (154-59). When Lady
Amherst refers to her letters as being written either in longhand
or In typescript, we similarly become aware that we are reading a
printed book and not a sheaf of papers. When Ambrose sends the
Author.a tape-recording because his writing arm has been broken,
we cannot listen to it and muét become aware that we encounter,
not the tepe. but a transcript of it. We are also unable to
Judge for ourselves the authenticity of the A.B. Cook 1V letters
because they look the same as all of the letters from the other
characters. The result is that we remain constantily auare that
in the "documentary” novel we are reading, not documknts which
record life, but imi£ations of documents.

Throughout his fiction, but especially from the time of
Funhouse,.Barth has presented characters who are aware that they
exigt. only Iin their life-atories, which, in turn, are fictions
composed by some Author they cannot know. In LETTERS, adhering
to the practices of the early epistolary novels, Barth presents
characters who do not share thi?!awareness. But the epistolary

form itself makes the point of constructedness for Barth's reader.

The reader’s awareness of the fictitiousness of the letters

I
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which make up LETTERS is further enhanced by Barth's introductlion
of the Aﬁthor as a character in the novel. Aé he pursues khe
project he has outlined to Lady Amherst, the Author rea}i:es that
his use of the documentary navel involves him In a return, not
only to a form which congenially foregrounds the act of writing,
but also to "that hoariest of early realist creatures, an
epistolary novel--set, moreover and Ry God, in "Cambridge, Mary-
land, " among other more or less actual places, and involving
(Muse forgive me) those most equivoecal of ghosts: Characters
from the Author’s Earlier Filctions®™ (190). in this letter to
Todd Andrews, the Author mentions the tension characteristic of
the journal and letter novels of which he {5 =o enamgured.
Eighteenth—ceptur& novelists, although they presented characters
who were consc&nus that they were writing, set their storlies in
actual, convineingly reallstic settings in order to malntaln the
iliusion ‘that the text was simply a printed versiaon of actual
documents.5 Wccording to Lennérd Davis, thelr readers were
conditioned to expect an "insistence on recentness as well as
factuallty (despite the fact that the works might well be nelther
new nor truel), and a decreasing perceptual gap between réader and
text" (67).

Although the Author suggests that he, toa, wishes go de-
crease the gap between reader and text by rooting his narraéive
in factual places, when he goes on to point out--in his novel--
that his ;haracters are ghosts (and not even of real pecgple but
of fictional characters), he Immediately undermines the intended

effect. It becomes clear that Barth is writing vet another agelt-

-
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raeflexive "imitation of a novel}" which uill.not have the same

ettect on the reader as a less self-aware epistolary novel.

Barth will re-enact the conventions, but he will make the self-
raflexiveness much more apparent and will deliberately stress
that the text the reader holds 1s a work of fiction. Compare his

\
use of the eplstolary format to Alice Walker's recent use of it

in The Color Purple.- Walker, too, uses the conventions of the

eplstolary novel--letters intercepted and found, for example--and
uses the writing of letters tg stress the level of literacy
achieved by the heroine. But her novei is nevertheless what Fenn
would call "pure‘unadulterated realism": it does not attempt—to
make the reader aware of the distance between life and narrative
but, like Davis's "factual fictions,"” attempts to decrease aware-
ness of that gap. Whereas LETTERS foregrounds its use of

epistles, The Color Purple scon makes the reader forget that the

stary is told through letters.
1f, to cite'Davis once more, Ehe typicai early English
"tactual fiction . . ., denied its fictionali£y and produced in
its readfrs a characteristic uncertainty qé ambivalence as to
whether they were reading something true or false™"™ (36), Barth
deliberately draws attention to the fictitiousness of the letters
in his postmodern novel. He at the same time maintains the
conventional novelistic stance'of truth-telling by introducing an
Author character who believes Iin the actuality orf his characters
and in the authenticity of their letters. The lists of current

events--references, for example, to Apollo 10, Mariner 6,
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hurricane Anna, and the Sharon Tate murders—-}end the novel the

"documentary" realism of a Defoe novel, but the Author’s presence

.

as he conceives of and researches his project undermines what

Barth has called the "naive illusionism" cﬁaracteristic 0ot the .
6 .
novel of documents. The Author is presented collating a novel

of letters from his "real life" experience, but the novel the

reader reads 1ls clearly one more in the series of Barth's

inventive fictions.

When early novelists presented their rictions in the gpuise

of factual! records, -they were trusting to thetr/reader's taith In

-

the authority of the printed word, an authority nonga1lod_inLo
7

question. Authors presented themselves as "editors, "™ much as

Barth does himseif in the framing letters of Giles Goat-Boy, and

testified to the actual existence of the correspondents in an
) f
attempt to deny their own role in the inventlon of a fictitious--
-and therefore highly éuspect—~story. For Barth, who wishes to
"

draw attention to the fictionality of all stories and even of
hist;ricak documents, this'stance can anly be parodtecally
asaumed. To make this evident, his "editor" has become the
"Author." It has become a commonplace since the emergence of the
New Journalism in the sixties that the news reported by
Journalists is as artfully shaped, interpreted, and distorted os
the representations of reality presented b} authors ot tiction,
Barth capitalizes on this shift {n attitude toward documents by

inventive source of the letterss ™ In other words, he both uses

and undermines the tradition of the editor.
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In his study of the new documentary novels produced by
Capote, Uon@, and other writers of the sixties énd seventies,
Jomn Hel Iman draws the following distinction between the New
Journalism and fabulist fiction, the two responses ta the
collapse of .taith in the ability of language to represent
experience: "The f;bulist need only convinceg on the basis of the
internal cohesion of his purely imaginary works, He says, All

-

this could mever happen, so do not blame me if “it does mot seem

real." Hellman adds: "The new journalist, on the other hand, v
need only convince on the basis of verifiable sources qnd his

personal integrity: Alt this actually did happen, so do not

blame me if it does not seem real™ (11). With his Author figure,

Barth seems to be playing with both of these stances. His Author
- - . 0‘
presents these characters, on whom he has based his earlier

tiction, simply writing him le%&ers: if it seems fabulous, 1t is

not his fault, because it is the "reality" which the people on

.
-

whom he based hiﬁiearlier works inhabit. Barth's reader cannot

but be aware, however, that the Author who assumes\this stance is

/oY

in fact just another character in a highl maginative novel in
which people who are part bug a:;\presént(éiy;edl events‘which
are bistorically verif{able. B%rth op$nly acknowledges the
tabullsm of all fietion, howevgg realistic.

The 1ntroduct£on of the(é;aracter of the Author is 4
fundamental to' Barth’s success in highlighting fhe self- -

reflexiveness of the traditional epistolary novel. Because he

addresses us In a volce very much like that of John Barth (and

-
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sharss his first name, last initial, and canon), we think of the
Auther as being an actual person, comparable to ourselves and
distinct from th& other, clearly invented characters. Throughout
Lhe novel, the Author's présence akd his repeated references to
his novels (which are also Barth's novels) drad attention to

Barth, the actual author.-and make us aware of the dependence'of
the characters of this fiction on those of his previouF work;:
His presénce in the nc;el ought to prevent the success of the
illusionism. As Wavne C.\Booth points out: "Any kind ot pralse
of one's work for Its artistry Implies, it mlight seem, a lack of
reality‘in the workd with which one's artistry deals. And
certalinly any direct seif-pralise by the author, however wittily
described, is likely to suggest that he can do as he will with

his characters"® (205). Barth's Author, whether he indulges in

self-praise or not, is deliilberately introduced to create just

this effect: * he can, like any author, do as he will with his

.characters, and he thus exposes their fictionality. But when he
. )

addresses them as though they were as "real' as he s, we

‘recognize that the Author Iis as much a fictiona! i{nventlion as
they are, as much a product of the actual author’s pen. When the
Author addresse? the other charaéters in thls way, Barth ls
pofnting out that the illusion created {n any novel of texts-
within-texts (that the reader is reading a callation ot actual
documeﬁts) is Just that, an illus{on, ang that any printed
narrative about himself (as is the wase of Borges in "Borges and
I") or his concerns 1s as fictitious as any narrative Iinvolving

B L]
invented characters.

L.
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LETTERS is complex and doubly 'interesting in its treatment
‘or the edltor figure because the collation of the letters takes
the furm of a novel-in-progress. That.is, it {s presented. not

ag a collection of documents which the Author just discovereé
somewhere, but as the "as it happens" re;ord of how the documents
were solicited, received, and organized by an Author who had quite
specific plans for his next novel. As he sollcits the letters,

he aversteps his role as editor by influencing and, to some

extent, inventing the letters wrltten by the other characters.

The result of this process will be the novel LETTERS: as with

o

sabbatical, the reader supposedly reads the first draft, the

|

initial stages at the novel. Becéuse_he does not physically
interact with the characters) we see the Au£hor as a distant
edltor-figure and forget about him for large portions of the
novel, but because we know that he‘is writing a novel that bears
the same title as the one we are reading, we also see him as the
figure who manipulates the action of the novel.

Barth's introduction of the Author also aliows him to

circumvent one of the restrictions of -the epistolary novel.

Terry Castle points out that in the novel in letters the

\
-

characters must define themselvés. as Barth's seem to do, hecause
the author has no voice with which to define them:
the multiple correspondent eplstolary novelist must forfeit
the story-teller persona and abdicate overt responsibility
tor the fiction. He or she retains no power of utterance,

no means of self-presentation. . . . The eplstolary writer

C
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makes no personal contact with the reader: his ar her

identity, like that of the playwright, is displaced, hidden

behind multipie personae. . . . Our access to the "implied
]

.

author” (in Booth’'s famous~term) Is blocked by the rorm

itself. (167>
Barth overcomes this limitation by achleving seltr-representation
through a character who is the Author. In other words, he
manages, as usual, to "have it both ways." The characters do
present and define . themselves--the Author comments less an them
than on himself, devoting his letters to defining his alms as a
‘novelist and to outlini%g certain personal problems.(gﬂut in the
character of the Author, the actual and implied authors mer Qe
witg the conventi%nal editor figure. jhe Author's framing
letters "to the Reader" remind us of the story-teiler who, |ike
an author and iike an editor, put the work together. Further-
more, the Author's repeated references to his novels, whlch shace
the titles of Barth's novels, ;raw aptention to Barth the actual‘
author and make us aware of the dependence ot this novel on his
-earlier, fictional narratives.

The early novél, appealing to an aud}ence hungry tor

. o

jaurnalism, denied its obvious fictionality by introducing ltself
as a "true accoupt"” or "history." The title page or LETTERS
reverses this strategy by announcing in its subtitle that the
text is "A Novel"--as though the unsuspecting contemporary reader
might mistake it; contents for actual epistlies. (The subtitle

also emphasizes, of course, Barth’'s return toc a genre whose death

o
bell he had been accused of tolling in "The Literature of
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Exhaustion.") The title page of LETTERS, far from asserting the
authenticity'of the documents as found texts, exposes their
artificlality by announcing that they have been written by "seven

f$3titious drolls and dreamers each of which imagines himself

}
actual." Here Barth points to the tension peculiar to the novel
made of documents. The characters belleve themselves to be
actual, and the reader is persuaded to think of them, briefly, as

real people because he or she reads the documents as though they
were written by the characters. But these letters are framed by
both the title page and the Author’s letters to "the'Reader",in
which he discusses how much time has passed as he has written
these letters. "The reader must begin and end the novel with an
abrupt return to the'reality of its fictionality. Bﬁ? the

abfuptness of the return testifies to the power of the novel’s

stories as moving narratives. The Author’'s framing letters, _in

turn, arelrurther framed by.fhe context of Barth's published
novel. So the Author's fictitiousness is also abruptly exposed.

The Author fills yet'another of the‘conuentional roles of
the eighteenth-century novel: that of the hearly silent, distant
le£ter recipiejt or confidant, who serves as a convenient and
pkﬁusible object of the exposition involved in letter-writing.
Pameia’s parents and the Reverend Mr. Villars in Fanny Burney's
Evelina perform this function, for instance, and play minor roles
in thelr respective novels. In LETTERS the Author is distant,

never sees, and only once speaks with the characters. He is not

engaged in the film.which brings them all together, although he is



its inspifation and author, having written the novels upon which
it is loosely based. His distance aliows him to become Lady
Amherst’s confidant figure. His introduction as é character and
his regquest that she write to him make possible the disclosure ot
details and the recounting of.the events which constitute the
3

*\novel. In the traditional epistolary novel, this cont ldant
figure is often a lover: in this case, the Author is in love with
the tradition Lady Amherst represenis.. But it is language and
lnarrative--not the Qoman——that the -Author loves, and his presence

throughout the novel makes us as readers come ta value printed

narrative as well.

The peculiar strength of LETTERS is that although Barth
insistently, and even at times annoyingly. draws attention Lo

himself and to the artifice of th%;novel to . show that he has

authored the characters who believe themselves actual, the

characters remain as autonomous and vivid as do Clarissa- and

+

Pamela. As Barth depicts his characters in the«ast o writlng,

they demonstrate such a firm belief in their actuality (a beller

. v
N

comparpble to that of the hercines of the early realistic novel)
that they construct a completely-rendered existence. The bulk of
LETTERS consigks of epistles written by Lady Amherst, A.B. Cook
1V and A.B.ICook VI, while the Author's illusioh—shattering

missives are brief and infrequent. Furthermore, because we are

ostensiqu reading the letters, and not the novel, the illusiaon
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of actual writers and a hidden author is maintained. The
Author’s hand in shaping the letters into a novel anly
occaslionally intruﬁes. and hls role in planning the novel is
shown to be a slight one when Ambrose supplies him, in a letter,
with.the scheme Ywuhich graces the title page of the novel the
reader holds. This letter is presented, along with the others,
as a simple document belonging to the correspondence received by
the Author. The journal-like recording of the day-to-day events
» . ‘
in the lilves of the characters accordingly dominates the novel
and to some extent undermines the seif-reflexiveness introduced-
with the Author character.

As Barth has pointed out, neither self-refiexive nor more
straight-forward "documentary™ novels preclude a concern with
lite. In "The Literature of Exhaustlion,™ he comments on his
"imitations-of-navel!ls," which attempt to represent, not life
ftselt, but the texts with which we preserve records of life:

"In ract such works are not 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" (276). It would be legitimate to say of
LETTERS that its subject is documents--their role in the history
of the novel and in ordinary lives-—but its subject, like that of
the earlier imitations of documents, 1s also litfe. Most of the
characters of LET%ERS are reaching mid-life.and are attempting to
break out of repetitions of their'pasts. But,‘as Ambrose
discovérs. writers can best deal with these problems of living by

heightening their awareness of language' and form.



\ .
— Indeed, the emphasis on writing and texts in LETTERS allous

Barth to exploit an aspect of epistolary fiction which has
_generally remained onIQ implicit. Frénz Katka, ltooking back tuo a
| time when people communicated primarily through letters, drew

attention to a peculiar consequence of letter-writing:

The g;eét feasibility ot lettef writing must have produced-
jfom a purely theoretical point or view--a terrible dig-
location of souls in the world. It 'is truly a communication
with spectres, not only with the spectre ot the addresgsee
but also with one’'s own phantom, which evolves underneath

one's own hand in the very letter one is writing, tans

quoted from Briefe an Milena by Janet Altman)

The letter writer gives himself existence as he writes, but that
self is cut off from the actual seif--just as the Author is not
Barth, although he shares many ot Barth’s attributes.. The
letter-writer is, in fact, Iin a position very m;Qh like that ot
the author of a printed text: he writes in solitude, unaware of
the fate of his text and of his reader, from whom he may never
hear. He write% to comhunicate with a person who is not present
except in memary and imagination, who is as ghostly as a
fictional character. The potential for se)f-examination and
lsolation created by this situation is made evident by Barth as
he constructs charactérs whao, like all of his previous
characters! feel compelled to tell thelr life-stories, even It

they must become ghosts and address ghosts In order to do =o.

By basing the action of the novel an the activities ot the

J -

f



232

‘film—makers, rather than on the exchange of letters, Barth can
use Innovative techniques for characterization. We understand
the characters, not as they.resfondlto letters they receive (as,
tor example, we understand the Vicomte de Valmont and the

Marquise de Merteull in Les liaisons dangeureuses through their

reactions to one another’s taunts and challenge3) nor as they
shape thelr self-images in the hope of influencing the
recipient’s hehavior, but through their choice of addressee.

. Janet Altman has pointed out that reading is usually as
important to the epistolary novel as is writing, that the novels
usually teem with readings, re—feadings, and mis-readings., and
that many epistolary novéis present a'"Super Reader Figure" who
governs the external reader’s response (91-92; 111). In LETTERS,
however, few letters are actually exchanged, and most of the
eépistles are addressed to recipients who do not exist, do not
nece{ve the documents, or do not respond. As a result, reading
Is of secondary i{mportance in the novel. Lady Amherst
peffunctorily reads the Author’s novels, but she comments only
hriéfly upon them. The Authcr is in the position to be the
"Super Reader Figure" since he receiveé and presents all of the
letters, but he does so without comment. The only Reader in the
Text is "the Reader"™ whom the Autﬁor addresses in his framing
letters, the Iimplied external reader who is alerted throughout to
the fictional natufe of what he or she reads. Because £he letter
writers have no real contact or éonversation with their readers,
thé ghostliness Kafka comments on is highlighted. The characters

and their recipients exist only Iin the words of the printed page.

- .



Todd Andrews exemplifies perfectiy Barth’s evocation of the
act of letter writing. He addresses his letters to a father who
committed suicide forty years before the action of this novel
begins, and Andrews even goes so0 rar as to mimic the writing oq
an actual letter, right down to the inside addres;:

Mr. Thomas T. Andrews, Dec'd

Plot # 1.‘Municipal Cemetery

Cambridge, Haryland - 21613
In this fastidiousness, we witness Andrews' legalistic attention
to detail and his irdnic sense of humour, but we are alsa alerted
to the peculiarity of his letter-writing situation: he addresses
a recipient who cannot reply, and he writes nat 50 much to com-

municate as to explore his own character. Readers ot The

Floating Opera know that the primary intellectual pursuit ot

Andrews' life has been his "Inquiry" into the cause ot his

father's suicide and that his ﬁnquiry has become a vehicle tor

the selif-definition of Andrews himself. Consequently, his t(un-
til now) annual letter to his father constituted an opportunlty
for céntinued self>exa@ination and self-justirication. As An-

drews now admits, his féther’s motives ftor suicide no longer
interest him, but the habit.of writing to the dead man cannot be
broken because the process of selif-definition continues. In the
course of the novel, as Andrews moves once again towards a
sulcide attempt which will'bring him closer to his father, he
cuts his ties with living characters one by one, and with ever~

increasing frequency communicates his discovery that his life is

kY
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recycling itseif only to his dead féther. a father he hopes to
joln scon in suicide. The silence of his unfathomable father
draws many a word from Andrews, and through both Andrews’' and
Ambrose’s literary efforts, Barth seems to suggest tha£ writing
allows us to put off awareness of that ultimate silence of death,
or in Andrews’ case, perhaps even tg»begin to understand that
silence. The silence of the ghostly recipient, in any case,
fnvites the self-examination of the writer, even if it is under-

- ’ 8
taken only in an attempt to drown out or deny thap silence.

Andrews goes beyond simply creating his own ghost in a

letter and actually writes to a ghost. As the novel ends, the
pecuilar link between Andrews’ letters and the realm of the dead
"is strengthened. He is last presented sitting in the Tower of

Truth waiting for the revolutionaries’ bomb to explode and kill
him. As he waits, he writes a final epistle to his father. In
the course of LETTERS, Andrews has come once again to value the
habit of writing because it helps him to come to terms with and
explain the unexpected "recycling" of his own life. Recognizing
that a novel based on his letters might also be of value to
others, he bequeaths his paperé, including his "Inquiry"™ and his
letters to his father, to the Author. The fact that we have
access to them suggests that the Author has taken possession of

s . 9
them and that Andrews, therefore, has died. As the reader

1

finishes the novel, he or she becomes aware that Andrews' letters
have spoken in the voice of ohe dead man talking to another dead
man. Andrews' status is thus doubly ghostly: he is the ghost of

N
the author’'s previotsShgcharacter and the ghost of his LETTERS
\ | e

L
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incarnation gas well. His seemingly bizarre habit of writing ot
"his father tells us much about Andrews--and about letters. Theyv

are written primarily for the satisfaction of the writer iIn
LETTERS and not to communicate or to effect action on the part of-
the reciplent, although without gt least an implied reader, the
writers would not begin to write.

Andrews 1s representative of the characters of this novel

because he addresses his letters to a recipient who cannot

possibly correspond with him. Most of the letters which comprise

the novel are received in silence and remain unanswered. Jacob

Horner is forced to resume the habit of recording the narrative

+of his life in writing when Joe Margan, the new head of the

mobilisation clinic, prescribes a regimen of Scriptotherapy.
Joe Morgan's complaint about Horner is not, as Horner believes,

that he was respansible in part for the death of Rennie Morgan,

buf that he recorded his experience Iin a narrative: "Wrote it
all down, Horner! . . . That [verbatim, sir]l | pdon’ t forgive
you" (743). Horner’'s record of the events of The End of the Rkoad

was "found" by the Author, who of course published it as a novel.
This publicization of his life is presumabiy what annoys Moergan,
as does the permanence that the written record gives to the
events. Like Horner}\hebfeels that he is frozen back {n the
fifties, that he has been unable to progress beyond Rennle’s
death._ As he forces the re-enactment of thelr time together on
Horner, he includes in his preogram the re-enactment of writing the

record, as if he belleves it will somehow erase the flrst record.



236

Fa

Like Andrews, Horner writes to an unrésponsive recipient, in
‘this case to himself, but since he has remained paralysed for so
many yeafs Eis "self" {s, as Morgan assures him, a vacuum. In
the early sections of the novel, his lettfrs simply record facts
and events, offering little self-analysis or personal
Interpretation of the actions recorded. He 1s so distanced from
the self’ to which he gives shape }n his letters that he addresses
himselt in them with the seconé person "you." "But, eventually,
he begins te find himself in his letters and to ?ecognize
emotions, in short, to be "mobilized." His letter writing leads
him, it Iis true, into a laughable marriage wit%fAmbrosé's ex-wife
Haréha Blank, but Horner haé at least achlieved a degree of self-

N
avareness. His letter-persona is as ghostly as is that of
Andrews, but he has moved beyond the need for Scriptofherapy by
the end of LETTERS and embraces life rather than death. Ad-
dressing himsgelf, he creates a self substantial enocugh to act in
the world and to defeat his paralyis. Even those early letters
which seemingly fai{l to evoke a response from himself do give
Horner shape and being, showing once again that one of the
tundamental concerns of the epistolary novel is how character
creates ltself Iin language.

In her study of epistolary'novéls, Natascha Wurzbach
stresses the Importance of reliving and writing in the lives%of
the characters: "Things are constantly béing remembered and set
down, the pastlis repeatedly evoked and relived in the present.

In this process it is not so0 much action itseif which takes the

central place in the narrative as the writer’s reaction to it,

4



the mood which it evokes"™ (xix). As Horner writes, hg is forced
to consider, to remember., and to {dentity with the lite he Is (
narrating. His writihg has the effect of making him re-live hls

life and even manages to evoke in the "weatheriess" Horner a
mood. By having a vacuum of a character like Horner discover the
value of'}he written word., Barth illustrates {ts abillty to glve,
if only a ghostly, t least even a ghostly existence to the
writer. Horngr de£§nstrates once again that It Is only when
the Road, "alive and kicking."

The problematic letters ascribed to A.B. Cook IV are also

received in silence. Through them Barth manages to show not only

the role of letters in history but also the pathos of the hum$

deFire-to'communicate effectively through written language wher
other means (tele;hone, conversation) are denied. If they ay
authentic, then the letters were written In 1812 by Cook to
as yet unborn, and therefore unresponsive, child. He writes
heartfelt attempt to communicate a truth which he has laboured to
discover about the Cook/Burlingame family and its raole in
American history. He hopes to stop the pattern of genera&lonal
conflict with his own children, but his letters show the in-
ability of the characters of this novel to use letters to eftect
action. The mother, feeling that Cook has betrayed her

with his disappearance before the birth of the chlid, hides the

letters, and the family pattern is repeated until the time of the

nove! when Cook V! hopes to inform his child and stop the war of
/

[
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the generations once and for afl by pu lishing thzs/’mﬁ}{srs He
r

gilves the lettersfﬁo Lady Amherst and to~the A th , hoping,that
they will be able to reach his (and possibly Lady A herst's) son,
Burlingame VII, pwith whom Cook himself is no lonéer in contact

because in the family cycle the son always disffusts the father.

/

There Is no response to these letters in the course or the novel:
this ipf;nded correspondent is simply another unknown and silent
recipient,

-Through Cook 1V¥'s and Cook VI's letters, Barth deplicts @
broken or incomélete attempts a; written communication and draws
attention to the fundamental! isolation of the writer‘(as compared
to the teiler of oral narratives, who has immediate contact with
the audience). Cook may lea;n something about himself and the
tamlly history by writi%g, but he does not use the letters
primarily to discover himself,. He seems to wish desperateiy to
communicate--or to deceive; regardless, he uses the letters to
Influence Lhe recipient’s view of'history, not to elaborate upon
himself. Cook VI may, in fact, be reconciled wit; his son at the
end of the novel in death in the boat explosion, which either
killed one or both of them or was a ruse planned by them. A
pqst~script to Cook’s last letter, purportedly added by
Burlingame VII, denies aég?reconciliation, however. Because no
replies are ever received, the reader cannot determine whether
the letters produce any results. .

In that the A.B. Cook [V letters are presumably written by a

man now dead, they give voice and being through language to a man

no longer physically alive. They represent an inversion of Todd
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Andrews’ situation: Andrews writes to the dead: the dead write
to the Cooks. Thése historic epistles are doubly erfective‘in
. .

demonstrating the unreliabllity of letters and of any document
which claims to present’a verifiable record of historlcq}.ract. 42/
The authenticity of the letters is never established, and the

¥

points at whic¢ch deception may have‘entered are many: they may

have been forged in Cook [V's day to deceive h{s/ Ite and lead

e

her- into political intrigues; they may’EE—H;gern frauds
perpétrated by Cook VI .in 'his earnestiaish to heal the breach
with his son: they may ha;e been written b} Cook IV but In an
attempt to mislead his children about his and his country's past;
or the; may have 'been writ?en by Cook VI to purposely mislead his
son. Barth introduces all of these poséibilities without solving
the quesgion ot theilr validity as historical documents. Through
the-letteys, however, he does show how powerful historical
narrati;e can be in shaping a nation’'s consciousness or‘itéelt.
He ShOQS that‘letters can manipllate the recipients (in the
stories told in the Cook IV letters, letters are'frequentlv used
in polifiqal intrigues) but also that, because these particdlar
letters happen to go unread by the intended recipients, writing
is inescapably a pracess of talking to oneself; Like all the
other ;haracters. whoever wrote the A.B. Cook [V letters was
inventing a self and a history in them whether in an attempt to
be faithful to the facts or not, just as Pamela and Clarisss

invent themselves in their letters.

" Jerome Bray shares Cook VI's intense desire far
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communrcagééﬁ and }esponse. but -he also hopes for guidance from
g

-~

» SN -
hias addressees. He w???hg\iifsioqate eplstles to a number of

characters In the novel--to Bea Golden, Drew Mack, Todd Andrews,

and the Author. The latter @s the only one to honour Bray with a
repiyf A remote cousin gf Cook V!, Bray shares his '
%ense of family continuity aﬁd responsibility.. But he even more
strongly resembles fodd Andrews in his writing to his dead or, as

he would have it, "ascended"” ancestors: his parents, foster

parents,  and grandmothe%. He really does seem, however, to
expect a response--an [llumination, or even a direct com-
munication in‘thg obscure printouts of his semi-organic computer.
Although he hopefully reads a reply into the “signs,’ he is never
sure that he has received a message at all. He, too, remailns
alone, writing into a virtual veid, separated from the women he
can attain only by forcefully taking them caétive. 'lso?ated from

his ancestors and from all of the other characters, he fails to

achieve a meaningful relationship either by writing letters or

by forcing himself upon womern. .
Ambrose Mensch literally detivers his epistles into a void--
the ocean. Barth first depicted him in one of the more

conventional short stories of Lost in the Funhouse. In "Water

~Message.” ten-year-old Ambrose discovers on the shore a bottle

&
containing a message which says only,, "To whom it may concern,"

L]
and, at the bottom of the page., "Yours truly." Mensch receives
this missive as a bhallengé and decides to be a wrjter who can

till up the blank space betweeh the <EPtptation a¥d the

comp!imentary close. Most of his istles in LETTERS are

(9’



addressed to "Yours truly”™ to whom he has written periodically,
~using bottles as envelopes and th; ocean as the post-box. They
are read, presumably, by no one, nor .does Ambrose reafly hope
fhat they will be read. He fills up the blank but acknmwleduos
the futility of his wﬁnds Qith his gesture of throwing hls
epistles into the ocean. Nevertheless, like Andrews and Horner,.
he seems to derive persoral benefits trom his writing ‘and writes
primarily for himself, not for the recipii?t; who ot course dogs
not answerqand 1s not atfected. On one 'occasion, the bottle
returns to Mensch, washed up on the ocean’'s shore, and reintorces
the impression that, like the other characters, he ls ullimgtely
writing to himself, even if he had wished to touch-an fmaginary-
reader through his ietters. Even moré than the other characters,
he lives in ianguage, thinking of it as a means of dealing with

experience but aiso as a protective cushion between himselt nnd

life.

When Mensch meets:Lady Amherst, however, he h;ﬁins LG Mk
carbon copies of a few of his letters, and he g{ves Lthem ta her
and occasionalily to 1hé Author. Théy do not respond directly to.

these letters with letters of thelr own, bul Ambrose’s misslves
do help to establish a relationéhip be;ueen Lady Amherst and
himself. These letters are, in the end, even more praductive
than Horner’s, helping Ambrose to find a wite and to choose
action over mere self-enclosed articulation. Ambrose wWrites o
final letter to "Yours truly” in which He announces his intention

to live in the worid, to begin the second cycle of hls'llre. ta

Stop attempting to f{ll up the blank. He breaks his habit ot

Y
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'solipslstic composition so that he can write to his new wife.
Along with his former addpessee, he also rejects sterile for-
mgllsm as hls artistic metier. -He decides, as well, to publish
under, his own name and to ghve up his penname, Arthur King.
These actions result from hiS\QE: beliet that art must not be

. A ' |
produced in, isolation ‘from life but in the midst of it. The
clrcle comes complete when he receives another letter in a jug,

L

ls tempted to respohd with his own blank missive, and he r

this time_all body with no salutation or signature. He no longer

anﬁmunces to "To whom it may concern“-that he has given up such
games so that He may "become a member of the human race"-(?SB).
For Ambrose, writing letters which cannot be read (s no langer

sallsfying; he wishes to communicate through his writingsy

2

To overcome his habit of writing to himself, he writes about
how he will give up his letter-writing habit, He sa&s farewell
to his metaphoric penname in a‘ietter addressea to both Arthur
King and Lady Amherst. But why, as éhe continually asks, must he
kwrite a letter if it is simply to announge that he will no longer
write letters? MHe also writes a final Ietter,to "To whom ;t may
concern" to say farewell. These two letters é}e usetul faor
Ambrose because he uses them to work through his problems and
discoveries as a writer. He needs to write about his escape t0
the second cycle of his life because it does n;t seem to him to
be cdmplepe until] 1t hﬁs been recorded in words. He must abolish

his dependence on letters in letters.

When Ambrose gives up his correspondence with "the blank,"

\/ .
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it is presumably to begin an engagement with the world.¥ A long
story he wrote, included in his tirst letter (a copy of which
also goes to Lady Aﬁhersi) is called "The Amateur." Thrdughout
the novel, he refers to himself as an amatéﬁr of lif@. In‘his
letter to "To whom it may concern." he dembnstrates that he can

only love life through language and thus is an "amateur ot the

world" (551).10 But he goes on from thié comment to note that hig
greatest adversaries in the past--lite and realism--are now ‘
recognized as in fact being his truest allies. He can stiil be
writer, but he.has realized that his concern all along has been

the world and not just the formal propqriies of lanpguage and
story. '

In the short story "Lost i# the Funhouse™ (which teaturosy
Ambrose as both the central character and the narrator) he
distinguishes between the makers ot funhouses t(writers) and fhe
lovers {(readers) who enjoy them. His distinction, which 1s not

M necessarily Barth's, impiies that the artist must be solipsistic,
that producing a true work of art requires the artist giving up
conta?t with life, and that writing precludes, not just iloving,

!

but %lso being loved. By the end of LETTERS, Ambrose seems to
have\%bandoned this distinction. Like Sue and Fenn tand Barth's
otherJnarrating conles), he sees that these scts have a certain

mutuality, allowing and encouraging one another. He gives up hic

solipsistic writing activities to take up a conversation with hic

new wife and with the Great Tradition ot the HNovel, which she
represents for him as well as for the Author. In so doing,
. T P

Ambrose finall_'escﬁgws all interest in his first wite, Marcha

Y

n’
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Blank, whose relationship to his formalist experiments is summed
up 1n#hef‘name. Me has progressed bath as a writer and as a man
with his discovery that premodern realism has a role to play in
the development ot postéodernism. His insistence Bn the rigorougy
re-~enactment of his love afféirs and his toying with tﬁe idea of
writing "Perseid"” have shown him the value of iscmorphic spirals
which a]l%u one to escape the élased circle af repetition.

Of all of the correspondents, the Author alone receives
replies from each of the characters td whom he writes, but his is
also a corregpondence with ghasts, the inventions of own pen.

w

His, toa, is finally a communication with himself in which he

reviews his past. Certainly, two of his .letters are addressed to
"the Reader,”™ but the reader does not reply and his or her
existence is never assured, only implied and implored. As a

writer, the Author is in a position parallel to those in which he
has pLaged his characters., who all become mirror-images'of him-
sel?t, aAKFuthor who sends his books out into the silence of the
unknown. \Host of them, 1in the end, whether productively or not,
are writing to and trom £hemselves despite the lengths to which
they go to create the illusion of an addressee Qho is interested
in what they have to say. The unresponsiveness of the addressees
tin most cases an inevitable silence) provides the impetus for
self-reflection which,.it séems. would not occur so freely
without the chance to Jwrite it all down." Many of the writers

in LETTERS also seek excltement and comfort in their epistle- %

writing. Many of them are lonely and are depressed by their
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inability to progress beyond their present condition: Lady
Amherst fqels that she has slipped into poverty, mediocrity, and
spiritlessness; Todd Andrews suffefs.fram suicidal déspairf
Horner is paralysed: Ambrose is cﬁronically removed from his
surroundings and is pessimistiec abouf his future as a lover and a
writer; Jerome Bray is loneiy aﬁd feels betrayed By Merope
Bernstein; A.B. Cook V! is frustrated and possibly saddened ﬂy
his inability to communicate with his son. For seme ot them,
these problems can be overcome throﬁgh'letter—writing. The un-
answered letter offers the characters an opportunity to elaborate

upon themselves and to perfect themselves because they are

writing, not informative lett fs. but, essentially, lite-starfes.

Since their addressees cannot|questidan or deny what they say

.hem authority over thelr

about thgméelves, these letters grant
life-stories (an authority which is, of course, somewhat
gualified by the presence of thg Autho%). And they all vaiue the
perhaps deceptively coherent image of self that a structured
narrative account Ean glive. In the chaps of 1969 on the
university campuses, in the chaos of a perplexing éhooting of the

movie FRAMES, in the context -of the "accidental" bombings ot the

film crew by government planes and ot deliberate bombings hy the
radicals, the characters understandably feel the need of the

erder that narrative provides.

=y

In LETTERS Barth deals with the concerns charactericstiec ot
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the works which precede and follow {t: the role of the novel in
postmodern times, the passion of narrators to transcribe life
into narrative; the properties of printed and oral fiction. The
kind of selt-awareness fhe characters in LETTERS display, how-
ever, is unique.' Unliké‘the narrators of "Bellerophoniad" and
"Autobiohraphy." for exghple, they do not diéplay any awareness
that they exist only.as narrative (or as words on the page) gives
them substance, although some of them do speculate about the
properties ot printed stories. The characters are presented, as
the title ﬁage informs the reader, believing that life-stories
are distinct from lives and that their actual existence is dis-
tinct from the ghostly existence they give to themselves by

wrlting letters. But at the same time (with the exception of

Lady Amherst), they are aware tha¥, they have been represented in

)

and given a separate life by ihe n?vels of John Barth. The self-
reflexiveness of this novel arises not from characters who
despair of their roles as authors of their life-stories, then,
but from the novel's status as a sequel! to Barth’'s other works
and from the introduction .of the character of the Author.ll

By orchestrating all ot his characters’ life-stéries in one
novel, Barth is re-enacting his own life as an author of
narrétlve fictions. One of the subjects which the Author
identifies as central to his novel-in-progress is "re-enactment,”
which, 1t becomes ciear, is not simple pepetitién of past actions

but a process of re-living and re-examining past actions in order

to go torward, to move out of fruitless repetition into



.productive progress. © All the characters-~some willingly, some
reluctantly--experience this process ot re-enacting thelr own
life-stories, and most of them do manage to break out of tﬂp
oppressive repetition to which they had fallen victims. Barth's
image of the process is a spiral which opens cut, the isomorphlc
séiral he depicts in "Perseid"” and which Ambrose re~-introduces as
he discusses the Perseid myth. Like the charagters, Harth hopes
to be able to write a new chapter in his life story by re-wrlting
his authorial past in LETTERS. EQEEEELSEL and Tidewater Talesg,
it is true, are still concerned with narrative and are both
highly self-reflexive, but there are no doubts expressed by the
narrators of these novels about the relevance ot printed ticttaon

in a postmodern world.

In "The Literature ot Exhaustion," Barth recommends turning
the feeling that the novel is exhausted against {tselt: writers
can write something new by writing about exhaustion. In Funhouse
and Chimera, Barth's most harshly criticized works, he tollows

¢

this program, writing new stories by using the materials ot the

old myths and by presenting, as characters, writers who eel that .
they @an add nothing new to Western literature. in ggljgﬁg.“
Barth turns the dead end against itself in a new way: he uses

the epistolary novel, a form considered tn bé gxhausted in
Richardson’s own life time. His revitalization of the genre is

itself one means of making something new out at jjﬂizjiipﬁ{/ He

exposes gqualities inherent in the genre which have not been =o
fully revealed before and shows that they can still be

meaningful. in his novel, as in all e%istolary novelsg, letterg
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are written in silence and read in silence by lsclated
Individuals, who struggle to come te terms with the self created
by theéir own pens and structured for the reader's education anc;b
entertalinment. Through the letter-writers, Barth shows that the
concerns of his previous Author-figures are basic human concerns:
how do human beings use language to make meaning out of their
gxperiences? ;ﬁiat kinds of meaning can narrative achieve? The
selr—reflexiJeness inherent in the epistolary novel and the
depiction of the Author simply helighten "thelReader's" awareness

that he or she, too, is solitary, reading, actively pursuing

meaning in the words printed on the page. .,Barth's reader then

-

becéﬁes engaged in Barth's@ifii}bncerns: iife and narrative.
¢

In an essay entitied "Historical Fiction, Fictitioué
History, and Chesapeake Blue Bay Crabs, or About Aboutness, ™
Barth distinguishes between two visual representations aof
animals. kThe tirst, taken from a scientific magazine, is a
detailed drawing of a crab, designed to explain to the reader the
habits and characteristics of the species. Barth explains that
this plcture is simply %about" the crab. The second picture is a
Rembrandt painting of two birds. It is nét nearly so detailed as
the plicture cg the crab and is not informative about the birds in
a sclentific way. This paint;ng, Barth ekp!ains. is nott just
"about™ birds; it is also "about" painting. He goes on to assert
that this secondary quality is what éualifies the painting as

art. Art, Barth insists, is never simply about its subject but

is also about itselr. It does not simply represent the subject;
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it shows us how we structure perception in the act of recording

our perceptions. Moving_ to literature, he observes: "Whatever
else it is about, great literature is almost always aXso about
itself, On rare occasions it may even be mainly about itselr,

though it is almost never exclusively about itself, even when it

seems to be" (Friday 191-91). In short, apart from the specitic
details of the plot and the setting, literéture is, ﬁg insists,
about "the passions of the huﬁan breast and the possibilities of
human language™ (191), .

\\ . Some reviewers of LETTERS would put the novel in the
catégory of works exclusively about\$hemselves. but in the
epistolary gével Barth has found the:ideal vehicle far exploring
issues of language and narrative without seeming selt-absorbed.
His imitation of the epistolary novel is not a simple éopy or
parody of the form. In Barth’'s sense of the word, it {s a re-~
enactment of the traditional novel undertaken in an effort to
discover those prbperties of the novel which can be absorbed and
those which must be abandoned as the novel, too,.splra!s outward
from premodernism and modernism. LETTERS, finally, is the
culmination of the attempt to affirm narrative that, as this

study has suggested, informs even the most sceptical of Barth's

formal experiments.
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Notes to Chapter 1

1. Lionel Trilling was probably the most vehement in his
announcement of the death of the novel. In "James Joycé in his‘ (f’
Letters™ (1968), Trilling claims that the novel served primarily
to contrast moral and spiritual with materlial values. Because
this contrast no longer interests us, he argues, the novel is no
longer a viable form (54-5%%, - ‘

2. See, for example, lhab Hassan's discussion in Para-

Q. -
criticisms, of self and self-reflexive novels: ™Fact daa“fiction
acquire the same aspect . . : from a certain vantage, fact and
fiction mu;; blur. The encrmous volume of the World is matched

by even greater expansions of the Self until reality becomes a

declaration of the mind" (86).

3. For discussions of Barth in the context of modern

fiction, see AfterJoyce by Robert Adams Martin and Paradoxical

Resolutions by Craig Werner. Martin discusses some of the formal

progertieé of the modern novel Barth borrows and stresses Barth's
interest in language. He sees Barth the novelist as & performer.
Werner credits Barth’s attempts to write encyclopedic novels to
the influence ce. Frank McConnell’é Four Pogt-War

American Naﬂéjfzzjﬁx;;by fanner's City of Words, and Robert

Scholgs' The Fabulators are all early studies which clear])

-

estailish Barth’'s place ‘in the postmodern American tradition.

4, Critics who have attacked Barth on these grounds include

¢ | . . —_
7
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John Gardner (On Moral Filection 1978), 4erome Klinkowitz (Literary

Disruptions 1980; Literary Subversions 1985), Christopher

Butler (After the Wake 1980), and Gerald Graff ("Under Our Belt

and Off Qur Back" 1981i). One of the most scathing criticisms is

that of John Aldridge in The American Novel and the Way We Live

Now (1983). For Barth, he argues, "fiction is all there is."®
Aldridge continues: , -~
All that 1s important has Dccurfed in the novels and not In
life, while life has been totally ficfionalized by the
novels, . . . Thé‘extreme internalization of all! of those
technical effects, which Iin the work of a realistic ,
novelist would serve as mimetic or at most metaphori;al
points of exit to the external worid, has resulted in a
ficﬁion that sustains {tself almost entirely through tﬁe
consumption of its own entralls. . . . [This] makels] it
possible for Barth to avoid the {mmensely difficult problem
of having fo confront the complexities of the external *
world. (126-27) ,
For Barth’'s supporters, a responge like that of Aldridge As
somgwhat naive about the properties of fiction. As Sherlidan
Baker puts it: "Fiction does not imitate reality out there. it
imitates a fellow telling about it. And In so doing, it creates
a kind of existential parable about thg realitiés of the modern
warld"™ ("Narration: the Writer’s Essential Mimesis" 156). See

also Charleg Russell, who Iin "The Vault of Language" insistg that

the "ar?—work which strives for transpagfncy ig first and
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foremost aopaque™ (357).

5. See Linda Hutcheon's A Theory of Parody.

6. In Barth's recentl} publisﬁed Tidewater Tales, the

]

healing powers of narra£109 are stressed even more. Peter
Sagam;ré iistens to and tells.stories to restore himself to
psychological.and artistic hea!th; He learns to love both his
wife and the world more fully by rediscovering his narrative

gifts.

7. Frank Kermode's Sense of an Ending, for example, is a

clasgsic study of the importance of narrative structure for the

whole—hotion—of meaning.
8. Klinkowitz does, however, pralse Barth for his
achievement of fusing story .and self-consciousness Iin Sabbatical

(Literary Subversions 15).

9. See the essays collected by Joseph Waldmeir in Critical

Essays on John Barth (1980); see also individual studies by Jac

Tharpe, John Barth: The Comic Sublimity ofAParadox (1974); David

Morrell, John Barth: An Introduction (1978);K§rank D. McConnell,
. ;\'
Four Post-War American Novelists (1977); Evelyn Elaser—Wohrer,

. N
An Analysis of John Barth's Weltanschauung (1977); Charles

Harris, Passionate Virtuosity (1983),

.f’

! .Notes to Chapter 2

;
rs

}r’/ln "The Literature qf Replenishment,™ Barth jokes about
/ .
HcLuHﬂﬁ? "from across the Peace Bridge in Canada came Marshall

McLuhan’s new song that we ‘print-oriented bastards’ were
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obsolete” (71). But his experiments with stories-for tape and
live voice show that he took the accusation somewhat geriocusly.
2. Barth’'s knowledge of and adaptation of historical source
materials are documented by Philip Diser and Joseph Ueirlmann:
See also Alan Holder's discussion of his use of history.
3. Hayden White is, of course, the best-known histarian'to-
analyse the fictionallty of history. S5ee, for example, his
"The Historical Text as Literary Arti{act" and "The Vaiue of
Narrativity in the Representation of Reality.™ In The Ex- |

ploded Form James A. Mellard notes that this idea has become a

commonplace of the contemporary novel: "In the age of the
modern, fiction and history are subject to the same sense of

P .
indeterminacy as reality itse { This means that our histories,
like our fictions, are ju as much creations from :;%an

resources as the models of the world created by philosophy and

\ _ 3

Notes to ChApter 3

science™ (x).

1. Chérles B. Harris argues in Passionate Virtuosity that

N
Todd Andrews dogéﬂnot'make any breakthroughs in narrating his
r B
life-story. In%tead, he suggests, Andrews is a llar who has just

-

assumed another\mask to téll his story (17-18).

2. Altmani\draws attentlion to how "awareness of a specific
_vﬁ__/--—-___\
second-person addressee can\ther the; character and experience of
N .

the first-person writing itself)] (91).
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3. In "Recollection and lmaginaticn'in Postmodern Filectiaon,"

Alfred Hornung observes that in fictions which evoke biography

) ) ,
and autoblography, as Lady Amherst's does, "recollection serves

’
1

imaginative purposes énd helps to establish an’ identity of the

self as a blend of past experiences and present existence" (62).

~

Her letters thus conform tp the conventions of narrative models
with which she {5 probably familiar. .

4, Janet Altman observes that, in the epistoliary novel,
dropping a:confidant can‘mark a stage Iin the ‘protagonist’'s '
growth, as it clearly does for‘Lady Amherst (54).

5. This point 1is thoroughly discussed by Barbara Hardy in

the first chapter of Tellers and Listeners.

6. Jake's feeling of inau%henticdty-recalls the in-

authenticlity which ﬁ?ﬁnk McConnell sees as the very essence of

postmodern man (xvii). ¢
n

7. In his discussion of The End of the Road, Harris argues
that Jake 1s as much of a ratlionalist as Joe is and that both

employ reason as a shield against emotion, which only Rennie can

experlence fully. Although Jake indisputably does_&gké pleasure

in arguing well, the pleasure 1s short-lived and results from the

p!ayfulnes7 of targuing a position which he does not particulariy
' [

believe to be true. He does not live according the the

principles of reason, as Joe does, nor by emotion either.

+

Harris’s presentation of Rennie as the only one of the three
- . Y -
characters who is psychologically sound 1s also troubling because

she is arguably as much of a vacuum as Horner himself.

&
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Notes to Chapter Four
1. Steven M. Béll abtly describes these short flctlons as
"thé artist’'s never-epdiné search for new and better ways to
speak Fhe unspeakable, to write what hgs already been written,
but has somehow never been gotten quite right" (85).

2. Deborah Woolley answers the question, "What, then, can -
e}f*reflexive fiction speak of aothorltatively?" by noting that
"Barth's answer is that it canfspeakrof aﬁ exlstential sltuation,.

the dllemma of users of language" (480),.

T
3. In The Self+Begetting Novel Steven Kellman expilores the

father—;on relationship of author and téxt'at same length,

showing that in self-consclous works the father becomes his own

son, a portrait of both.the author and the novel itselt (2-7).
4, Carol Schloss and Khachfg Toloyan discuss Barth’s

Funhouse treatment of the reader In detail i{n "The Siren Iin the

Funhouse:: ;Barth's Courting of the Reader." Linda A. Westerveit
(™. P4

also discusses the implications for the redder of reading avant-

.
A

garde fiction in "Teller, Tale, Told: Relatlonships Iin John
t

Barth's Latest Fiction."

5. Gerhard Joeseph, Iin contrast, dces'not gee any contlinuity

between the characters of realism and those of Barth:. "Barth's
<

characters . . . cannot. possess the achleved sense of clearly

observed humanity, the degree of characterologlical “originality’

-
-

that one feels in the gfeat characters of reaiistic fiction or

even in the parodic characters of the early novel. For the

AN

N
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further the regression from the pre-existing ?rchetype, the more
sprely a character becomes a leérned and witty commentary upon -
the apchetype" (30)., i

6. In "Josn Barth'’s ‘écho':‘ Thé Story in Love gith'its
Author" Helde Zlegler traces the roots o} the tensioﬁ of gelf-
reflexiﬁé fictions to Romanticism. '

f. Max F. SchulZ'feads "Eche}) as a debate “owgr the piace
and role of the authorial voic Shoﬁld it-encjose itself in
narcissistic ¢ontémplation? Or must it efface the individual
seilft, Echo;like not only In ithe othe}nessrof a ﬁersona;s words
but also in its voice?" ("Thalian Design" 401).

8. Josephlcommeﬁts on the difficulty the reader has in
determining who the nargator'is: "yhile the'narrative line 1is
relatively clear because oflthe myth'd famfliarity. it becomes
impossible for'everﬁpne iﬁvolved to distinguish teller fgom
listener and,ﬁultima}qiy, nérra£ive from narrator. For the point

of the myth—is precisely the ‘autognostic verge’ on which all

three of the characters ingerchangeably live (with the author and

\
AN

the reader)" (42), —
\9. Harris comments that Belleroﬁhon is siow to accept the

idea Barth puls forth in "Anonymiad,™ the cancluding story of

Lost in the Funhouse: ‘“properly understood, immortatity requires

anonymity" (147).

-
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Notes to Chapter Flve

1. In his depiction of Dunyazade, Barth shows how his

program for the revitalization of fiction outlined in "The

Literature of Exhaustion" can be put into practice. In the

-

essay "he suggests that!

an artist may paradoxically turn the felt uttimacies of

the time into material and means for his work--paradoxlically
because by doing so he transcendsb@hat had appeared to Se
his refutation. . . . Suppose you'ré a Griter by vocation

. « 4 and you feel, for example, that the novel, {f not
narratige iiterature generally, if not the printed word
altogether{ has by this hour of the worid justiabout shot
its bolt. ; . . No necessary cause for alarm in this at all,
except perhapg to certain novelists, and one way to handle
such a feeling might be to write a novel about it. (274-75)
Dunyazade }éfTh a similar position: all aof the stories Bave been
toid.  Her response, like Barth’s, is to tell a story about their

exhaustion and thus use the fact of exhaustion to her advantage.

2. In The Story of Identity, Manfred Puetz notes that many

postmodern herc and narrator figures are, like Barth's, "impelled
by the preoccupation with a central question In the novel of the
times, the question whether imaginative creations can helb to
identify viable forms of self-definition"™ (25). In the end,
Barth's fiction affirms that fiction can assist in‘self-

definition.



3. Anothgr typical usé of the metaphor of writing' is
.equally telliyg: "Thus this endless repetition of'my story: , as
Eoth pfotago ist and.author, so to spegk, I thoﬁght to overtake
with understC;g;ng my present paragraph as {t were‘by exam(ning
my paged past, and, thus pointed, proceed serene to the future's

sentegce“ (88-89),
4, Barth's interest in and use of the myth of the hero are
best describeﬁ in £he document written by one John Barth whicﬁ

shows up one day Iin Bellerophon's classroom (207). Briefly,

reviewers of The Sot-Weed Factor thought that Barth had

deliberately employed the pattern identified by Joseph Campbell
and Lord Raglan when he developed the character of Ebeneezer
-Cooke. Alerted by them to the pattern, In Giles he did |
deliberately and ironically use the Ur-Myth, as he has in sub-
_.sequent _short fictlions,
5. Charles Harris sees this notion aof  "passionate
virtuosity®™ as being ;o central to Barth's work that he has

.
.caltled his full-length sfﬁdxfﬁassionate Virtuosity.

6. Steven Kellman suggests thnat what Sue and Fenn see in
their narrative s in fact a crucial aspect of the self-begetting
noﬂfl, "We are at once confronted with both process and product,
quest and goal, parent and chiid™ (3).

7. In The Tidewater Tales, Peter and Katherine Sagamore,

v T
awaii?:a the arrival of their child, tell one another stories.
They exerlence a crisis, however, when Peter’®s muse finally

returns and he writes when Katherine would prefer to have his

"company and support. In the end, however, his revitalization as
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a novelist also revitallzes ﬁheir relationship, just as Sue and
Fenn’s is revitalized, | |

8. In a rélated p01nt, Michel Foucauilt has observed, "It {s
quite likely, as Homer has said, that the Gods send disasters to
men so that they can tell of thea. and that in this possibility
speech finds its infinite resourcefulness: it 1is quite ligely
that the approach of death--its sovereign gesture, ifs prominence
within human MEﬁory--hollojs‘out in the pres;nt and in existence -

the void toward which and from which we speak" (53-67). -

9. In If on a Winter’s Night a Traveller, ltalo Calvino

sia;)arly expliocits the 1déa of the reader as female lover.
$
10. Diséussing "Menelaiad,” Harold Farwell obiFrves that
"Barth's point Joe is not that lovg 1s something we can create
or preserve in opposition to a world gone mad, but that it i3 In
its essence the image of that world and its absUrdity" (67). By
indicating that a's&ory is the twin of love or the child of love,
7

Barth suégests that narratives, too, are images of the world.

.In her discussion of Lost in the Funhouse, Linda Westervelt

suggests that Barth thinks of loving and narrating as two
mutualtly exclusive activitlies, basing her argument on Ambrose
(50-51}, While Funhouse does occaslionally present this opinion,

"MeneWeiad" and Barth’s later works overturn it.
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Notes to Chapter Six

1. See, for example, "Speaking of LETTERS," in The Friday
Book (175).

-

2. Charles Harris argues that Bray's language is not
opaque, that it "coﬁtains much information crucial to an adequate
understanding of Barth's complicated plot" (177) and £hat in "the
Bfay passages language mediates'between opacity and transparency,
abstract formalism and ‘contentism,"self-consciously directing
attention to itself while still‘managing to signify"™ (178).

While this may be true of passages of his letters, which after
all still use letters, it will not be true of NUMBERS.

3. Barth is on record in several places giving his opinion
6f film as a meQ}um. Here {s a representative comment from
"Speaking of LET%ERS": "great fiction can change our lives; Eurn
ug around cornerg. No movie ever did that to me. l %ight walk
and talk a bit aiiierently for a few minutes after leaving an
effective f1lm, but that's about it. Novels have heft; films are
filmy™ (Friday 176). Barth's sense of the threat of f}lm is )
gshared by other postmodern novelisés such as Fowles, as Da?iel
Martin and The Maggot attest. {

4. Of the five basic motifs of epistolary fictiﬁn cited by
Ronald C. Rosbottom, two are especially relevant to Barth:
reflexivity attained through "the thematic use of first-person

narration” and "epistolarity,” or an awareness on the part of the

characters that tﬁey are writing and reading (183). This second
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motif often breache; the verisimllitude of the epistolary novel.
Readers of Pamela, for example, often cbmplain that she spends so
much time writing that she can harqu haveﬂtime to act. Barth's
.characters, however, have a professed interest In "articulation"
which goes some way towards explaining away their mania for
writing. |

Barth departs from his precursors in other, typically
postmodern ways, too. William Gass observes that "neither James
nor Richardson afe really that interested in letterE}. They are
interested in the peculiar, personal, past-tense, médltative p
manner letﬁers al}odz «+ « « But the contemporary writer is ’
increasingly interested in ths)question of inscription, notation:
in the question of where the text.starts. stops" (40). He goes oﬁ
cite Barth In particular as a representative contemporary author
who is interegted in the act of writing. .

5. Throughout LETTERS, the Author refers to his detentd
with realism. As he explains to Lady Amherst, "1 am by
temperament a fabricator, not a drawer from life. I know wf;t
[’m about, but shall be relieved to get home to wholesale
_invention, much more my cup of tea" (184). Having chosen the
epistolary novel, "that hoariest of early reallist creatureg"”
(190}, as hils genre, he feels EDmpelled to come to a truée with
the realism it represents to him. While he suggests that his
reallsm 13 digtastefully regressive, he also comes to respect
reality: "I approath reality these days with more respect, 1f
only because | find it less realistic and more mystearlious than

I'd supposed"™ (189-90). Like Todd Andrews, he digcovers to his

to
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gurprige that "the bridge between fact and fiction . . . is a

two-way street" (96).

L

6. In "The Literature of Rgplenighmenﬁ," Barth lists the
features of the premodern_novel: "linearity, rationality, causge
and effect, naive {1llusionism, transparent ianguage, innocent
anecdote, and middle class conventions" (70).

7. See Lennard Davis’s discussion of the news/novel

discourse Iin Factual Fictions for a detailled account of the

expectations entertained by the audience aof the early Engdfah
novel.

8. In "Title,” a short story in Lost in the Funhouse, the

épaakér considers the alternative to speaking and telling
Qtories: "Silence. Thére's a fourth possibility, [ suppose.
Silence. General anesthesia. Self-extinction. Silence”™ (106).
When Barth's characters write letters to drown out the silence of
thelir "coérespondents," they are preventing the self-extinction
that silence represents. Through their written utterance, they
at least prove thelr existence.

9. Barth insistsg, however, that the reader need not assume
that Andrews and Ambrosé will die in the explos{on,‘although they
might well die in it. See Refilly, "An Xﬁterview with John
Barth.,"

10. For a full quotation of this passage and a discussion of
it, see Chapter 1, 11-13.
11. But the Author insists in his letters that the reader need

not be familiar with the previous novels in order to read LETTERS.

.~
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