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ABSTRACT

Only by analysing fragmentation can one begin to understand Domald
Barthelme's work, which often consists of "strings of language". Yet his

writing is najther an iselated mor an idiosyncratic phenomenon. On the

contrary, it is very much part of postmodexnism: one of the chief festures

of postmodernism is that it values diffarence and plurality over identity Lo

&id unity, To describo fragmentation persuasively in Barthelme's fic-

tdon, one has to rely on structuralist and poststructuralist discourses,
which have become the demivant critical languages of postmodernism. Using

these discourses, one can account for the rupturing of communication, the

dispersal of traditionsl forms of identity, the cellapse of convantional

Literary deplotions of space, and the importance given to isolated words

and objects in Barthelme's stories and novels. So close is the xelation
between Barthelme’s writing and Iiterary theory, thst ome is tempted to ©

see Barthelms's peuvry as an allegory of that theory. (Critics such as

Walter Benjsmin have clalned thet allsgory 25 & mods is dosply concerned

with fragments.) In this way, fragmentation paradoxically provides a

cohsrent framework for Batthelme and for postmodernism. H
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Erratum

Bécause of an unractifiable error in printing out the final

copy of the dissertation, endnotes do not appear at the

end of each individual chapter. All the notes are given

nfte: Chaptar Five instead, and they are numbered consecutively
to 574, As a result, soms confusion may arise batwsen

t:ha um bibliographic entry and subseguent refexences .

to the same text. Full bibliugtaghic details of each text

cited are repeated For every chapter
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INTRODUCTEIN

If a single sentence of Donald Barthelme's could stand as a metto for my
reading of his vork, it wonld indisputably be the following: "Strings of
language extend in evory direction..." ("The Indien Uprising”, UBUA 11).
Everything 1 consider to be characteristic of postmodern writing is con-
tained in that scrap of sentence: the primacy and ubdquity given to lan-
goage (langusge as far as the eye can see), the delight in the opagus
materility of words (language turned imto strings, bunting, verbal

tickertape), and, above all, the relinquishment of totality in favour of

(the grest of eulturs - identity, truth, his-
tory - disappear, lsaving bright ribbons of discourse to flutter in theix

wake).

Fragmentatfon offers a way of roading both Barthelme and postmadaraism.
¥or this reason, Strings of Language begins with the most obvicus instance
of linguistie breskdown in Barthelme’s stories, namely the texts that
consist either largely or exclusively of dialogus. In these texts, every
utterance is an dsolated snippet, answering nething, so that dialogue as
& meaningful lntevaction around s spacific topic no longer exists. The
sacond chapter of wy work goss on to exsmine the self that spesks, or the
alves that could have produced such fantastic wttarances, It is scon
apparent that this self is no ordinary identity of oither character er
author, or character with autho¥, but is another centrifugal network: s
divided, decentrad subjact, The third chapter surveys the eoleuletodly
incoherent construction of milieux, settings and spaces in Barthelms's

writing., If dialogua is discontinuous, and idsntity intermittent, the

»




world in which thene figures move and in which tless words axe spoken is

no less fragmented.

Not anly 4s the relation batween word end thing, on which realist fietion
rzeltes, broken, but the comnsction bhatween word and word is transformed
s well. As verbal vonstructs, occupying the physical space of 8 page,
Barthelmn's stories axe deceptive and disorientating., Lecunae appear
where we antieipate continuity, or else dizgying repetitions and struc-
tural displacomants trap us in & mirror maze of words. The fourth chapter
sets the omnipresent fragmentation of Barthelme's writing in the context
postmodexnism, both as & mode of writing and as a mode of productisn, or
better still, as a particuldr economy of textusl practice, which turns
out commedities, fetishes and texts with such ease that it becomes im-
possible to distinguish betwsen wuem. In the fifth and final chapter,
Barihelme's work is read as g particulaxly postmodern instance of the
anxiety of influence, Indesd, the influence of Harold Bloom's theory on
Barthelms's novel, The Desd Fatkar, saame so prancunced that one begins
to wonder whether one cannot view this novel, and perheps all of
Barthelme's writing, as an allegory of theory. or an allegory of theores

tdcal reading.

Hozeovexr, if the discourses of Barthelme's texts seem . ractezistic of

thesa are best established when one situ-

etes [Darthelms in the discourse of poststructuralism, because
poststructuralist theories have strongly determined what we consider to
be postmodernist. I have, in other words, cumpitted the tautology of
reading Barthelme's alresdy dispersed strings of language through a the-
oretical grid itself compased of heterogenesus terns and quotations draun
from & wide variety <€ eritics and writers. So Chapter Une takes much

from J. L. Austin‘s speech act theory and its sxplicatora and opponcnts,
2
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particuwlarly from Jacquas Dexvida, Austin's willest antagonist.

(Tellingly, Derrida‘s strategy in his vesponse to Austin's follewer, John

Searls, consists of breaking Sesile's axgument dovu into @ welter of

quotationw, 5o that Darrida's argument quotes the whole of Seaxle's paperx,

albeit in fragments, This is literally a crushing strategy.) Chapter .
Two stages @ dinlogus betwesn two of the most intriguing theorists of the

sel¢ which no longer coincides with itself, Hikbail Bakhtin snd Jacques

Licen. In addition, Chapter Two piovides an cverview of the polemic "
sutvounding the splic subjact (from Lauis Althusser, via Rosatind Comard
and John Ellds, to Terry Eagleton, who takes & dim view of celebrations ’ s
of dacentred subjectivity). Chapter Three finds a guide to Barthelme's
msltiverse in Michel Foucault, who s ieined by Juxij Lotman and Michel
Serras. Jean Baudrillerd dominates Chapter Pour, shadowed by Andy Warhol,
who acta out, or practises, clowatshly, whet Dandrillard proposes. (Or
is it the other way round?) The £inal chapter of my woxk draws strongly
on Narold Blooa, and also on Walter Baujanin's theory of sllegoxy end the

incorporation of that theory into some very persuasive accounts of

postmodernism. Qther theorists have informed my arguwent, such as Jeen-

Frengols Lyotard, Gillas Deleuse and F4lix Guattari, Frederic Jaweson,

Julia Kulsteva, Paul de Man, and wost of all, Rolend Derthes, whoge in- - ” *
fluenco perméstes alnost every page of Strings of Language. Add to this

the of and the host of commentators boe

ont Barthelme (notably Charles Molesworth, Maurite Couturfer and Rogis : .o

Durand) #nd it 1s clear that criticisa here is no decorously salf-effacing
hendmaiden to a Privary Text, but a text in its own right. Where in the :
mess of reading and re-resding, does postmodern criticism ond end cre-
ativity begin? Warhol confidently assvres ps: "All the critics now are

the real artists”.? |

Chmtonn e e e . e
R P -k



Yot, ona of the dangers of Hhls method is that what is intended as &
theoretical stersograghy® may become & critical cacophony. Where this

has happened, I can only submit the contagions effects of the postmodern

will to as a defence. the strings of lansusge
produced by contemporary theory with those of Barthelme has provad irre-

sistible,

The frequency with which I have reduced the discourses of some postmodern
aphorist, or of Barthelms, to quotations in my own writing way seem to
be s case of pulverising the already fragmentary; let it suffice to point
out the atymology Julia Kristeva discovers for "snalysis" in the Gresk
analyein - "to dissolve".’ Analysis and dissolution sbare the same root,

fraguented even at thair origin.

In the sonorously entitled "Epistemo-Critical Prologue™ to The Origin of

Gsrman _Tragic Drema, Benjamin Dbetyeen , vaich

validates itself by means of "eosrcive proof",% doctrine, which asserts
itself by means of the authority of axioms,® and what he calls the
"treatiss”.* The treatlse lacks the powers of ideology, for, as far as
it is comcerned, Benjamin yrites that "truth-content is only to be gresped
through immersion in the most minuze details...".” From the tireless
accumulatian of such details or frogments, & different kind of "truth"
can issus: consider the spesker of "See the Noon?" who justifies his ob-
session with debris by saying "It's my hope that these...souvenirs...will
somedsy merge, blur - cohers s the word, maybe - into somsthing mesn-
ingful” (UPUA 156, Barthelme’s ellipsis). Benjamin goas so far as to find

similarities between the treatise and the mosaic, partly becsuse "both

are made up of the distinct end the disparate”,” For Benjamin "in their
suprems, western, form the mosaic and the treatise are products of the

Middle Ages; it is their very resl affinity which mekes comparison pos-
4
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aible".? One should not forget that the major part of The Origin of German
Tragle Drama {s a description and defense of allegory as a system of

£ragments.

But postmodernism is less concerned with truth then with pleasure:
Barthelme admits that a number of his stories ere "pretexts for the
plensure of cutting up and Pasting together pictures, a secrat vice gone
pubiic” (GP n.p.). The shear enjoyment of mateching a fragment of
Barthelme's with a snatch of quotation from the storehouse of contemporary
theory has made Strings of Language somating close to mosalc, which is
not an insppropriste way of writing about Barthelne, since he is kmown
primarily as a callagist. It is not an unsuitable method far dealing with
postmodernism, either, because postmodernist theory and text so readily

colluds, and postmodernist criticism is so keem to generate new texts.

My extensive use of quotation has some justifiestion. Quotations are not
only pleasurabls, they ars powerful: as George Steiner remarks of
Bonjamin's working method that is an "[examination] but also [an embod~
iment] of the authority of quetation, the many ways in which & quotatiom

enargises or subyerts the sralytic context”,*?

#n even guiltier pleasure than quotation is name-dropping, and of that T
have been unrepentantly guilty. Warhol, arch nama-dropper, says the
following in an interview: "I like the kind of oritics who, when they
write, just put the pacple's names in, and you go throngh the columns and
count how many names they drop”. One of his interlocutors pronounces the
name "Suzy” at this point, to which Warhol add$ "Suzy is the best". The
interviewer then asks "The best critie?™, and Warhol replies "Yesh, ba~

causs she's got the most names".'? Name-dropping is another sway of rel-

M B b s e od Pk N s e s 8t e e s s i ot




ishing the residual magic of the isolated signifier, just as quotation

ravels in the joy of fragmentation.

But, to go back to the sentence from "The Indian Uprising" which was my
point of departure, [ have not, s yet, quoted the entire santence, which
runs as followa; "Strings of langusge extend in every direction to bimd
the world into a rushing, ribald whole" (UPUA 11). What kind of whols
can one compose from strings? What kind of movement extends and binds
simultanecusly, or is at once centrifugal end centripatsl? Too easily
could one bracket a past of the “whole", to meke it "{w)hole", as indeed
1 bracketed the rest of the sentence at the beginming, Hors challsnging
is the way in which Barthalme's work, or the writing of certain theorists,
forces us to recomsider parts and wholes. A "rushing, ribald" vhole is
o static and staltifying unity which criticise st least since
. ,¢ hag tried to force upon us: rathar, this "whols" is & new,
4l manner of rethinking the fragment. Barthelme’s Dead Pather speaks
of & "tensionally cohered universe" which is at the same time a chacsmos
of cndlessly mobile atoms: "here todsy and gone tomorrow finity inwerd
and finity outward and ever-advancing speeding poised lingering or
dyelling particles in waveful duality and progressive conceptioning...”
(DF 50).

A similar "tensionally cohered universe" of deteils emerges as ome
counters & fragment of Barthelws with a fragment of theory: despite the
discontinuities, dialogue still goss on; although the self is shattexsd,
all our theories return to it; even = nion-spaca can sake & common ground;
the closure of the system of political economy Is unsettled by meking
everything, including alienstion, into a commodity. The theoxy of frag-

ments makes sense of Barthelms and of postmodernism, as a whole.




So the xelation between theories of the text and textual practice can
£inally best be understaod as gllegorical, in the sande that Benjamin uses
allsgory, For allegory is a way of undoxstanding Eragnentation by means
of fragments; allegory is precissly that never completed whole amassed
from fragmenta; allegory is both a system of ruins and the tuin of sys-
tems. Barthelme’s gdze, melancholy yet amussd, tvraed on the trash of
late cepitalist culture, makes hin the most comprehensive allegorist of

postmodernism.




CHAPTER ONE

b BARTHELVE'S DIALOGUES AND THE "ORDINARY RULES OF CIVILISED v
] DISCOURSE” ) e

Denald Barthelme's writing i5 made up of a clash of heterogensous modes

and discourses.'? This clash could, perhaps, be characterised as a "di- fl

\’,L alogue" of lenguages. Such a dialogic tendency is at its most .bvious L.
, in Barthalme's dislogte pieces: seven texts in Great Days, "Wrack" i :
Overnight To Many Distant Gities, and "The Emerald”, "The Farawell",

“Haroes™ and 's Housa" {n Sixty Storfes. Thess texts consist ’ AR

almost exclusively of dislogue, with indicetions of context reduced to

&n absolute minimm, if not eliminated altogether, They present the drive

| toward an open interchanga of lengusges, which is present in all

| Barthelme's writing, in its purest form, and they provide a useful podat ‘
. of departure for analysing "strings of lspguage."
s A

What do these d.alogues have in common with what a figure in "The Leap"
ci calls "the ordinary rules of eivilised discourse" (§§ 152)? And whet ere
the rules that detesmine the tranamission of meaning in cosversation?
Jan Mukatovsk} defines dialogue by means f the differanco between it and
monologus. "Unlike monologic discourse, which has a single end eontinuous
contexture, several ox at least tWo coutuxtures iIntexpenstzate and al-
tornate in dialogic discourse.” Homologue consists of & unified, homo-

gensous discolirse, but more than one speeker is involved in dialogue, and
8
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aach speaker necessarily her or his context and .
A N utterance into the conversstional situation. Dialogue is intersubjactive
P and in $'s view; it in the
- and of Fovskf's of dialogue A
. also offers a of the ing of Barthalms's Y
4dalogues, )
o o, o
= ) However, most models of linguistic exchangs do not edequately acknowledge "

the comstitutive role of discontinuity in dialogue, and prefer to focus

an supposedly usbrzoken communication. Roman Jakobsot isolataes the "es- ©

sential aspects" of communication as the following:

the addresser, the addresses, the message, a context (or what
the message refers to), a physical contact (parchment, stons,
paper, sound-waves, and of course, the signs used, in thedr

phonstie or graphic form), and & code.'* n

Post-Saussuresn linguistics has reacted ntrongly egeinst this unequivosel

idontification of language with communiestion. According to Jakobsoa's

dencription, diatogue is a simple transferenca of pre-existent meanings “
. und intentions from addresser to addresses. This is a utilitarian view
of language, which takes the material aspscts of signifiers for granted

%o such a degree that they becon alnost invisible: '"of course, the signs

7 used,"  Post-structural theories of language have challenged such

L. E notions, ond hava reversed the hierarchy between agent end implement,

erguing that we do not simply use signs, but that signs, in a very veal

senss, use us.

. i Muka¥ovsl)’s formulation of dialoghe as multiple "contaxtures” does not T

: distinguish between speaker, language, message snd context, '"Contexture’

callapses the "context" (which Jakobson associates with the referential

[EI ) .




function of lsnguage) into the materiality of the utterance (its "ax-

ture"). The Concise Oxford defines " a5 "act, node

of weaving together; structure; fabric; mode of literary
composition.”® Barthelme's dialogues transform the contexture into a
mode of literary dacomposition, using one contexture to umweave the fabric

of another.

However, language remains identified with "use” end with a transparent
neans of comminiceting the intentions of a spesker, who is credited with
an existence outside the utterance. These notions persist in speach act
theory, The differances between NukaPovsiy and Jakobson open the way fox
the debate batween John Searle and Jacques Derrida, which will be con-
stdered in the course of this chaptor. Between all these comtexturss,
the utterances of Barthalme's texts slip, somatimes criticising, some-

times exemplifying, and quite often dislodging, critical proncuncements.

Critical Contextures: "The Crlsis”

“he Crisis" (GD) provides a locus for the collisien of critiesl dis-
courses, Ona of the discourses &t work in the text sppesrs to be poli-
tical, awd concerns & rebellion, while the other eems to ba emotional
and porsonal, and desls with the end of a telstionship. ‘The distance
batween the semanvic fields and the lexicons of war and love, and the way
in which the opposed contexiures 'imtarpenetrate and altermate, illus-
trate Muka¥ovsk{'s description of dialogue perfectly. Indesd, there
saems to be almost no comsminication at all between the spsakers of "The

Crisis", only 4 confliet of contextures.
10




The second speskar acknowledges the rebellion, the tople of his

interlocutoz, omly in two instencos - once thrse gquarters of the way

through the text:

-+ Yos, thay [prasumsbly the rebels] pulled some pretty cuta e
tricke. I had to laugh, sometimes, wondering: What has this . RN
to do with you and me? Our frontiers are the marble lobbles ,

of these buildings. True, mortar pits ring the elevator banks . Cot L
but these must he seen as mmdly, hs;pm gostures toward N X
cortificaticn of the crisis (GD 6 g .

and again st the and of the dialogue: "The rebel brigades axe reading i

Leskov's Why Are Books Expensive in Kisv?" (GD 8). : :
o

The first speaker never responds to his Interlocutor's indlcations of a S .

personsl crisis, (One should nots that the title ~ "The Orisis® - neatly <
covers both crises: the rebetlion and the love affsir.) The enly other »
comunicative links between the two speakers are those concerning ‘(

"Clementine" or "Clem”. "Glementine” is mentionsd by the first spasker

and sesms to be the absent woman, the “she" with whom the second speaker

has had a relation, The identification of “Clementine” or "Clem" with v °
the prowoun "she" is not at sll as srreightforward es it might have been
in @ difforent context. The grommatical expectation thst a persomal

pronoun should refer to & praceding proper nams gensrates such an iden-

tifieation, Co-reference between preceding and succesding lexical items .t

is known as apsphorisation, and Barthelme may well be exploiting and
‘ i subveyting the posaibilities of anephorisation in "The Crisis". Keix Elam i

describes the co-refersntial rule in discourse as follows: i

e If, in referring to W, [the woxld set Up as a shered universe

‘ bstween vext and decoder], ons mames a certain individual or i
" objact - say John Smith or & red car - it is undorstood that
successive refsrences to John Smith o. the red car will danots |
the game individual or object and not a hemonymous individual .
or an identical car in this of some other world,®

o
v . |

ot

1
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‘ . .
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- i
v -
o
;o The reader of "The Crisis” 1s nob sure if the co-yeferentisl rule has been

wiolated, and this text relies on such uncertainty. The extreme

dissocistion between the utterances of ths two speskers generstes an

anxiety in the reader, who, in her or his reilef at discovering totms

N which could possibly zefex to one another, constructs an identity for

Clementine. She becomes both a leader of the rebellien, and the former

o e

: lover of the sacond speaker. 4 centra for both 1s " L

. . f)‘ provided by this identification which effects a synthesis of the two k e
o isotoples operative in “The Crisis", namely "love" and "waz". Isotopies N

S account for the cohernt decoding of texts, bessuse they function as se- v

mentic levels which unify the disparate somes of the rext.!” In the case

of "The Crisis", the dominant isotopy of "erisis" is particularised by

the sscondary isotopies “end of & relstienship" and "xebellion”. |
Clementine stands at tha intersection of thess isotopies, and eppears to

be a kuy term {n the decoding of "Ihe Crisis". However, a more precise

of to that cohezence and &
:
idontity are mireges, posited by the readet's need for significance.
. Gonsider the following instances: T
LN ~ Clementine is thought to bo one of the great rebal leaders
J of the half century, ler hat has four cockades, .

. ~ 1 loved her for a while, Then it stopped (GD 4).

. - The present goal of the individual in group emterprises is S
" to avoid dominance; leadership is felt to Le a character dis-
L ordar, Clementina has not heard this news, and thus {nvariably
; falls forward, into thickets of closure, :
B - Wall, maybe so. When I koew her she was just an ordinary b

woman - wonderful, of course, but net transfigured (D 6).

Another reference to Clementine occurs when the first specker catalogues 5
° Clemontine's “glorlous" sctivities during the rehellion. This slicits

the following vesponse from the secand spesker: "When she gets back from

the hills, 1 dntend to cali her. It's worth & try" (6B 8).




In all these instancus, the contiguity of a proper name (always supplied
by the firat spesker) and & personal pronoun (used exclusively by tha
second figure) creates 4 semblance of continuity: both speskers seam to
discuss the same referent, albeit in antithetical contextures, such 4s
love vorsus war, ox the private and personsl versus the public and poli-

tical.

The Second spesker avoids eny direct equation of the pronoun "she" and

the propsr name ‘Clementine”". ‘The gap between proper name and pronoun

affects what Rolend Barthes has called a "leak of interlocution"!® through

A which cohorence snd identity dretn, & straightforvazd reading of "The
v” Crisis” would ses "Clementine” and "crisis" as isatoples which form &
p unified semantic leval on which Clementine is both an imstigator of the

reballjon and a source of emotional disturbance. "The Orisis", in this
reading, would embody the truism thet politics and parsonal lifs sve
inaxtricable. But what {f origins, contzes and unity ware zot so sasily

identifiable?

N As wa have seen, Clementine may well no. be the “she” of the second

speaker's diseourse, in which cass the two erises collide but never co~

. incide, and "The Grisis", as text and as specific utterance, remains in-
Ao determinate and unreselvable, Perhaps the speskers do not sven inhabit
the same universe of discourse, or porhaps the reader is confronted with

" two slightly different universes of discourse which occasionally shars,

1 and possibly duplicate, certais features, Perhaps Clementine sxists in
two {or several) possible worlds simultaneously, in one of which she is

a rebe] leader, snd a partner in a failed relationship in another.

Such & drastic lack of coherent cencatenation hetween the utterances of

the two speakers, or sven between successive utterances of the same
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spaaker generates an uneasiness in tle reader. The mplausible, yet
avos-prosent possibility that no link exists betwsen “Clamentine

"she strikes at the hesi.

“she", or betwean consecutive ocourrences of
of the referential function, questioning the relation betwsen word w '
world on which compunication depends. Language leads & life of its own,

beyond the ex{gencias of medning.

A detailad enalysis of the opening of "The Crisis™ discloses a teasing

alternation of concatenation and disjunction in the exchanges.

Good will is everywhers, and the lighthearted semg of the
gondoliers is heard in the distance.

- Yes, success is everything. Norally {mportant ss well as
useful in a practical way (@ 3),

These utterances lave nelther semantic ror refersntial links, but the use
of parallel construction, or isocolon, seduces the reader into believing
that some contimuity exists. "Good will" belomgs to spproximately the

same lexicon as "success", and the syntactic parallel betwesn the words

reinforces *heix putative b " end " 3
have the same morphology, end both sentences censist of a subject and &
predicats, which is made up of copuls plus adverb in both cases, A sub-
sidiary clause follows the predicate, but this section of each utterance
is lexically and logically opposed to its counterpart. The First,
"lighthesrtad song”, is a paredy of particular, outdated cultural modals
of bonhomia. The second qualification, 'morally importamt", is a
stylisavion of official rhetoric. Becauss it appears fn such en {nde«
terminate contaxt, it loses its power to perstade, But even such a clain
48 not altogethox accurate, hecause this phrase cannot carcy much signi*
fying weight, It registers too clearly as a sliche, and wheu immediate

satirie end can be achisved by parcdying a cliche?




The next exchange is this:

o - What heve the rebels captured thus far? One zoo, nob cur best
¢ zoo, and & cemetery. The rebals have nncemd v.hu cages of the
. temer animals and are playing with them, gentl:

B - Things cén get better, and in my opinion, il (g0 5.

collocation of “rebels”, "cemeteries" snd "zors" forms a semantic .

»
o
g

P ungrammaticality of the kind thet lards Barthelme's writing. The seme -

of "gentleness” runs counter to cultural sterectyses of political up~ a

heaval, Once again, the second sposker Tesponds with a bureavcratic ; E

e non-sequiruy, which is perhaps an instamce of the political discourse
chellenged by the £irst utterance. Is thls a complete conversational n o

disjunction, or are wa required to parceive some mysterious conmection?

- Their Graves are - accu-
rate and fair, .
= Thers's more to it than playing guitars and clepping along. ‘,,
Although that frequently gets peopls in the mood (GO 3-4).

The phrass "Graves Registration procedures" may have been suggested

notonymically by the mentiun nf “cemetory” in the previous exchange. . o
.- Metonymy forgss a link betwesn the speakess' uttersnces, although this —
‘o 1ok exists on the level of metonymic slippage, or of langnage running .

out of control, rather than on the lavel of logic end referentiality. |

"

#. 4nd to whom does the exophoric pronoun "their" refer? Does it refer to b M

“rebels”, and 1f so, how can the " of thoir

methods be another sews in the classeme “reballion™? Furthazmove, the

interlocutor's respomse becumes wholly indeterminiate as & result of the

axophoric pronoun Mit", MIt" could refer equally to the reglstration

procedures, by 8 stretch of gramwsr, aend to the rebellion itself. The
N pro could hs linked obliguely to the uame speaker's previous

pronouncement, In this case, "{t" would refer anaphorically to the &n-

@t ticipated igprovement in the stats of affalvs. Here, the multiple ref- v
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erences of a single pronoun erase the deiclic function of a pronoun, which

is to clearly point out its single reference.

- Their methods eve direct, not subtle. Dissolution, leaching,
sandblasting, cracking and melting of fireproof doors, condem-
nation, water damage, slide presentations, clamps and buckles.
- And skepticism, although absolutoly necessary, lssds to not
very much (G 4).

Onca mors gramatical parsilelism leads the reader to belisve that a
convectien has been established betwesn uiterances. The similarity be-
tween the final phrase of the first spesker, "and buckles”, and the second
speaker's cpening phrass, “and skepticism”, suggests a minimal concat-
enation. The reader is persuaded to elide the quelitative differences
between the two nouns, although the conorete noun "buckles” resists a
semantic avsociation with the abstrect moun "skepticism”. The divexsity
of the first speaker's list forces the readsr to accept difference as a

norm,

The allusion to "their" methods appears to relate to the first speaker's

overriding referent, "rebels", in which case the list of methods extends

or describes the "Graves ", end this

is confirmed by the synonymy of "procedures” end "methods™. Yet, having
established this connection, the reader must balk at the thought of "ace
curate” and "fair" “Graves Registration Procedurss™ which consist of

“sandblasting, cracking and melting of £ireproof doors" and all the other

Indeed, the of can only signal its own

absence, The formsl continuity of language marks the discontinuity - or
discontinuation! - of mesning, just as the relation of signifiers demon-

strates the non-relation - or non-existence? - of signifieds.

|
l
1!



Pure Transactions, or, What About the Cooperative Principle?

Régis Durand, in "On Conversing: In/On Writing®, cslls Barthelme's dix
alogues "pluces of pure transaction",’® and this captures perfactly one's
senss that the dislogues maintain e mirage of grammatical continuity,
while veiding such continuity of any content. Durand ssserts that the
usa value of language is replaced entirely by gxchange value in these
toxts. The sign exists solaly as & signifier to be exchanged (bandied
sbout, bounced to and fro) and hes no existence as a signified to be used

(valued. hausted, used up). This exchange

without boundaries has been identified, by Jesn Baudrillard, as one of

tha dominant characteristics of postmodernism.*®

Puze trsnsaction is uico pura cooperdtion, and the typs of exchange which
Durand identifles in thess dislogues can be productively compared to the

way in which the "cooparative principle” functions in Rarthelme's tets.

The speech act heorist, H. P. Grice proposes & cooperstive principle
which tacitly supports any form of conversational interaction. In "Legia
in Conversetion" in Speech Acts, Svntax and Semantics, he defines the
principle as follows: "Make your conversational contribution such as is
required at the stage st which it occurs, by the accepted purpose or di

rection of the talk exchangs in which you are engaged".?! Grice describes

the logic- and chargcter of 1 a4 as

£ollows:

Our talk exchanges do not normally consist of & series of dis-
connected remar' ond would not be rational if they did. They
sxe characteristically, to some degree 4t least, cooperative
efforts; and esch participant recognises in them, to some ex-




tent, a common purpose or & set Of purposes or 4t least a mu-
tually acespted dizection.?

Four sets of maxims delineate the principles of conversational congruity,

according to Grice. Keir Elam paraphrsses Grice's maxims:

1 The maxins of uantity. (s) The contribution should bs as
informative as is roquired for the purposes of the exchange.
(b) The contributien should not be more informative than is
required
2 The maxims of quality, expreasible as the supermaxin “Try
to meka the contribution one that is tru
(a) The speaker should not say what the knws to ba false.
{b) Ha should not say that for yhich he Lacks evidence. ...
3 The maxim of relstion, i.e. "Be ral

The maxims of manner, axprossibla e ‘a supermaxin, "le
perspicuous”, (a) The speaker should aveid obscurity, (b}
Ho should ayoid ambiguity. () He should avoid unmecessary
prolixity. (d) He should be orderiy,?’

BDespite MukaYovsky's identification of tha colliding contextures under-
lying dislogue, he upholds a principle of unity in convarsation, thet
resembles Grice's norm of “a common purpose or 4 set of purposes or at
least & mutuaily sccepted direction”. MukaPovsk} states emphaticaily
that “dislogue is impossible without the unity of a theme".?* Ha cites a
folk proverh which exenplifies the impossibility of dialogue when
antithetical contextures are brought into conflict: "I'm speaking about

a csrt and he about a goat".?7

The foliowing exchange, from the text "Great Days", appears to be & per-

fect illustrstion of an extended conversational impossibility,

« Man down. Ceatre and One Eight.

- Tied flaxes to my extramitios and wound candy cenes in my
tustrons, abundant hair. Getting ready for the great day

- For I do not deny that 1 am & little out of tempor.

« Glitches in the system ss yot unapprehended,

- Oh that clown band, Oh its sweet strains.

- Most excellent and deer friend. Who the silly season's namsd
£
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- My demands wore not mwet. One, two, threa, four (GD 157-158).

The "mutually accepted direction", shared by addressex and addresses, of
which Grice speaks, cennot be discerned. These dialogves tzke place {n
an asemantic realm, shere the demands of the cooperative principle have

been suspended.

4 writer lke Roland Barthas perceives the dissppsarance of meaning as

somathing pleasurable rather then dystopic, énd this perception distin-

suishes Barthes irom the of Literary eritict

In Roland, Barthes, Barthes confesses that he “dreaws of a world whick

would ba exempt from meaning (as one is from military service).,. against

Science (paranoisc dissourse) one must maintain the utopia of suppressed

meaning."?° Jerome Klinkowitz, hewever, the Ang
tradition. Me resolutely gonscripts Barthelme's dialogues into the ser-
vice of meaning. Referring to the dialogues of The Dead Father,

Klinkowitz writes:

Such conversations begin #s random grumblings, lack any resl
sense of direction, and soon deteriorate into fregments. Dub
they do carry meaning, even as Barthelme moves them toward the
abstrect qualitiss of words alone.... By the end we have an
gven deeper sepse of the father's vulnerability and diminished
“";"fs’ 811 thanks to the bits of conversation... (my empha-
sis).

About Great Davs Klinkowitz writes: "Barthelme uses these ([improvi-
sational]) models to gat down to pure writing, without losing the sonse

of whero the mimetic glomants of his story ere leading" (my emphasis

again),?? Kiinkowitz ‘s clearly diseomforted whenever "pure writing" and
“the abstract qualities of words slons" appear, and he has to exorcisas

these by invcking "sense®.
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AN | The mutstion of meaning is one of the constitucive elaments of postmodern
| practice. Frederic Jameson calls it the “new depthlassness",?® This
i

tandency f£inds its most consistent pelemicist in Jacques Derride, whe has

of Western culture. Klinkowitz is eévidently trapped in a logacentzic

]
’ articulated & forceful critique of the logocentxism, or sense-centredness
’l practice of exegesis, uneble to read the postmodern text, and therefore

forcad to domesticate jts workings. Interestingly, both H.P. Grice and

Klinkowitz use metaphors of taleclogy: Grice argues thar the covperative

e principle establishes a "mutually sccepted direction’; Klinkowitz worries

about the "lack [of) sy real sense of dirsction” in Barthelme's di-

- alogues.  If these dialogues do participate in the oconomy of . B

. postmodernism, then one can assume that they will circumvent both Lo

% teleology and the cooperstive principle. -

4nd 4indeed, an entira enthology of violations of the cooperative principle -

can be culled from the dialogues. Grice's "truth” maxim, the maxim of

quality, is flouted by the fext gua text. Sinee modernism, after all,
it has been axiomatie to cbserve that truth values do not apply to the

B Literary text, which has been dafined, since Mallarm{ at least, as &
| privileged site beyond the exigencies of verscity. Bartholme's texts are .

the inheritors rather than the instigators of this tradition; amti- - i

forms an inescapabla part of their fabric.

|
The maxim of quality is rendered even more irrelevant by the shsance of |
1
eny dnfersble centext for the exchenges. Decause tha utterdnces are 8o !
i

puze, so stripped of any indices of s world shaping the words, the resder

tinds it dwpossible to extrapolate either & universe of disourss or

. stable spaaking subjests from hhe dislogues. The dialogues hava been

' described as follows:
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The dislogues [of Great Days], whose contant is daliberstely
murky, racall Gaddis’s JR - that paesn to voices and sounds
deriving from every directioa, The idea is that "voices" in
themselyps go beyond communication; we hear sounds, but are
not concerned with tholr meaning. Sounds are sufficient,..,
The result, from both Gaddis and Barthelme, is "voices" without
direct comnunication, ovarhearing without hearing. These, too,
are the great days that sre coming, the politics of noise.’”

‘The "politics of noiss” realise, in 8 sultably postmodern way, the
Paterien dictum that "all srt constantly aspives towardy the conditfom
9f music.””! The tendency tovards pure musical sound ir modarnist writiag
culninates n & text like Mallarmé's semnet in "yx", known as “le somnet
an YX"'% or "Ses purs ongles tres haut dediant lenr enyx",?? which
raverberates with [Iks), a very rave sound in Fronch. 4 moaningless
transliteration of a Graek word "ptyx" is a central term in Mellarmb's
poen, Barthelwe's texts transform this wodernist musicality into
piri-godern "noise”, =o that a figure in “The New Husic" appropriately
alludes to "a disco version of Un Coup da Dés" (GD 33). The dialogues
transiate the smpty and roscnant signifiers of high modernism, its "ma-
sic”, into upbeat noise. In tho presence of phonetie textuslity a con-

tribution "that is true' s irzelevent.

The sub-maxim, "the spsaker shouid not say what he knows to be false",
entails 8 concept of the subject as a knowing intentionality, Speech act
theory tsnds to focus on n active, intentional subject, but, because
Barthalme's figures have no existence cutside their langhage, questions
of consciousness - do these figures want to say what is true? - become

unanswerable and unthinkable.

In “The New Music", ome of the spuskers responds te the question "What
d4d you do todey?” by saying: "{I] want to the gracery stora and xeroxed
a box of English muffins, two pounds of ground veal and an spple. In
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£lagrant viclation of the Copyright Act" (G0 z1). No matter how it is
read, this wtterance violates Grice's maxim of "quality". As a "true"
statemerc by a "fictional" spssker, it represents an lmpossible universe
in uhich groceres areinadequately (1) protected by the Copyright Act,
s a "lie" told by a "fictional" speaker (who is then credited with the
intention to 1de), the utterance flouts the supex-mexin which raquires &
"true un‘ntribu:ion". The intericcutor's failure to react to this flouting
of the cooperative principle is even more surprising than t ‘'tteramce

itseli.

A minor infringement of a sociatal code is at the heart of the utterance,
nemely the “flagrant violarion of the Copyright Act". In Jacques
Derrida's daconstruttion of the premisas of speech act theory, "truth"
and “copyright" ava important terms, Derrida sess the existence of cop-
yright as an indication of some uneasiness about the status of truth;
he "{reflects] upon the trath of copyright and the copyright of
truth".** Dorrida observes that in tha case of "the obviously true...
copyzight is irrelevant and devoid of interest: averyoms will be able,

will in advance have been able, to reproduce what he {the speaker of

txuth] says",?® Derrida's opponent in the debats is John Searls, who up-
holds the varacity of speech act theory, and it ia ho who withholds the
copyright of his utterances. Yet fn this debate, Derrida refuses to cos
operate and avolds sny direct confrontatdon, praferring instead to con-
centrate on marginal elements, like Searle’s indication of copyright.
Dorrida, more precisely, violates tha cooperative principle. The

Derrida-Searle debate lacks any "mutually accepted direction”.

Gopyright entails an attopt to foreclose the infinite repeatability of
the signifier; cop,right uneasily ensures & relstionship of hisxarchical

depsndency between an criginal utterance and its repatition. It is
22
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tempting to read "copyright" as "copy-write", in which case the "Gapy-
Write Aut" would be any rule rhat enforces and polices the referential,
representational function of lengusge. The speaker of "The New Music
has flouted the mesim of quality, but the "Copy-Write Act” hos been vio-
lsted 8s wall.

Orice's maxims of guantity determine that > statement should ba "more
informative than is required". The comic excess of the apolopy, sad the
litany of thanks in “The Apology” (GD) undermine thesa mexims by theix

Linguistic overkill.

- Williaw I'm sorsy vou don't ski and I'm sorry about your back
and ['m sorry I invented bop jogeing which you_conldn’t dol
I'm sorry 1 loved Antigusl 1'm sorry my wind wandered when you
talked about the &rmy! I'm sorry | was superior in Brgument!
1’y sorry you slit open fy bicyclo tires sooking for incrgmi-
nating lotkers that you dida't findl You'lT neyer find theml
@0 173,

Grice's rules. Ita is

The apology
its chisf characteristie. In Derridesn terms, language itself is an ox-
cess which covars sn dbsence, an spology.’® In so far es "The Apology™
reflects the supplementsry charactar nf langiega, one could argue that
the real sublest of “The Apology" is languege and its lactnas and ex-
cesses.  Conversational exchanges in Barthelme's texts become seif-
refiexive, and in doing so, srods the basds of comunication, Their
mimesis is that of "language imitating itself", which is what Barthes
f£inds in the text of bliss,’” Derrads, toa, celebrates the “mimicry [that

imitates] nothing".?*

The mekims of manner outlined by Grice are flouted throughout the di-
alogies, or wure accurately, are suspanided. The context of ths utterances

cannot bo determined, ond the resder cannot judge whether & response is
23




| appropriate in its nanner, The maxims which guids "appropriste" conver-

sational mennor have am affinity with the maxims of yelstion. In an ex~

change like the following, both sets of maxims have been violated, because

the conversation seems to be composed entirely of irrolevant statements

that are cbscure, ambiguous, prolix and disorderly in their irrelevance:

- What onght I ta dof What do you advise me? Should I try to .

R see hiim? What will happen? Can you tell ma? .
x| - Yes it's caring nd being kind. We have corn dodgers and o

blood sausuge.
- Lesciviously offared a something pure and white ("Grest

Days", GD 170). i
(As has already boen noted, the eatirs text of "The Crisis” depends on '
~ the disjunction of conversational contriht tions.)
Py

Nevertheless, in all these texts, the dialogue continues, HNo "normai"

conversation would survive such glaring end ropasted transgrassions of

cooperative principles. The sbsence of eny controlling principle trans-

forms disiogua into & game that doos not comaunieate conventiomally.
/ Parhaps the underlying aporia of the dialogue texts is the following;
they are non-communicativs communications, hike Beckett's Unnamesble the
cooperative principle "can't go on, {will} go on".??

. Bartholme frequently uses anaphora to bind utterances into discursive
I i units,®® Ansphoric constructions set up & misleading continuity of ex~
change, In this instance, however, anaphora remains on the level of i
syntax, ané seems to be lmmune to semantic disruption. At the same time,
. anaphora seems to ba tho perfect figure for exchange; 1t becomes a way

of figuring the dsemintic process o purely loxical exchange at work in

: the texts. Although anaphora should be pert of a highly concatenaved and




s
e
"

logically coherent discouvse, here signifiers are passed from spesker to
spaaker in a way that undermines mesning:

- Deing clean

~ You'ze very eloag.

« Gleenar than mos

- Tt's not escnpcd we. Your cleannesy,

- Some of these pncplﬂ aren't gleam., People you meet,

- ¥hat can you de ==

- Set Bxﬂmple. Be glean ("The New Music", 80 22).

In this citation, borh epiphora, or repetition at the end of clauses, and
polyptoton have been ussd. The latter device rings & series of
worphological changes o the morpheme “clean”, such as "clesner" and
"cleanness", Barthelme's particuler wonipslation of eopiphers and
polyptoton doss nat permit dense and potentially new signifisds to aceu-

mulate with each The

meaning:  as
Berthas ssseris, "to repeat excessively is to enter into loss, into the

zero degree of the signified".*?

Repetition creates exchanges that have nc semantic use vaiue in thess
dialogues, Régis Durand makas some perceptive comments on use and ex~
changs value dn bextual corvorsations:

Whonevor scmeona spesks in a text, a strange composite effact
is produced, One could amalyse Lt by saying that it mixes the
use_value and sxchange value of speech, or perhaps oven That
use value tends to lose ground fo exchange value, to the extreme
poiiit where every response to & Statement is in effect a com-
mantary on it awd ot wich olser o motadiseourse (my
enphasia). *?

In Barthelme's texts, them, exchange functions in a merkediy different
mannor from tha habitue! functioning of exchenge in realist fiction. One
readi. g of the mochanisws of exchangs is offered by Rosalind Covard and
John Ellis.*? Following the Basthes of §/4, they azgue that exchange i
the basis of both capitalism and the realist text, The exchange of

signifier for signified, and af labour for capital, rests on 4 system of
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aquivalences to which the parties invelved in the cachange have tacitly

agreed. The sign stands for its referont, as cZpital stands for labour.
A cizcuit of precise aquivalences is required for these sxchangss to take
placa. This is another, widez variant on the principle of cucperation.
Indeed, a description Marx offers of the relationships nacessitsted by
the exchangs of commodities seems to bear o tempting resemblance to the

principle as hy Grice, Goward and Ellis cite the

following pessage from Narx ss suthorisation for thelr attack, quite

conventionally Marxist, en exchange valuc,

In order that thesa cbjects may onter intc relation with each
other as commodities, their guardisns must place themwselyes in
ralstion to one another..., They must therafore sutually
recoguise in asch other the 1ights of private propristors. 'This
judicial zelation, which thus expresses itself in a contract,
whether such 4 convract be part of a developed legsl system or
not, is a relation batwosn two wills (Goward and Ellis's
ellipsis).*"
Substitute "utterances" for “ebjects" and "communications" for “commod-
ities", and one hes 2 fair description of Grice's analysis of conversa-
tion, The motion of private propristorship obvicusly surfaces in the

discussion of copyright, as has boen noted.

Rapresentation, sccording to Cowsrd and Eilds, is the effect of the
squivalance of signifier and signified, which reader nd writer implic~
itly acknowledge, in s "relation betwesn two wills". Baxthelms's texts
deny any equivalence between signifier snd signified, If squivalence no
longer supports exchanga, conventional relations of buyer and seiler, ox

of addresser and addresses, partners In trade or in conversation, are
26




disturbed. Exchange exists here, as one of the figures in "Great Days"
puti it, as a "nonculminating kind of witimately affectless ectivity"

(€D 159).

Whet conclusion is ome to draw from this apparent violation of the laws
of ¢litical economy and the codes of realism? The position adopted by
Cowad and Ellis vis a vis this seemingly avant-garde assault on resderly
norm is the conventionally Ja) Quel one: an w.perinentsl teit is presumed
to hive ade. te political power ta disturb the socisl formation.
Tampsring with representstion is tampering with base structure. This is
what {risteva calls the revelutfon of poetic language.*® T+ reader is
meant to bo shocked out of her or his habitusl mode of commymication.
Ona sbould iote, hewaver, that Coward and Ellis's argument relies on anz
othey squivalance, that of economic relations of production (capitelism,

in this case) to textual preduction (realisn).

This idel is perhaps too easy for Barthelme's texts. Why do we read on
if we vecognisa that the text has flouted the principle of ceoperation?
Why ¢ ses dislogue continue (even irto the recent Overnight to Mapy Distant
8181,)? Perhaps the ¥ind of exchangs with which we are dealing is dif-
fertat from the naive equivalence of signiffer ond signified, and perhaps
the simple comploted transgction of communication is no lomger wven at

sta e,

For a somewhat headier eualysis, one has to turn te Jean Baudrillard.

In an cssay of the postmodern condition, he writss:

Marx set forth and denounced the obscenity of the commodity,
and this obscenity was linked to its equivalence, to the sbjsct
principle of free circulation, beyond all use value of the ab-
ject. The obscenity of the commodity stems from the fact that
it s abstract, formal and light in opposition to the weight,
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opacity and substance of the object. The commodity is readable:
in opposition to the objact, which mever complately gives up
its secrst, the commodity always manifests its visible asence,
which is its price. It is the formal pldca of trenscripeion
of all possible objests; through it, objects communicate,
Hence, the commodity form is the first great medium of the
modern world. But the message that the objects deliver through
it ds already extremely simplified, and it ia alvays the same:
their exchange value. Thus At bottom the message elresdy no
longer exists; It 15 the pedlum that i(mgcsﬂs itself in its pura
circulation, This is whac I call (potentially) ecstasy (my
emphasisy,

Baudrillard's Vecstasy of comwunication" is very different from the

of from one to another, as

Jakobson envisages it, just as the continuation of Darthelme's dialogues

differs from Grice’s inciple, The 1il7 of ut~

tersnce in the dialogues of Great Days transforms lenguage into a com
modity that cixculates ceaselessly, while the only message it
communicates {s, as Baudrillard notes, its own exchange value. Here we
o longex have the straightforward bargains of realist squivalence which
aply that text equals world, Nor do we have an svant-garde assault on
the ideologically dominant mode cf significarion, so that Cowerd and
Ellis's reliance on & notion of oppositionality betyoen experimental text
and society seems rather anachronistic, Coward and E1lis themselves begin
to appear logocentric, eager to sssign a political use value to the taxt.
For better or worse - snd this raises the question of the "reactionary”
nature of postmodernism*’ - Barthelme's writing resists any easy assim-
ilatdon to a political project, As & says in "Kierkegaard Unfelr to
Schlagel", "I'nm extremely political in a way that does no good to anybody"

(CL 84).

To return to Grice, it has to be admitted that despite the normative,
prescriptive und overtly ogocentric character of his mexims, his theory

allows for, and indeed, iolations of the prin-

ciple. lowever, the threat - for Grice es for Klinkowitz = of
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weaninglessness, that "at bottom the message already no longer exists,"
in Baudrillard's words, s safely contained. Grice discovars the meaning

of 1b1 and formulates a theory of 1

imp}icature.®® '

For example, if one were to respond to the question "Do you love me” by
saying "The weather is fine", one would be vielating the maxim of re-
lation, but one would be fndicsting an wwiliingness to answer the ques-
tion as well, and this would imply & lack of recipracel feeling. Grice's
snalysis of conversational {mplicatura is related to a valorisation of
semantic complexity and depth. For Grice, & sj.aker alveys means mors
than she or he says. The signifier is subordinate to its sigifieds;
the use valv ¢ language excesds its exchangesbility. The theoxy of
conversationa: L¢s icature could provide a frame work for the analysis
of conversations in the novels of Henry James, or of the dialogues in
Pinter's plays. With Barthsime, however, ome is no longer dealing with

hiy wodernist complexity, Instead, one moves without comstraints in the

space of postmodern, ssemantic euphoria. Barthelme's dialogues imply
sothing: as one of the seven dwarfs has it, "there is nothing [betwsen
the lines], in those white spaces ( S 106). Grice's theory, finally,
hos as little hold on tha slippery "white spaces", as the claims made by

Coward and Elils.

Barthelme's texts have as their univarse of discourse the postmodern spdce
of infinitely dnterconnecting nmatworks and of circulating “strings of
language". Flouting and erssing any rules, the dialogua goes on, while
tho speskars are gloriously unaware of tho disconnection of their utter-

ances, or avare, parhdps, of connections thi reader cannot percelive.




I:s grags

- Take a pletura of this excaptionally dirry window. .
What about

1 think that I can get a knighthood, I know & gug.
the Etarnal Return!

- Distant, dmunt distent. Thanks for calling Jim it was good
to talk to

= They playad "one o' Clack Jump®, "Two 0'Cloek Jump", "Thrse

0'Clock Jump” and "Feur O C\ol:k Jump”.  They were very good.
They'xe ail dead nw (“Hoxning ) cn

oA ot I saw them on television,
b 126).
ra
‘ These dialogues recycle the "ordinery rules of civilised discourse”, but

ench recyeling cencels a new xuls, snd each sxchange makes small-talk out

of in any form,

of the
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Unnatural Contexts, Unspeakable Acts

Unnatural Contexts

4 long tradition of Western thought conceives of the extra-linguistic
context of any utterance as the gvarantee of its truth. "Teking a
statement out of its context" is a semantic sim, a crime against a de-
tarmined and determinate meaning. Derrida, in an essey "Signature Event
Context”, remarks that this view of language does not articulate the
intarrelatedness of code and context adequately, Thy signifier can po-
tentially ba repested in an infinity of mow Contexts; the mark can ke
re-marked, Derrida claims thav both signifier, or code, and situstion,
or context, sre subject to what he calls the "graphematics of

iterability”. He .xplains:

Evary sign, linguistic or yon-limguistic, spoken or written ...
can be cited, put betwesn quotation marks, but in so daing it
can break with every given context, engendering an infinity of
new contexts in a manier which is bsolutely illimitsble. This
doss nob imply that the mark is valid nutside of & context, but
on the contrary that there are only contexts without sny centre
or absolute anchoring.*®

This iterability results in what Derrida descxibes as "the disruption,
in the last enalysis of the suthority of the code as a finite system of
xules; a4t the same time, the radical destruction of any context as a
protocol of code™,*® Neither code nor context can exist Without the other,
yat each can be used to undermine the other. Because the sign ig a sign
it can be repeated, and it incroduces potentially different situations

into the context in which it nceurs. On the other hand, those possibls
31




contexts transform the sign, depriving it of & singular, wiique signif-

icence.

Shifters ave particularly prome to the of iterability, They

et are signifiers which refer exclusively to the context of uttezance; they
have no meaning outside thia context. AL the same time, they are not
unique marks of a specific context{ paredoxically, they sre specific to
ngn

every context. Thay shift: amy 1s specific to my context, yet every

subject can erciculate this sign in every situstion. Keir Elam defines
a shifter es an "empty verbal index".®! The mark of any contextual cer~

tainty is by mature vacant, because it must be itersble in every context.

Roland Barthes theorises about the subversive power of shifte~s, and terms
o them "leaks of interlocution™. ile observes that "the shifter thus appears
as & complex means - furnished by langusge itself - of breaking communi~

cation .,..""% Barthelme's texts use the shifter to disrupt code and to

ambiguate context; egaln, one sees the use of language to undermine the

use of language. The diffizulties of pronominal reference in “The Crisis"

have slready indicated the shifty character of the shifver.

(& flctive, textual dimension even on the critical

about the shifter. Ohristopher Norris percaives a connection between
Derrida's "Signature Event Oontext”, the resulting debate between Ssarle
and Derrids, and Barthes's discussion of shiftexs, Searle tries to refute

Derrida’s assertion that the absence of addresser and addvesses infil-

| trates any message, rendering ivlly realised communicstion Impossible.

Ho offers the follewing utterance as proof that e message can remain

i wholly legibls outside its context: "On the twentisth of September 1793
b I set out on & journey from Londen to Oxford."$? Norris notices'* thet

Sadrle's irrefutable proaf resembles a message which Roland Barthes cites

#s proof of the "freedom and ... erotic fluddity” of shifters outside
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thair context.®® Barthes's message is "Monday. Returning tomorrew.
Jean-Louis",*® There is a distinctly Barthelmesn character to thase
critical pronouncements, so thav it is not unexpected that Derrda should
read Soarle's proof of the validity of an utterance outside its context,
as 8 "rich and wondrous fiction".? This digression demonstrates pre-
clsely the disturbances that result from the reinscription of the

signifier in different contexts.)

Shiftars foxm a subsidiary component of dedxis, or reference tu vhe con-

text of a message, and ir fiction, deixis plays a central rols in the

of & 1 illuspd Jakobson's medel of communi-
cation, cited at the beginning of this chapter, associates the aspect of
context with the referencial function of language, because language re-
fers by pointing to its supposedly extra-discursive context.®® Keir Elam
enlarges the referential scope of deixis identifiod by Jakobson and de-
scribes deixls as "the necessary condition of & non-narrative form of
world-creating discourse”.*® In a fictional text, deixis creates a ref-
erancs, and then sppears to havs been necessitated by the contest it has
created. Any interference in the daictie elements of a text will there-

fore disturb the effects of referentiality.

In Barthelme's fictions, delxis becomes highly ambiguous. MNaurice
Gouturier and Régis Durand realise thav "4t is practically impossible to
identify the deictic coordinates” of the diulogues. "Without such indi-~
cations, any plece of racorded dialogue would be difficult to wnderstand,
but when transeribed, it does not make sense at all; wa do not even know
bow many characters there ere.¢® The sbsence of & discernible context
leaves the shifters and deictic pointers signalling in a vacuum; they

fnow only polnt to the

of any rofe s

Couturier and Durend themsslves fall victim to the lack of context. They
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identify the situation in “The Apology" (GD) as one that "is easy to

picture", becansa it concarns “husband and wife arguing".*' A more ascu-
rate reading suggests thet the speakers of "The Apology” secm to be two
women, and that the men, William, is merely the topic of their discourse
a0d pot o speaker. But then, what does this patter? Such an ostensible
"misreading" merely serves to emphasise the emptiness of contextual in-

dices in "The Apolegy".

David Porush comments on the use of dislogue without context in "The Ex~

planation” from Cigy Life:

The interview itself is genarally 5 mechanical form that re-
crrds information passed hetween & questioner and respondent
locked dn & faadback loop, The centexts Sor such an informabion
loop disappedr - setting, physical descriptions, stc, Often,
one of the partivipants {1 ananymous, though in this sbstrach

[specifically "The ', but this phrase da-
sctihn: Barthelme's dialogues apely] both intexviswer aend
intervieves are without identity, effaced in fovour of & vehi-
cle for pure communication, Kowever, what would noymally be
an efficlent. device for recording what two pesple aie saying
o each other here becomes, through a series of oddnesses snd
lacunas, & devica for communicgting what two peaple ere heving
trouble saying to each othar

The pure dialogue, because of its lack of context, i5 not pure communi-
sation, "The Explanation" begins with a large black square, followed by

this interchange:

Qi Do you bolieve that this machine could be helpful in
changing the governmant?

A: Changing the govarnment ...

Qi Making it more responsive to ths nseds of the poople?

A I don't keow whet it ia. Vhat does {t do?

@ Well, look at it

{The black square appears once more.|

At It offers no clues,

Q: It h#s 5 certein ... retlcenue.

Q: A lack of confidence in the machine? (CL 69-70, Barthelme's
allipses),

o




identify the situstion in "The Apclogy" (GD) as one that "5 easy ¢o
picture”, bocsuse it concerns "husband and wife arguing”.® & more accu~
rate resding suggests that the speakers of "The Apology" seem ta be two
women, and that the man, William, is merely the topic of their ddscourse
and not a speaker, But thenm, what doas this matter? Such am ostensible
“misreading” merely serves te emphasise the emptiness of contestual in-

dicns in "The Apology”,

David Porush comments op the use of dislogus without context in “The Ex-

planation" from City Life:
ity Life

The interviey itself is gemorslly a mechanical form that re-
cords inforpation psssed batween a questioner and respondent
locked in a foedback laap. The contexts for such an information
lcop disappear - setting, physical descriptions, ete. Oftem,
ono of the participants {9 anonymous, though in this abstract
catechisy [quci(tunlly "The Euplanation”, but this phrase de-
seribes Barthelue's dialogues aptly] both dnverviewer and
interviewee are without identity, effacod in faveur of a vehi-
cle for pure communication. However, what would normslly be
an efficient device for racording what two people are saylng
o aach othsr here bucomes, through a series of oddnesses and
1acunas, 4 dovice for communicating what two pacple are having
trouble saying to each othex.®:

The pure diglogue, becauss of its lack of context, {s not pere communi~
cation, “The Explanation" begins with a large bluck square, followed by

this interchenge:

Q@ Do you belisve that this wechine could be helpful in
changing the government?

A: Chsnging the government ...

Naking {t mors responaive to the nasds of ths peopla?

At I don't know whet it is, Whay doos 1t do?

Qi Well, look at if.

[The black square appoara once more.]

A: It offars no clues.

Q¢ It han a certain ... retice:

QA& Lack of confidense Ln the michine? (CL 69-70, Berthelne's
ellipses).

(




“The Euplanation” relies on a delctic Indutarminacy, namely the assump-
tion that the deictic marker "this" poiuts to the black square, identi-
£ying it as "this machine", or the machine that is present in the context
of the dialogue, the machine that is being tolked about. However, vhis
dentification sexswbles the resder’s context and the context of the text,
"This mochine”, 'he black square in front of the reader, cannot be the
machins {tself; it can only be "this" reprosentstion of "that" machine,
which fs the topic of conversation between Q. snd A. But perhaps "this"
black square is indeed the mechine itself, in which cace the context of
the text includes its reader as well, Porush draws out some of the re-

sults of thie defctie aporin:

Who are A. and Q.7 Where are A, and Q.2 Are thoy literally
on the page? How slse could thoy refer to the same biack square
which I see there? The black square is both an object and a
figure (in the literary sense, a symbol, trope or metaphor) for
some sort of wachine, and by reflection, the words on the page
are seen hoth as objects and us parts of a literary device,®’

The indeterminacy of the delctic markor "this" unhinges the diffar-
anca botwsen presemtation and representation, brops and literalism,

reador and text,

In "The Explandtion™, A. remarks on the question-and-answer form: "I am
bored with {r but I realise that t pexmits many valusbla omissions: what
kind of dey it s, what I'm wearing, what I'm thinking, That's a very
conaiderable advantage, I would say" (CL 73), The advantageous omissions,
in fact, strip the dialogus of its context, of sverything it needs to make
sanse, Porush claims, somewhat fancifully that "in this case [the 'it'}
has lost its antesedent”.®* This is strange, becauss in context, "it" is

#

quite clearly anphoric, and relates divectly to the antecedent the

LA




question~snd-answer form" (CL 73). Porush makes some valuable remarks

sbout this putative loss of an antecadent, however,

Is A. talking about the "machine"? 1f so, he is squating the
nachine with a narrative devica, On tha other hand, his de-
scription could serve self-raflexively as vell for the inter-
view, which lso permits "many valuable omissions”

Another, clearsr instance of an exophoric pronoun occurs in “Great Days™,
In this sxample, the vacuum left by the vanishing of a mweaningful context

bacomes Ffilled with risgque suggestion, as the exophoric "it" seems to

refor to all kinds of improper possibilities:

- Well, I don't know, 1 haven't seen it.
- Wsll, would you like to see it7

« Well, T don’t know ...

- Well, I would liks to ses it right now beause just talking
about it has got me in the mood to ses it, If you knoy what 1
naan (G0 167),

"grack", in Uvernight te Meny Distant Gitles involves many surprising

shifts in shifters. The dialogue begins with a firm deictlc exposition,

which locstes speakers and context.

E - Celd here in the garden
L - You were complaining nbout che sun.
N = But when {t goos behind a cloud «
/. - Wall, you can't have everything {QTHGC 136).
P
The alemsnts of the garden are then saemingly listed, providing additional
contextual clarification.
! - The flowors are besutiful,
R - Indsed,
. - Gonsoling to have the flowsrs....
¢ - And these Japanese rocks
s - Artfully placed, most artfully (QTHDC 135).
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o '“ Howevar, the list suddenly includes “Social Security", "philosophy”, and
"sexuality"! (OTMDC 135). These items cannot be part of the garden in the
WL seme way 63 the flowers or Japanese rocks, Even the reassurdsg deixis
- of the opening lines undergoes mutations. The opening utterance is re-~

iterated " - Cold, here in the gaxden” (OTMDG 143). These shifts in the

description of "here" may be ascribed to quarulouaness ox confusion on P
S the part of the speaker, or even to altsrastions in the weather, but & S

e residus of uncertainty iingers. . A

The main body of the text is taken up by an attempt to pin shifters down.

. Dae speckor tries to make the other identify various bisarre objects as

. his possessions, such as doors, a bonbon dish, a shoe, a hundred-pound

sack of saccharin, & dressing gown and “two mattresses surrounding [a] . " i

single slice of salemi" (OTMDC 143). "

But any attewpt at deictic clarification seems deomed to lead to uncers - . .
. iy
tainty: . N
- When? . , T
RN - Tt must have been soms time ago. Sowe years, I don't know .
what ghey'rs doing heze. It strikes me they were in angther 4
R hotime, Not this house. I mean it's kind of cloudy. \,“ 2

- But they're hexe....
- But the doors are hate. They're yours.

" - Yes, They seem to be. I mean, 1'm ot arguing with you, On g
the other hand, they're not something I want to romember, par= S
ticularly (OTMDE 138, wr emphasis on deictic markers and
shifters),
i i
i The speakst does identify the mundred-pound bag of saccharin as his, but ; '
J {
c | this idemtification scon becomes less secure.
. ;
» - Mine, Indubitebly mine I'm forbidden to use sugar, J have !

a cendition, i
- I'm delighted to hear it, Not that yoy have a condition but
that the ssck is, without doubt, yours.




e

Hine. Yes.
T can't toil you how pleased ! am, The inquiry moves.
rogress is made. Results are obtained.
« What are you writing there, in your notes?
- That the sack is, beyond & doubt, yours.
¢ L think it's mine (OTMDG 141, my cmphasis).

And th n the speaker assarts:

8t the sack of saccharin .. definitely not mine,
« lothing i youzs an
- iome things are mine, but the sack is not mine, the is
no. mine, the bonben dish is not mine and the doors u . aot

8.
ou adaitted the doors.

- tot wholehsartedly.
- ¥ said, I have it right hora, written down, "Yes, thay must
b 1i; —

hraw that (OTMDC 141, my emphasis).
Even writing, it seems, is poverless to halt the slipping of shifters.

"0n the §.eps of the Conservatory" (GU) seems to bs unaquivocally situated
in an identifiable context, as the title indicates. The dialogue takes

place ba ween speakers who sre named in their vary first exchenge:

- ¢ mon Hilda don't fret,
« ¥111 Maggie it's a blow (GD 1333,

Unlike .exts like "Great Days”, "The New Music" (both in GD), or "Grand-
wothar'y House™ (§5), in which speakers axist only as sites of discourse,
Meggie and Hilda are chavacters in & more conventionsl sense. Semes of
person. 1ity are liberally distributed through the text in the manner of
realis. fiction. Hilda and Meggis reveal themselves in their utterances:
Hilda is ambitlous, depressed and has recently had some sxpstience of
love, while Maggie is successful, and duplicitous, as she seems to derive

a cor ain malicious enjoymont from Hilda's plight.




Despite such ostensible realism, "On the Steps of the Conservatory" does

not examine character and situstion. Tts real concern seems to be the
impossibility of securing any singular, and single, context. The dialogue

takes place as & threshold - the steps of the conservatory. Hilde directs

. her energies toward an-unobtainable, distal dejctic. ("Distal” denotes

4 distance from the spoakor, proximal" denotes nearness.)®’

Te it vondorful in thero Mosgial

k - I have to say it is. Yes. It

[ - Do you feel great being thera? s you fael wonde © 1.
- will mever get there (GB 141).

Read in this way, the text explores the way in which the dirtal de:. .

"there” irrupts into what Keir Elam calls the "context-of-witerinee’,””

which is mapped by four shifters, namely "I", "you", "here® en: “uow",
- The “context-of-utterance”, according to Elam, should "serve s an
indexical 'zero-point' from which the dramatic [or dialagic| world is
defined".®" "On the Steps of the Conservatery" traces the supplantiug of
the proximal "here" by "thare”. Hilda has fantasies sbout the verld
“there": "I could smile back at the smiling *faces of tha swift, dangerous
teachers .... I could work with clay or paste tings together” (GD 136).

Maggie, as a student of the conservatery, repretents this desizable

deictic "thore", and allows it to permeste the dialogue. Her contrib-
~ utions to the conversation introduce the unfamilier contexturs inte the

IS context-of-utterance:

- We got man naked models and weman naked models, hatps, gf uw
potted plants, and drapes. Ther are hiernr:hias oma prople
higher up and others lower down. These mingle, in is gorgeous
s light. We have lots of fun (G 141, but ses also :36).

N The "hora" of Kilda's exelusion camnot bacome the "thove" of hw: desire. ; ' \

Indeed, the dialogue of "On the Steps of the Conservatory' is structured i
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around the absence of the canservatory, and is not built on any secursly
presont context-of-utterance. The latter becomes merely liminal and pe-
ripheral in the face of distal desire.

Maggie's descriptions, Hilda's longing, end & sense of the ubiquity of
the conservatory combine to make the conservatory far more vivid then thu
immediate contaxt; "C'mon Hilda don't weep and tear your halr out here
where they can see you" (D 133, my emphasis). Like “The Trisis“, “On
the Steps of the Conservatory” presents the interpenetration of two op~
posing contextures, However, the opposition here/there is potentislly
reversible, precisely because it is encoded through shifters. The oppo-
sition on which “On the Steps of the Conservatory" is based, is therefore

7pen to reversal.

And this is exactly what has happensd in "The Fereweis’ (88). Hilda has
“finally been admitted to the damn Conservatezy. Flinel.y" (8§ 426).
“There" has indesd becoms "hers" in a movement of shifters, hut Hilde has
attained her position only to encounter & new and even wors desirabls

“there": the Institution,

- T guess this joint is tough to get intv, right?
- Inpossible (S5 426).

A final context in which the "here" of ut ~yance will coincida with the
“thers" of desire, is deferred; as "herc" becomss "there”, and vics

vorsa, one finds no ultinate context, only a circulation of shifters,

"The Lesp” illustrates the elusive charactsr of shifters, but focuses
specifically on ths marker of context-of-utterance, "now”. The text again

bogins with clear defetic coordinates:




e - Today we make the leap to faith, Today.

roday’
- Today (g 148).

The drift of this dislogue is away from the certainty that “todey's tha
o . day" (GD 145}, Thare e no apocslyptic "todsy”, only an infinity of new

contexts in which the empty index "today” appears over and over again.

- Tryagain another day? i
- Yes &nother day whan the plaid cactus is watered, when the =
hare's foot-fern is watered (gD 153),

"Today" is quite simply never "the day” for the very reason that "today"
is only & shiffer, an empty verbal index, which can be reiterated,
"quoted”, {f one wishes, in endless new contexts. Every day has been, -
or will be, or is "today", with the alarming result that this moment in
time is alvays subjact to all the othor moments. "Today" resonates with
the schoss of all the othu. "great days" which are everywhers excapt here.
"The Leap" seeme to illustrate perfectly the reciprocal deconstruction
of code by context, and centext by code. Like the apocalypsa, "today"

nover tskes place. This is possibly why the uxtendad catalogue of &t~

tributes of the "othor day" mingles echees of the folkloric motif of a

never-to-be day, with banal, everyday elements. (See GD 153-154.) The

day, "snother day", will tburefore be both “a wedding day" (8D 153) and

"a plain day' (@D 154).

Mhe shifters "here" and "now" are not the oniy oner to be called into ©

guestion by shifting displacements of context, The lack of context ra~

. suits in a voiding of the spoaking subjact, or the eawnciating "I,

Vroderdck R, Karl yrites thet "we zannot be certain of two voices in many /’ '
o

lof the alalogues], winco they could bo, like Prufufk, o singio self '

e

split into two or more voioss™,®! The uttorances, dccording to Karl,




confuse gender, and blur distinctions between human and mon-human, be-
tween individudl enunciation and mess media. In the dialogues, the resdsr
finds "msle and female intermixed, the world of dead matter, news items,
personal relationships all reduced to the snippats by which we assimilate

them; there is no continuity,"’?

‘The skifser "I" does not cause unespacted difficulties in the dialogues
alone.  Betty Flowers offers a comprehensive suamszy of the narrative

shifts of Snow White

Through rapdom switching £rom "I" to "we, Barthelms emphasises
a common identity emong the dwarfs. When the narrative shifts
to *I' the reader s naver sure which dwarf is "I". When the
narrativa e r_hird -person duarf, ome is uncertain who ds
* t some point in the book, each of the savan
dwerts 15 "watched® and Jescxibed vy tha "ehled-persan” diare

from narratoc”

(as
who is alse active in Snuw White). !

Such shifts in the pronoun "I" can also be found in "Florance Green is

81

n g8 were introduced she said “Oh sre you a native of
Dailus Hr Baskerville?" No Joan baby 1 am a native of Bengazi
.. that is not what I said but what ! should have said, it
would have been briiliant. When she asked him what he did
Baskexville identified himsalf &s an Amorican veightlifter and
poec  (CBDG 8, my emphas.

Ono should note that Baskervilie and the "I" era in fact one and the same
parson, but that the language of tha text plays havoe with the shifter
“1", &s one can ses from Baskerville's description of his identification

of himself.

Barthes describes shiftevs as "so many social subversions” which are

“concedad by language but opposed by socisty” because, Barthes belleves,
42




sosioty "fears such lesks of subjectivity and always stops thom by in-
sisting on the operator's duplieity ...."”? The arch-shifter "I" is par-
ticularly prone to & subversion which must remaln unacknowledged if
communication is to be successful. For Barthes, the first-parson pronoun
is fraught with ovactly the possibilities noticed in citations from

Baxthelme's writing:

I speak (consider wy mestary of the cade) but I wrap myself in

the midst of an emunciatory sltuation which is unknown to you,

I insert into my discourse cartain leaks of interlocutism (is

ghis uot in fact what always happens yhen we utilise that

‘hifter paz ocellence, the pronoun 17).7
G ier and Durand even assert that Bavthelws's writing is the
realisation of Barthes's dream of a world of daixis without reference.’”
Barthelme's speakers use "I" while they wrap themselves in enigmatic
enunciatory situations; his writing releases the subversive potentisl
wyn

of shifters. Every angaged in the text - the "I" of chavacter, reaier

or author - is subject to these lesks of interlocution.

Unspeakabis Acts, or, Derrlda Unfair to Searle

larifying the nature of a speach act, fmile Benveniste writes that &
“perfurmetive that is not an act dos¢ not exist". The speech act must
be sssociated wich authority and power, otherwisa it deterisrates into

empty words.
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Angbody can_shout in the public square "I declare a general
mobilisation™ snd as it cannot be an act because the requisite
authorlty is lacking, such en utterance is no more than words;
it reduces itself to futile clemour, childishness or lunacy
(Bemveniste's ewphasis).”

Against this exposition, one conld set an utterance from "The Crisis”,
which prasents one of the actions involved in the rebellion: "The rebels
have failed to make promises. Promises are, perhaps, the nut of the
matter” (GD 8). In speech sct theory, promises are indeed the nut of the
matver, and the failure to make or keep a promise presents an insurraction

of words.

J. T Austin's exposition of spesch act theory confidently (but
A i itously?) promises its readsr thet it will show hei oz him How to
Do _in.ups with Words.”* Berthelme's dialogues, on the contrary, are
anti-illoeutions, performatives without authority, utterances that ara

"no more [and no less] then words", and, to echo Avstin, ways of doing

nothing with words. Those disloguas are unspeskable speach acts. -
Coutuxiexr and Durand polnt out that what "the reader misses most ...
l4s] the {llocutionary value of what is voing said (the intended spaech
act behind the words: statement, cenpisiut, promise, quastion, and so
om)."7?

"Morning" and "The Apology” can be deacribed as metx-speech acts, or
spacch acts that emact their performance self-comssiously. At the same
time, both texts rovesl the instability, and what Austin calls the
infolicity™ of performatives, "Morning" takes the performative "I admit
I am frightened” as its matrix. "Say you're frightened. aAdmit 1t" (80
123). "The Apology" is based on tha performativa of apolagy. (Perhaps
all performatives are apologetic just as all shifters are shifty?) Hers,

the performative is overextended and finaliv irfelicitous:
&b




Was I sorry cnough?
- Mo (6D 18).

The speaker of "Morning” admits to fear by defining it metonymically,

‘the sources of fear nre enumerated: "I'm rrightened. By flutes and

flower girls and sirens.... By coffee, dead henging plants, people who
think too fast, vestments and bells" (DG 124). Although both .exts

1y thedr the of

"Morning" seems to be so felicitous that the interlocutor vainly demands

& denial at the end of the dislogue: “Say you're not frightemed. Incpire

me" (8D 129). Such risihle overdetermination of & parformative becomss
a way of diminishing its status &s an act, and reducing it to i

constitutive elements, the words Wunveniste denigrates in such stron,
terms. In both “Morning" and "The Apology" the sriginal performative is
ohscured by the strings and fragnents of discourse o which it gives rise.

The speech ast drifus away from astien sud back to spasch.

The very first sentence of the first text in Great Dave, "The Crisis"
provides an exemple of peculidr performatives, sprach acts which are de-
void of illocutiotsry and perlocutionary forca: "On the dedication page
of the rebellion, we see the words 'To Clementine'" (GD 3). Carl Malwgren
describes the functioning of this typs of utterance very peresptivaly
indeed: “The toxt thus refers to & non-entity, in effect creating, in a
perlocutionary fashion, its own spaech act, & vefarential coda which has
no prior existance."”’ The line from "The Crisis" is a performative, bo-
csuse it doos what it says. Had the speaker said "the words appeaz”,
instead of "we see the words”, the utterance weuld have been a simple
‘onstative one.

imultanacusly

Although it is 2 the line
fulfils and vielates the follclty conditions, the reqy .rements for 4

speach act to constitute itsslf “properly” as such,




We do sae the words "To Clementine”, but not on the "dedication page of
the zebellion",  (The latter phrase i¢ another bizarre Barthelmaan
collocation.) Our only conclusion can be that the utterance is self-
reflexiva, that it refers to the flction itself, Tho phrase, "dedication
page”, draws attentlon to the material form of a book, a text, this text.
(Great Days itsalf s dedicated to "Thomas B. Hess", who may be as fic-
tional as "Clementine™.) We see the words "To Ttementine” in the first
sentence, if mot on the dedication pege. And the dadication "To
Glementine” is itself snother porformative, embedded withiz the
performative that makes us see the words "To Clementine” th.mselves. At
the sama timo the texes "the reballion” and "The Orisis" do not quite
coincide, so that the perlocutionary, or persuasive force of the utterance

remains obscure, As yeadsrs, we are both convinced snd not convinced.

It is sigedflcant that this pe : a quotation, "Te

Glementine and a raference to another text, the "rebellion" which has &
“dedjeation pege". Perhaps this other toxt is mone other than tha re~
hellious Geeay Daya., To ddconstruct the edifice of speach act theory,

Derrida focuses pracisely on these "parasitic” forms of discourse, arch

as quotaticn and fiction.®®

In "Signature Event Context" and "Limited Inc abc ..." (Derride's
allipsis) Derride argues that the thasries of Austin and Searle are an-
other incarnation of the "metaphysics of presence”, because speach act
theoty presupposes a fully self-prasent speaker syith the intontion of
communicating somsthing, For Derrida, speach act theory dopends an the

hiorarchy of logical which has Western

thoughts




Tho hierarchical uxiology, the ethical-ontological distinctions
... do not merely set up valuo~oppositions alustered arvund an
idesl and undefinable limit, but moreover subordinate thess
values to each other (normal/shnowmsl, standard/parasite,
fuléilled/void,  serious/non-serious,  literal/non-litexal,
briefly: positive/negative and ideal/non-idesi)...*®

Darrida accuses Austin and Searie of taking part in the metaphysicsl

of returning " 11y", ideally, to an origin
or te e "priority" held to be simpla, intact, normal, pure,
standard, self-identical, in order then to thimk in terms of
ancident, ete,"?

(One should note that Grice's mexims also participste in this enterprise,

because noxmative rules are formulated bgfore violations of the norm are

considerad.) The citation from "The Crisis® offers an example of exactly
the kind of non-literal, non-serdous, parodic, parasitic discourse dustin

and Searle attempt to exclude from tho canon, of pure speech auts.

Daxrida's deconstruction of speech act theory utilises the notion of

iterability:

Iterability alters, 1ly what it iden~
tifies and enables to repeak “itself", it leaves us no cholce
but to mean (to say) somathing that is (alvays, already, also)
othes than what we mean (to say), to say, to say something other
then what we say and would have wanted te say, to understand
semething other then ... etc. ... Limiting the very thing it
suthorises, transgressing the code or law it comstitutes, the
graphics of itorability inscribes alterstien irreducibly in
repstition (or in jdentification): » triori, always and al-
reddy, without delay, at once, aussi se. [the last phrase puns
on Darrida's scronym for his essay  Gigaature Event Context”,
Sec)., (first eliipsis, Derrida’s).’?

("The Apology" and "Morning" perfoxm the irift and alterscion imscribed
in the sign, which, by its very nature, must be repeatable,) Derrida
argues that becsuse a spesch act Is necessarily convem’emal - apology,
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thanks, promiss, declaration, threat, whatever - its repeatability, its
status gs a sign, must pre-exist any supposedly original moment of pure,
fully intentional communication. Any spesch act wust "always and already”
be a guotstion for it to be inteiligible as & speach act. Quotatien,
initation (parody snd pastiche) and fiction camnot therefere be excluded
from a theary of spesch acts, because they are "always and already™ part

of sny speoch act.

John R. Searle responds angrily to Derride's misrcading of Austin, only
to have Derrida re-iterate the argument of "Signature Bvent Context" in

“Limited Inc abc ..." #s & rosponse. Derrida renames Searle "Sarl", or

Secided A rasponsabilitd limitde, or “Scciety with Limited Lisbility","*
and makes much of the copyrigit which Searle attaches to his essey.

“sarl", in fact, becomes the paradign of &ll those who claim

proprictorship of texts in tha name of legitimste suthorship and suthor-
ity, thereby controlling and limiting the endless quotatfons of textusl

and intertextual play.®®

The fins. series of exchanges of "Grest Days" embodies a perfoct illus-

tration of Derrida’s critique of spaech act theery. It deserves to be

quoted fn full:

What do the children say?

- There's a thing the children say.

« What do the childron sey.

7 They says WLl you slueys love me?

- Alva

W1 you always xemonber met

- Alvays.

- $ill you yemember me a yoar from now?

- Yos, 1 will.

~ Will you remombor me two years fram now?
- Yos, I will.

- Will you cemember me five years from now?
- Yos, T will,

- Kuogk knock.

- Who's thore?




- You see? (gD 171-172).

Couturier and Durand vead this toxt as “a ritusl review and exorcism of
past behaviour, leading to the final promise to love and remember".'® In
other words, despite thoir denials, cited sarlisr, of illocutionary ferce
at work in Barthelme's texts, they read these utterances as a straight-
forward, folicitous speech act, a “promise to love and remember." Sig-
nificantly, the phrese "ritual revisy" hints at iterability, but this hint

1s neither explored nor v thedr lusd de-

pends on the suppression of the last three lines of dialogua, & surprising
omission. The dialogue itsalf examines the ways in which the "always and
already" present parasitism of iterability undermines aven the most

felicitous of perfotmatives,

The dialogue is a shifting interplsy of citations and quovations. The
question "Will you alwsys love me?” is introduced from the start, as a
quotation, ss something "the children say”. Even in its presumsbly ori-
ginal context, namely the posing of this question by the childrem, the
quastion is still a quotation, The childsen are imitating - or quoting
- the langvage of adults, and the advlts in their turn are simply quoting
& culturally encoded form every time they ask this question. The origins
of the question diseppear in a msze of quotation. A4 a promissive spoech
act, " will always love you" (s voided in advance by its status as a
conventionsl response to a highly convencionalised question. The wttex-
ances ara, therefora, quotations to sn indeterminate degrae. As Couturier
and Durand recogniss, the dialogue is a ritual, but its ritual character

radically the possibility of  felicltous speech act. Thase

utterances are quotations and not (speech) actions; tha ritual quality

of the exchange serves to underidne its textuality.
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Barthes econcedes that I-love-you is "a 'formula', but this formula cor-
responds to no ritual,"*? It would seem that Barthes, like Couturier and
Durend, conceives of the wtterance I-lova-you as a moment of pure self-
presence on tha part of.the spesker, despite the couvantionsl naturs of
the speach act. However, like everyone else, the speakers of "Great Days™
are locked in the iteranility of ritusl. The performative of love is
called into question by the formulaic repat‘iuian of a "knock knock™ joke.
This type of joke cbvicusly deponds on codad, iterable formulae for its
effectiviness, The first spsaket interprets the conventional response
“no's there?™ - to the conventional prompt - “Knock knock" - as a sign
that he has slready been forgotten by his interlocutor. Barthelme draws
a parallel between & conventional instance of language use, & formulaic
Joks, and what we would all like to believe is a spontansous, unconven-
tional momsnt of self-prosence ir the company of the other, I-leva-yoy.
infelicitously, in terss of linguistic convention, theve g no dis-
tinction batyeen a “knock knock” joke and a declaration of lova, because

both depend on the iterability of conventional signs for their success.

The spesking subject, even in its most spontanecus performativs, is doomad
to quotation, The lovers of "Great Days' can only reiterate "yhat the
children say" to signal their love, The necessarily conventisnal naturs

of human and

of langusge betrays the

the always uncestain authority of the speech act,

Barthelme's disloguss consistently undermine their own promises. They
construct tio coheront unjverss of discourse; they violats the coopszative
principle without any compensftin in semantic depth; they stbvert the

anchorings of context end reforeuce by means of deisiz itsslfi they use
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performatives as pure quuiations, and divest them of authority.  They
raveal that the speaking subject is never in command of its utterances,
&nd that language enunciatss us, rather than the other way round. The
reversibility of spesking positions in dislogue is used to set up &
ceaseless circularity of language. This is something that Jean
Beudrillard specifically identifies &s a break with the forms of thought
that preceded postmodernism., For Beudriliard, circular discourse is

different bacause

it no leuger passes Erom one point to another but ... it de-
seribes a casslo which indlstinctly encompasses the positions
of transmittas +rd raceiver nog unlocatable as such. Thus thers
18 1o longar euy !y insmiteing {nstance - pover is something that
circulates end whusa source is no longer marked, & cycle in
which the positions of dominator snd dominated javevchanga in
an andless reversion that is also the and ¥ power in its
classical definition (the allipsis is Hal Fost r's, who guates
this argument).**

In othar words, the tradition of phono-logocentrism, of the speaking vaice
6s a guarantee of truth, 4 notion that is still current in medernism, is

wittily undone in Barthelme's dislogues.

The utter impossibility of determining "tone" in any utterance from these
texts challenges the dominance "tons" achieved under the auspices of New
Criticlsm, the legitimating theory of high modernism.'® The concept of
textual "tone" betrays a certain longing for the residue of a voice as
an index of andividuality, In an exchangs like the following, it simply
does not matter whaether the "tome" is sad, elegiac, iromie, bitter; ox

defensive:

- My demsnds were not mat, One, two, thzes, four.

- 1 adnire your dash and addvess. But regret your fear and
prudence.

-« hlways meking the effort, always ('Great Days", G 158).

il
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Klinkowitz reveals an ingrained phono-logocentric bias, am unquestioned
prafsrence for the presence of a spesker as revesled by a voics, even if
that "yoice" is a critical fiction, Ha claims, rather estonishingly, that
Barthelme's "favourite subject” is the "quality of the human voiee".??
Molesworth also detects tones in Barthelme's writing: the naivaly nos-

talgic and the sardonic, but he does concede that these two tonmes cancel

each other, leaving the texts "virtually toneless™".?}

Unltke the “full" voices of figures in classic realist fiction, or aven
in high modexnist writing, speaking from the plenitude of an individual-
ity, the empty voices of Barthelme's speakers reveal that the speaking
subjact is nover quite prasent in its utterances, and that cireular dis-
wourse can unsettle tha polarities of communication, But the "sweet even
discourse” ("Graat Days", GD 159) of the dislogues is a reminder, in its
fun, wit and exuborance, of the unleashed possibilities of language in

the "great days" to coma.




CHAPTER TWO

s BARTHELME'S EFFACED SELF: DISCOURSE AND SUBJECTIVITY

In the preceding chepear we sew that, according to Jan Muks¥ovsky, di-

alogue differs from monologue because the latter has & "single and con-

tinuous contextuxe."’? But what do we do with texts in which an apparent

wonologue turms out to be a concaaled dislogue? The discourses of

Barthelme's characters dve permeated to such & degree by other voices that
Mukatovsky's presentation of monologte seems simplistic, for Barthelme's

fictions work to dissolve any monolithic, monologic identity.

Roland Barthes claims that in the classic realist text "characters are

¢ typas of discourss, end conversely, the discourss is a charcter like the
ot " The "complicity {betyeen character and discourse] assures the
uninterrupted exchange of the codes [of readability].”"*’ If one aspect
{ of Darthelme's writings 1s the endless circulations and exchenges of
discourse, "charactar”, on the other hand, is radicelly interrupted and

syncopsted, as the complicity betwsen character and discourse is dia-

solved. The partnership between reader and cheracter, or "empathy", is

disturbad as well,

o The "complieity" which Barthes detects in the realist text is not, of
- caurse, specific to classic realism. What greater example could one £ind
of this allegiance between discourse and character than the inverior

logue or stream of

so dominans in modernist practice?
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" In this cass, sach item in the discourse determines and overdetermines 2

charactar in its every recess. Think of Molly’s celebrated monologie at

the end of Ulysses; think also of Barthelme's pastiche of this wode of

writing in the mock tnterior mouclogue of the Dead Fatter (F 172-173},

Frederic Jamsson observes thet in high medernism

- the problem of expression is closely linked to some conception
B of the subject as a moned-like container within which things
sre falt which are then sxpressed by projection cutwards....

an you constitute your individusl subjectivity as a self-
sufficlent fisld ad e closed realm in ity ewn right...[you]
candenn yoursslf to the vindless solituds of the monad, buried
alive and condemned to a prison-cell without egress.

Jameson goes on to declare that postmodernism disrupts the '‘momad-like

s
]
o / container™ of the Romantic-modernist individual, who iz condemned by his
E vary individuality to an sternity of interior monologus, The decentred
S

subject of postmodernism, on the other hand, venishes into strings of

-~ . langusge.

1In 8 perceptive reading of Barthelme's fiction, R. B. Johnson suggests:

i For Barthelme as for Niatzsche, it is this displacoment [of the
self]-affected by the clash of grawmsrs - that afforda the
liberating recognition that the self is a gremmatical con-
struct. Hereln lies the pleasure generated by the play of
Language,'®

In other words, the reglisation that character is only a discourse nifers

& way out of the modernist prison of the self toyard a ney conceptien of
subjectivity. I shall not deny that this subjectivity affords pleassure,
but the exsct valus of the decentred subject has been challenged, Some

v aspects of this challenge will be examined at the end of the chapter; for

s ‘




the time belng, d degres of cauiion when dealing with utopian claims like
Johnson's is enough,  But what precisely is the "effacad melf” in

Barthelme's writing?

The Dialogical Subjsct: An "Intersubjective Atrocity

One of the narrators of "Daumier” sttempts to find out more about selfhood

by studying texts with the word "self” in their title,

1 turned over the literature, which is immense, the following
volumes sticking {n the mind as having been particularly valu-
able: The Self: An Intreduction by Meyers, Self-Abuse by
Semuels, The Armed Self by Crawlie, Burt's The Concept of
Self,  Self-Congratulation by  MNcPee,  Fingaretto's
Self-| Salf-Defense for Women snd Youns Girls b
Birch, Wintermen's Self-Doubt, The Effaced Self by Lilly,
Self-Hatred In_Vermin by BSkinner, LeBett's Selfishness,
Gorden's. gel-iove, he Nen-toloured Jelf by Winsor and
Newton, Self-Mastory, The Hisplaced Self by
Richards, Nastiness by Rertini, The Sel¢ Prasares by Teller,
Flesmen's The Sslf ez Pretest, Hickel's Self-Propelled
Vehicles, Sorensen's Self-Sidughter, Self snd Society in fing
Thought by DeBlarry, The Sordid Self by Clute, and Technigues
of Self-Validation by Wright. These works underscored what I
alraady knay, that the self is a dirty great villain, an
intecrupter of slecp, a deviler of ewekeness, en intersubjer-
vive strocity, a mouth, a maw (5 169).

Hexe the subject, both as topic and &s self, diseppears exubsrently in
the discourse that is meant vo express it. Barthelms's seif is ludic and
"many-coloured”, but, at the same time, it is "misplaced” and "effaced",
The self is & "pretext" for haterogensity rather than identity; thess

titles share only their playful resistance to self-expression.




One of the reasons why this list induces laughter is because the word
"aelf" itself lacks identity and changes its mesning as a result of dif-
ferent contexts. Tha "self" that can be sbused or defended (a body) is
clearly not the seme as the self that can be effaced or doubtsd (a per-
sonality). And thesa "selves” are not the same 8s the "self" of "self~
propelled”. The list is funny because the speaker can neither limit nor
catalogue the difference between self and other. In the. contusion of
"self” as a body with "self" as a supposed essence, one can seo a de=
cavegorisation of the pramises of Western selfhood. The Gartesian dualism
of mind/body cannot Function Lf its terms are scrambled, as they are in

this list,

The last sentence of the quoted section constitutes a miniature allegory
of the subject in language. Discaurse pre-existe sny individual, end the
sttempt to locate a stable subjectivity in, end by means of, language
results in the discovery of what one {(always) "already {knows)," The self
provides & pretext for an endless discourse, a never-ending text, which
fails, despite its "immensity", to captura the self, The self is the
absent cantre of encircling discourdss. It zemairs, in the verds of
“paumier", both & stubborn presence, a "villain” and an exigmatic absencs,

a "maw",

In addiessing Barthelne's texts, one has to deteymine why any attempt to
identify or f£i che subjoct in language, or the spssker fn discourse,

necesaarily entails & misplacement (The Misplased Self by Bastholme?).

4 zeader lke Larry McCaffary finds speakers and characters in these
fictions unproblemacic, Thelr language expresses a salf, as far s
HeGaffery is concerned, becauss this language yepresents their "strugsle

to stay alive, make sense of their lives and establish a weaningful con-
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tact with others...."?® A "signilicant' relationship exists between the
attempted self-sxpression of characters and “Bacthelme’s own struggle
with the doterioration of fictional forms and the deterioration of lan-
guage".?7 Metaffer; fails to account for anything beyond the stylistic
idiosyncrasies of an individual authov, (Hence his telling emphasis on
“Barthelne’s oun.") H~ can only disgnose "character”in a traditional way,
whether this character is "Berchelms” or "Baskeryille" in "Florence Green
1s 81" (CBDC), whom he describes as a "deeply disturbed individual in-
deed".®"  Individual~in-deed 4s indeed tho unproblematic notion of
chavactor-dn-action. NcGaffery camnot comprehend the implosion of any
unified, diagrosable chasacter in thess toxts, and camct gresp the

complicity of language in such a process.

Charles Molesworth offers characterological profiles of the "typical
chazacter” created by Barthelua.®’ He claims that "Barthelms's characters
show how the. desire an ethical, noraative measure that will allow them

to thelr e s book is larded with

. "

to and that are based on

psyzhologising,*¢! ffe does. admit that “in almost all {Barthelme's] sto-

ries the characters ppear as victins, posteboard caricatuzss of social

\attitudes and psychological dilemmas, obviously 'signs’ only of their

suthox's glibness.” Even 5o, a cericature dis & distorted
repyosentation, snd if this still offers too disturbing a view of "char~
acter", we can sssume the prosence of an suthoy behind all the "signa”
and "pasteboard”, beyond seemingly self~gencrating discourse, Molesworth
continues: “And yet they [the characters} do refisct, and in some cases

oven oxpose the way we live now..,."

He concludes that these characters
do represent what he somewhat snachronistically terms "resl life!.'?®

Howaver, one must adwit that Molesworth's attitude wavers, He iu capabls
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of insights like the following: “In Barthelme's zase, no ... sssumption

of consistency is possible. If Edward and Pia are truly representative
or sympathetic characters they should be presemted in a homogeneous
fashion. 1f the heterogeneous presentation {s an accurate raflastion of
their character, they are hardly to be viewed in 2 stable emotional

frave™, "’ This is exactly the zporis I propose to address.

Contrary to about. ar aven ly incon-
sistent, ) the of Barthalme's are mot at
all single and of unique personalities. They sre

underpinned, instesd, by what Mikhail Bakhtin calls a "hidden

dialogicaliey®. **

In his reading of dostoevsky, Bakhtin distinguishes ‘batween two majur

"obj; " yords and the 'double-velced"

namely
word, '®® (It should be noted that Bakhtin uses "word” consistently as a
synecdochs for Mdiscourse”.) The "Sirect word fis} aimed directly at its
object," and in this context "cbisct” can ba understood as both the
“referent" of a signifier, and its "intention". Referentiality, and
iilocutionary or perlocutionary force are instances of object-orientated
discoursa, For Bekhtin, sueh a goal-directed, illocutionary and refer-
ential discourse is “the expression of ths speaker's ultimste semantic
suthority "(my omphasis).'®® The object-orientated word is not innacent,
despite its apparent tremsparstcy. It is Inextricably linked to the
“presence of autloritative points of viey snd authoritative established

values, 107

Bakhitin identifies representad discourse or the "ebjectivised word"}**

a8 mother discursivo sub-group, which is subsumed by the "object-
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oriented” word. The "objectivised word" is clearly subordinatad to the
direct, authoritative metalanguage of & narrater. In hoth the object-
orientated word, and the objectivisad word, language is seen as the vix~

tually of an individoal.  Both

Halesworth and MeCaffery seem to be reiuctant to move bayond these lavels
of language, and view the charactor’s inconsistency ds past of the au-
thor's comaistency, or as instances of the “objectivised word" in
Bakhtin's terminology., Bakitin sees both these types of discourss 28
examples of "self-enclosed uttercnce".!®? Hexs we encounter the "self-
oncloged" self or the modernist monad once more. lHovever, Bakhtin con-
tests what he calls the "verbal-semantic dictetorship of a unified style
and tone". ! This atritude is echoad by Roland Barthes, who seas unified
individuality as repressive; “how much pemal evidence is based on &

psychology of consistency!™. 11!

In Bakhtin's typology, the "doublesvolced word" plays paradox to the goxa
of objoctoriontated discourse, whether direct or represented, Tho
double-voiced word collides two or more semantic avthorities, and, in this
way, challenges "monologically securs speach”,**# Tha “hetero-directed
woxd" undermines the function of conventional discoirse, which Bakhtin
claiws is “to signify, express, comvey or reprasent something".’? Agatn,
we are dealing with a challenge to an identification of language with
communication,  The illocutionaxy force of en uttersnce is short~
cixeuited by hetoro-dirested discourse, bacause tha latter recognises no
singls semantic euthority. In Dakhtin's case, the challenge to communi-
cavion entails & questioning of the self that is presumed to be engaged
in the communication of mening. The double-voiced word ls both answes
and antivipation; it s involved in & complax dialogus with itself. It

becomes the site of "interferences” batyeen several equally suthoritstive
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voices,*'* Bakhtin deseribes dislogic discourse as "{losing] its compos
Buze and confidence and [becoming] agitated, immerly undecided and two-
faced".'® He stresses that the dialogle word is slyays (already) a
respense to the utterances of ancther. No utterance is fully present ar
oxiginal, for, as Sakhtin persuasively puts it, "there %s only the word-
sddress, e word uhich comes into dialogical contact with another word, a
word sbout a word addrassed to & word".! (So much, one is tempted to

add, for refersntislity.)

Bakhtin fornulates the dialogie cheractor of discourse in & way that is
seductively sinilar to Derrida's articulation f al infinity of contexts

set in notdon by the praphematic mark:

No, [the speaker] recaives the word from the voics of another,
and the word is filled with thet voice. The word arrives in
his context from ancther contest which is saturated with other
people’s inkerpretations. His own thought Finds the word al-
raady inhabited.'}?

Despite the striking parallels hetween the srguments of Dakhtin and
Derrida, Bakitin remains content to regard dialogic discourse as & mex-
ginal eand circumscribed {nstance, a deviation .. & monologic main-
stream. For this reason, despite his acknowle b of the dislogic
potential of various genres,’'® he stops short of recognising that all
discourse s dialogic. If one follows s Derridesn trajactory, dialogue
cannot be the etiolsted derivation rom an originary, self-present ut-
torance. Quite simply, monologic discourse is a dialogue which has re-

pressad, or hidden, its dislegicality.

Perhaps the "word sbout a word addvéssed to & word" is nowhere more ap-

Keistove ealls 1ity, ' that

parent than in the
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mesh of quotations without origins which maks up any uttorance. It fs
because the sign is iterable that any text is alresdy an intertext, made
up of other people's words, The conclusion of "Great Days" (GD) is a
telling instance of cuch ntertextuality; others are "The Catechist" (8)
and 'The Sandman' (3). Again, if & moaologice]l utterance has repressed

its own dislogicality in order to creute an effect of communication, xe-

alist and 1 rapress lity so that they
sgen to have direct access to a refersnt, and do not appear to be meclated
by this potentislly ondless web of quotations, Postmodernist writing
appears esger to draw attention to its own intertextuality for the sake
of that intertextuality, and not in the service of some modernist
“allusion™ or appeal to an originally euthentic context. It is not that

weiting {s 1, and the century novel ie

not, Any writing partakes of intertextuality, it is just that the attis

tude to this condition of writing differs in postmodernism.

To gresp the radically dislogic character of all discourse as proposed
by poststrusturalist theories, one has to turn to Jacquas Lecan's model
of subjsctivity in language. Here one finds that Bakhtin's notion of the
discourss of apother becomes tho languaga of an othar, the Uther. Hesning
is detexmined by this Gther, according to Lacan. (To fully comprehaend
the potential of Bskhtin's thought, it is necessary to introduce the
concapts of another, in a sslf-fulfillmant of the theory.) Coward and

Eilis summarise the significance of the Other in Lacan's work es follows:

The positiotality which characterises language - in which
moanings exist for a subject who functions as the place of in-
tantion of those meanings - commences with the separation of
subject and object. The situating of the image &s ueparate
[oceurs] through the interventicn of ths third term, tha othex
veo It demomstrates hore how lsnguage constructs itsalf frem
& state of otherneys. The sol. of the subject

S5y,




arises £rom primary sltar cority; the subject represents Stuelf
by a "stand-fa”. "The subject is congtrugted through its ac-

quisition of language from the pia’e "of the Other (my
amphasis) .

Lacan defines the Other ss "the place whers the signifying chain is, which
controls everything that will be able to be presented from the subject
voe 121 A Bakhidn argues, the utterance of amy subject is an enswer to
or an eoticipation of the discourse of the Othez, becsuse the latter
pre-axists the self. (Thore is, of course, & kind of chicken-egg inter-

dependsncy hare that opans ths way for deconstiuctive man.euvres.)

The presence of the Other is the condition for meaning, sbviously because
"communication™ can anly be intersubjrctive. Coward snd Ellls add that

“significance is only possibls with the construction of the Other as the

place of the ; that is, the of an outside rafesent

by which the individual speech act ox word is verified".!%?

Such verification raises waforeseen difficulties, because the presence
of the Other in "self-presentification" and in the langusge of the self
meana that the self is neither entirely self-present, nor self-enclosed.
The self must be locked in an andless internal dialogue that is the exact
apposite of a sealad interior monologue. The Other's possassion of lan-
guage rendszs chis dialogue oven more difficule. Because the Other is
the "place of the sign’fler”, every word uttered by any speaker can only
be & respanse, elways and already, to the discourse of the Other. In
Barthelms's novel, Suow White explains the opening phrase of her poem,
"bandaged and wounded”, as & "metaphor of the self avmouring itself
against the gaze of the other" (S§ 59). This process can mever be com=

ploted hocanse tho self only has mesning in the gaze of ha Othex,

62




Such & concept of dialogicality esbodies @ Teturn of the ¢'alogical re-
pressad.  (Perhaps one should recell Lacsn's most enigmatic aphorism:

by c'est le discours de 1'Autre - “the is the

discourse of the Other;"!?? ) In order to be fully fledged individuals,
we have to repress the dialogic charecter of language, forgetting that
we are constructed by, and in, the discourse of an-Other, Only this re-
prossian snables us to baliove thet we ars the automomous possessors of

intarior monologuss.

Like Lacan's subject, Bekhtin's is split, for it is both penetrated and
constructad by the gaze of the Other. Bakhtin says that & Dostoevsky
character engages in "playing the role of the other person in vegard to
himself”,'?* and that this character "lives omly in the other person, he
1ives in his reflection in the other person”.!?? Once again, this obsex-
vation bears a striking resemblance to Coward and Ellis's reformulation
of Lacan, cited earlier. "The self-presentification of the subject comes
from primery alteriority; the subject represents itsalf by a ‘stand-in'."
The self plays Other in relstion to itself, and (mis)recognises itself
in the self of which it glimpses & reflection in the gaze of the Other.
Lacan consequently asserts that any identity entails a misrecognition, a

z
méconnaissenca, 14¥

It should nat be assumed, however, that the dislogical self or the split
subjact is & universal, & historical phenomenon, as these theories may
appeaz to imply, if taken in isolstion. Although Bekhtin addresses him-
self to texts by Dostoevsky and Rabstais, and lacan to either
metapsycholegy, or a& nineteenth century text like "The Purloined
Lester™27 , both theories have only gained currency as part of the com-

temporary emphasis en decentred subjectivity. In other words, these
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theardes do not operate in & vacuum, but must be seen as part of specific

The decentred, dialogic or divided subject is
a postmodernist one, and texts, whether one considers Barthelme's,
Bakhtin's, or Lacan's, are deeply dinculpated in this process of

decentring.

What is at stake here, is the absence of a metslanguege, & critdical dis-
course outgids the phanomenon being described. Bakilin and Lacan theoriss
the decentred subject; Barthelme enacts it. ‘Theory (psychoanalysis,
literary oriticism) and practice (fiction) mutuslly reinforce one en-
other. Terms like "theory” and ‘“practice" inevitably appear

anachronistic; Derrida reminds us that there is no outside-text.'??

Barthelma's texts demonstrata the impassibility of an eaclosed self
srmoured against pemotration by the Other; they allow the reprossed
dialogicality of langsage to return, Although the Other is inseparable
from the construction of identity, the allowance for otherness casts doubt
on the self, This doubt can be activated st any moment, as Jane in Snoy

Hhite knows. 8he writes to Mr Quistgaard:

You may kave, i commonsanse way, regerded your own [universe
of discourse] us a plenun, f1lled to the brim with discourse.
You may even have felt that what slresdy existed wes a suffi-
ciency. People 1ika you often do. Thot is certainly one way
of rogarding it, Lf fat self-satistied complacency is your aim.
But I sey unto you, Mr Quistgaard, that even & plenun san lesk
(84 453

Jane describes the exact dislogical mechanisu that sets Barthelme's sal~
varse in motion, the process which undetpins his discourses, and the

threat posad to the "fat self-satisfled complacency” of & stable identity.




N N

The moment I dnject discourse from my u. of d. into your u. of
d. the yourness of yours is diluted, The more I inject, the
more you dilure. Scon you will be presiding ovor an empty
plenum, or rather, since that is & contradiction in terms, over
@ former plenum, in terms of yourness, You are, essentially,
in my power (S 46).

Notions of the self as self-sufficlent may be deeply rooted, as Molesworth

and MeCaffery indicate. Yet Barthelme's "empty plenum” remains to testify

that a plenum, in particular, has always-already leaked.

Distracting the Sslf, or, Ruptures and Stidings

In "Daumier” a monological self is played off against the possibility of
dialogical selves. The text concludes with these observations: "The self
cannot be escaped, but it can be, with ingenuity and hard work, dis-
tracted. Thers are always opsnings, 4f you can find them, there is always
somathing to do" (8 183), One way of discovering what Jene would call
"injections” of otherness into the language of ths self is by paying at-
tention to these "openings" in Barthelme's fictions. For Bakhtin, rup-
tures snd hreaks characterise dialogic discourse. Analysing examples
#rom Dostoevsky, he finds that "averywhers, but sspacially in those places
where ellipses appear, the anticipated speeches of others wedge them-
selves in".'%! Pauses "where nome would occur in monologically secure

speech’ characterise dlalogle discourse, as well as "paculiar inter-

ruptions of speach which define its syntsctical and accentual con-

strocgion™, 1?9
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Dialogical discourse disrupts the unity of a spasker's tome - it is an
"accent which is forsign to the speaker and thus brraks up his sen-

tence,..."2? Consider this quotation from Barthalme's "Rebecca™;

"Shaky lady," said & man, "are you a schoolteacher?"

Of course she's a schooltascher, you idiot. GCan't you see the
poor voman's ail upset? Why don't you leave her alome?

“Are you a homosexuai lesbian? Is that why you never married?™

Christ, yes, she's a homosexual lesbien, as you put it.
Would you please shut your face? (4 139-140),

Who interrupts the story to adwinish the man? Is it tha same voice that
takes over tha end of the text? A&t the comclusion of "Rebocca”, Rebecca
and her over “sit down togethar. The pork with red cabbage steams before
them.  They spask quietly about the MoKinley Administration, which is
being revised by revisionist historians™. But then, in thes same para-

graph, someons remerke:

The story ends. It wss written for several reasons. Nine of
them are secrets. The tenth is that one should never cease
considering humen love, Which remains as grisly and golden as
uve:, no matter what is tattooed upon the warm tympanic page
(Alh4)

The reference to uriting in the second quatation seens to force the reader
to accept that this is the “author himself in propria persons. Dis-

cussing the various assaults on "character" in postmodernist fiction,

Garl Halmgren obsetves:

... the metafictionist can emphasise characterliness (or the
lack of thie quality)by working soms simple tvansformations
upon his or her system of ACTANTS. -~ &n oven more discon-
certing example of actantisl tramsformation might be the ap-
pearance within the fiction of the (as it were) flesh-and-blood
author himself,!




A Waimgren notes this phenomenon in both Johw Ducth end Romald Sukenicl;
for him it is an instance of the “overdstermination” for parodic purposes,

of "the preoccupation of traditional critfcism with plot end

CREL

K characterisation’ .

Charles identifies what another, separate instauce s

Sl of discursive intarference in Bezthelme's work, namely the ubiquiteus 3,
Y tonal contradiction between "savdoni: rejection” and  “naive o <
e 1giat. P . o
i To discuss ail the occurences of ruptures and interzuptions in Barthelme's . [

texts would involve & reduplication of the texts th-mselves. Barthelme

s @ collagist, aud collage is & 1 principle per 1len

Most of Barthelme's tlctions involva some degrae of fyagmentation. Con-

sider the intorrupting intertitles of "Daumfer” (3), the disjunctions of LR o
"9iaws of My Father Weeping" (CL), "The Falling Dog" (CL), "The Rise of s e

Capitalism” (8), or “Alice” (UPUA), the deconmstructien of Balzac's

Fugénie Grandst by Barthelme's “Fugénie Grandst” (GP), or the lexemes of

"The Glass Mountein" (GL). The full implications of fragmentation will . . "

be discussed oxtensively in the fourth chepter, For the moment, it will . ks

be sufficlent to nate that such ubiquitous fragmentation allows otherness |

e i to seap into subjective or stylistic unity, and creates more perforations B . i

i1 the "plenun’ of the self,

Gouturier and Durend motice "discontinuities, hesitations snd aporiss"

in Barthelme's texts, but they Insist that a "sense of insecurity snd

L precarious identity 1s tied up with [this] discourse ,..,"

They claim i
that "if .., it hecomes almest impossible to comnect, to string sentences ) .

v ' and narratives togethes, then the self is locked in enguish aud

s R &




" pante”. 7% The disappearance af a stable subjectivity constitutes 2
‘ *yaid, a deprivation, a disaster, {which leaves] behind a host of painful

1% In this re-

N affects, like fear, guilt, anxiety and disconnoction
spact, their onalysis does not reslly differ from mors tradicional
humanist critics, for whom the decentring of subjectivity must necessar~

11y be a catastrophe.

1in "Daumier", however, an escape from the seif is seen as liberatoxy, or

"distracting” at the very least. Daumier distracus himself, ox his self,
&y constructing sdventures for surrogate selves, who are figured by the
.o pronouns "he" and “you'. The dialogical self offers & release from

stultifying monadism.

The false selves in their clatter and boister and youthful brio
i1l slay and bother and push and put to all types of trouble
the original, suthentic salf, which is a dirty grest villaia,
as can be testified and sworn to by anyone who has sver been
awake,

says the self-msltiplying momologist {8 363). The "false selves" of

v Barthelme's fictions troubla the "dirty great villain" of the "original,

suthentic self' by 4ts originality and o It is
interesting that in both citations from "Deumisr” the self is called o

“dirty grest villain", Thls distrust of a centred subjectivity is shared

N by any number of postmodern polemics.

Fronominal inconsistency generates ¢ similar aporis, even im & text that

1 does nat 11y appesr to be such of the
L anephordc concstenation of foun and pronoun cests a powerful doubt on the
o ability of the name to determine identity. Baskerville, inm ‘Florence

Green is 81" is an extreme oxample of someone “playing the role of the
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other person in regerd to himself".!?’ Ha becomes simultanecusly "he" and

in his discourse, seemingly unable to choome betwaen different subjact
positions in language. Such slidings from ona pronominal posicion to
another, in an sppsrently randem way, appear in "The Indian Uprising"
(UBUA) as well. "I' and "we" sra juxtaposed in a contradictory way. (The
sbiftings of the shifter, discussed In the first chapter, are again ap-
plicable here. How cau the "I" have an identity if it keeps on spesking
from other positions like "he' and "we'?) In "Daumier", "the miracle of

“ of ona self for enother consists simply of the Substitution

surrogation”
af the third persen singular pronoun for the first; this is the substance
of the “LONG SENTENCE IN WHICH THE MIRACLE OF SURROGATION 1S PERFORMED
BEFORE YOUR EYES" (G 164). Daumter frees himself by this strategy from
the constraints of the villainous sslf,

Slippages of identity occur on the level of lexical identity as well, as
words begin to blur into one snothar, losing the boundaries which deter-
mine thoizr weaning: “Surely the very kidueys of wisdem, Florence Green
has only one kidney, I have a kidney stone, Baskerville was stoned by the
massed faculty of the Famous Writers School" (CBDG 7). Just as the
spaaker siides fron "I" to "Baskerville", so "kidney" and "stone” slip
£rom literal to figirative and vice versa. In other words, identity leaks

away in these flowe of langusge.

Heze a brief explanation of the "signifying chain" and its relation to
self and Other may be required. Lacan conceives of language as "la chafne
du signifient'. 1" This term is transiated by Coward snd Ellis as the
“signifylng chatn” }®° Hore accurately, it would ba the "chain of the
signifier”. Signifiers make up a chain becsuse ohe word leads to an-

other, just a3 the process af definition is nothing more than the sub-

68

C 1 |

|
! H
R e T e SO - bredd e




v
RN stitution of another word or of other words for the word in question.

Lacan srgues that "la nmotion d'un glissement incessant du sigaifid sous

le signifiant s'impose done™?? ("the notion of an incessant sliding of . . H
signified undar signifier thus imposes itself", my translation). This o e

ceaseless siippage rasults from the endless circulation of the chain of

signifiers. llowever, slippage is only potentdaily infinite, In commu-

nication, effocts of mesning ara produced by means of what Lacan calls”

les 'points de cepiton'"*! (literally, Mupholstery buttons™). Coward

and Ellis oxplain that at these "points" the "direction of the signifying i

chain is estsblished", The points de capiton are “lecated in the B

. dischronic function of the phrase, in that meening is only ensured with g o
its last term, that is, rocrospactive meaning".**? Furthermore, Coward . o

P and Ellis see the point de capiton as working with the Other in the

process of signifieation,

The incidence of the chain of signifiers on the signified, i.e. K
{sic] the production of mesning, represented in the fictional oo - N
model of the point de capiton is an incidence which can only v @

occur if speach can ovoke & third term as a witness to its te

meaning, and thersby complete the signifying chain,!*? . . "

Onty the Other as witness and the point de capiton ss instrument can ar-

rest the signifying chain and fix it in ar <ffoct of meaning. As it has

been demonstrated, an "inmixing of otherness" as Lacan eells it,** can

. threaten the meaning of the subject. What happens %o subjectivity if it

cennot control the ceaseless slidings of signifiers?

In instances of pronominal incomsistemcy, ome can see & single demon-
o stratfon of this condition, The subject camnot attach itaelf to 4 par-
Wl ticular pronoun, and is dispersed. imstead, in a rangs of possihble

alternatives. Identity slips avay in the pronouns thet are meant o £ix :
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it. Tha sentence from "Florence Green s 81" provides & similar in.tance.
No particular paint offors control over the sliding of signifiers, and e
aven the end of the sentence gives no indication of "retrospective mean-

ing". A text like "Bone Bubbles" (CL) lacks a finalised and finalising

point of reference, and evokes the readsr only as witness to sn impossi

BALLLY of moaning. Here one cannot pin a daterminate signified on to the | .

chein of signifiers, so that slippage or glissenent, s endless indsed: &

poot's slurs extre xations on 96th Strest blueprints of uncon- ] i
pletod projects drunk and naked too malphony down et tha old o

boathouse dark 1ittle hirds astonishing proportions drummed out
of the cireie I'll insult him Scoteh student rags and bones
sunspots spoiled tha hash keen satisfection (L 123). -

Any attompt to segment this string of signifiers will be arbitzary and
will be oxperienced as such, The reader as Other, as witness to the
meaning of the text, is stynied. Where does one bagin to pin any meaning

dovn?

Consider an arbitrary selection from the cited passage iike “dark little
birda astonishing proporticus drummed out of the cirele™. If one breaks
this particular chainlet after "birds" and "proportions”, three ressom~

ably cohexent phrases mey be achieved, One could also read each lexical |

item in isolation (an 4lmost impessible procedure), of one could sift |
through the words, selscting "meaningful” phrases st random, althei~h the

vary randomness of this strategy makes any medning it locates suspect.

An arbitracy meaning dendes the subject a priviloged position,

"Alice" (OL) deploys a similar technique:

ol




hurled wnopenod serem the placs down tuck mathematical models
six hours in the psychological scroam
She piace doun Nacs yellos slighis 1 ske nicafeet of old corbey
airs cornflakes people pointing to the sea overboots nasal
contact 7 om. prune the audience dense €ar correctly identify
chamical junk blaoms of iron wonderful loftiness sentient pop-
ulations (YRUA 127).

"Alica" consists of such flows of words, but at the same time it is a
highly fragmentary text which dravs attention to its own interruptions
with cepital letters proalaiming "SEGTION SEVEN" (URUA 120), "SECTIONS
8IX THROUGH TWELVE '(UPUA 121), snd 'SECTION FORTY-THREE' (UPUA 126).
Even more interestingly, these numbers do mot correspond to the actual
sequence of the sections (as far as I cen determine, at any rate). Bes
cause "Alica" reiterates sexual descriptions, and appears to be concernad
with a speaker's intention to commit adultery, it is very tempting to read
"Alice" and its techniques as an expression - albeit playful - of a def~
inite speaker's state of mind. His confusion, one could argue, is re=
presepted by the disruptions of language. Howevar, such a reading fails
to sccount for the element of pastiche involved in sections like the ons
quoted above. The "technique” of "Alice" is not & technique that signals

Rarthelme's unique authorial style as & kind of fingerprint or signatura

of suthorial presence, 7The verbal slippages recail Willlam Burroughs's
"out-up" technique vory calculatedly.®® (This technique is pastiched in
Snow White as well, although that section marks pauses in a very eleaz

typographic vay, so that ome is mora aware of fragmentation than of

flowing, FPor oxemple
OTHOSE men  bulking fulk in  closets and
outside  gesturcs ovontusting against a

white screen difficulties intelligance

I only wanted one plain hare of incredible size
and soft, flexible manners parts

thought: dlssenling 1

add up  the thumbprints on my shoulders" sy 31.)




The text, "Sentence" (CL) indicates a similar unwillingr ss to complete
the signifying chain. The eponymous sentenca is unbre  and uninter-
rupted, and offers the resder no vantage polnt for the finrlizetion of
neaning. It should be noted that & writer like Gathesins .elsey associ-
ates a detorminate textual meaning with & beliaf in stable and centred
subjectivity, In classic realism, she argues, readers end authors "ine
dependently produce o shared meaning which confirms the rranscendance of

each" (my emphasis).'*®

The metamorphosis of proper nemes in Barthelme's texts offers further
avidence of the ineffectuality of points de capiton. A proper name should
be an arch-point de capiton, because it identifies & correct reforence

onca and for all, Proper names work to establish a very ~owerful

1ity, and this referentislity censors all possible alidings
away from wmeaning and identity, There can bas only one "Paraguay"
“Cortes", "Daumier" or "Edward Lear", bscause all these names have fixed
biographical, historical or geographical refaxemees. However, ance
again, Barthelme's fictions undo such £ixity. It seems that nothing
(neither author nor reader) can put en end to the contradictory and im-
possible accunulation of bits of discourse. Consider the fates of the
proper names listed sbove in Barthelme's writing, “Paraguay", one 1is
informad dn the second section of the text, "is mot the Paraguay that
exists on onr maps" (GL 20). "Gortes" 4n "Cortes and Montezuma”, "Edward
Lear" 4n "The Death of Edward Lear” (both in §D), and "Dauniex” in
“Daunier" (§) sre not to be found in our biographies aither. Hisplacement
of the propar name is a frequent stratugy of Barthelme's writing] think
of the "Paul Klee" of "Engineer-Private Paul Kiee Misplaces an Aireraft

between Milbertshofen and Cambrai, Narch 1916" (8, what could be noxs




refarential?) or tha "Robert Kenoedy" of “Robert Ke:nsedy Saved from

Drowning" (UPUA).

It is inportant to mote that whether one encounters ruptures and inter-
ruptions, or whether one faces the random slidings of a chain of

signifiers, the final affect is the same: & unified identity dissolyes.

The invecstion of the clinical model of schizophrania as a devoription
of the postmodars condition has becoms something of a truism.**® In his
assay "Postmodernism, or The Cultnrsl Logic of Late Capitalism" Frederic
Jameson drews on Lacan's disgnosis of schizophrenia to argue that
schizophrenia is the result of s breskdown in the signifging chain.'*?
This is the kind of braskdown that Bakhtin's notion of dialogicality, as

the rupturing of self by otherness, incorporates.

The concept of the signifying chain or chain of signifiers appesrs to
ambody a contradiction, MHeaning will only be effected if the chain is
dnterrupted or arrestad momenterily. Should the sliding of the chain be
halved too forcefully, hovever, the breskdown that characterises
sehizophrenia will teke place, On the other hand, if the sliding of the
chain happens unintorsuptedly, meaning will again be mede impossible.
This seans to be the circularity of ceassless exchange which characterises
postmodernisy for Jean Baudrillard.'®® The contradictiom in the concept
of & signifying chain is precisely ancapsulated in the quotation from "The
Indian Uprising”; "Strings of language extend in every diveetion to
bind the world into a rushing, ribald whole" (UPUA 11). Fragmentation
("strings of language") is superimposed on incessant siiding ("every di-
rection ... rushing, ribald"), and the resultant "(whole" forces ons

to look beyond & simple opposition of fragmant/flow or of part/whole.
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Delouze and Guattari idemtify this conjunction of rupture end flow as

schizophrenic:

Desire constantly-couples continuous flows and pareial objects
that are by nature fragmentary and fragmented. Desire causes
the curremt to flow, itself flows in turn, and breaks the
flous. 13}

"Brain Damage” (GL) provides a parfect summary of the interrelstions be-
tyeen fragmentation, slippage and self-distraction. The text consists

of fragments or seemingly random sections narrated by a first-person

speaker. One has the by now familiar senve that tha "I" is, and yet cannot

always be, the same, identicel "I". fn three sections of the text tha
first person is carefully aliminated in favour of an impersonal mode of
narration. (Ses §L 136, 140, and 142.) Another section consists of
thirty throe sentences, all of which begin with "I" as the subject of &

predicate (GL 138), This already fragmented discouzse is broken by

glaringly "sther" ‘The atchings, fre-
quently used by Barthelns, mske up one particular type of interruption.
On other occasions large, bold letters, vhat spell out brief questions
or terse noun groups are interspersed batween the marrative fragments.

For example:
T VHAT END?

IN WHOSE NANE?
WHAT RECOURSE? (GL 145),

RETCHING

et

3,




FAINTING
DISMAL SEHAVIOUR

TENDERING OF EXCUSES (CL 136).

The difforent utterances and the inages which accompany them bear no re-
lation to each other snd are certainly not the utterances of a single
sposker, The antinowy between the discourses is figured, perhaps, by the
contrasy hetween the italics of the mejor sections and the bold print of
the intersuptions. Similar boldly printed irruptions of another dis-

coyzse, without identifiable producer, occur in Snow Whita.

The final fragmemt of “Brain Damage" presents the oncroachwsnt of "brain
damage” as & form of alienation which even prevants the self from
recognising its alienation: "... Brain damége ceused by art. I could
describe 1t better if I weren't afflicted with it ,.." (CL 146,
Barthelms's ellipses). This Eragment is permeated with breaks; it con~
talns five ellipsas end six dashes. Remember Bakhtin's assertions that
the discourse of the Other can infiltrate "everywhers, but espacially in

those places where ellipses appear ..."

, or that an abundance of pauses
marks dialegic utteranca. (These claims wera quotad st the baginning of
this section. See note 129.) In this case, one has the imprassion that
“brain damaga", or the atherness of the self, is wedging itself into these

pauses,

The last paragraph of "Brain Dsmsge" reads as follows: "Skiing along on
the soft surface of brain damsge, never to sink, because we don't undex-
stand the danger - " (Gh 146). What is ome to make of that final dash?
It ronld seem that one cannot sink into "brein damage", ome can only slide

across its surface,in the same wey that this saction of the text con-
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stantly slips away from the phrase "brain damage" which it continues to
use (twenty-three times on & singlo pags, in fact, spart from prorominal
references and an allusion to it as "youwknow-what", CL 146). "Rrain
damage" as a lexical item, with an otherwise clearly delineated
referentiality, camnot halt the sliding of signifiers. Despite its med-
seal sefentificity as & term in othex contexts, "brain damage" can combine
and xoconbine with an unlinited nunber of signifiers in Barthelme's text.

("Brain damage” can be offered ss a

sygonym for the

condition.)

Analysing Text Analysing Reader

The veader's presence rendors textnal signification possible; the
subjectivity of a reader makes sensa. No wonder, then, that so many
theoratical onterprises invoke the resder as a witness to the meaning of
& text, The reader is identified as both egent and eddresses of signif-

icancs, for she or he decodes the discourses of tha text, and ties its

4 4 to a signified, ensuring coh The langusges
of tha text converge upon the resder and thereby defins the resder ss the
site of meaning. 'The text, on the other hand, requires the reader to give

it a volcs,

Withdn such a fremework, the reader ir an uninvelved interlocutor, who
rewaing silent, but ds capsble of decoding the insistent discourse which
the text addresses to her or him, This partnership xecalls the

psychoanslytic situstion: the analysand talks, the emalyst listems. The
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analyst asks, the snalysand answers. However, the snalysend is in pos~
sagsion of neither its spaech mor its meaning, for meaning emerges only
under the knowing gaze of the amalyst. In "Florence Green is 81"
Bagkerville says: "Reader, ... we have roles to play, thou amd It you
are the doctor (washing your hands bstween hours), and I, T am, I think,

the nerveus dreaxy patient® (CBDC 4).

Reader and text, it would seem, occupy positions which correspond to mu~

tually defining polariti Thess

dorerming
asalyst and analysand or questioner and respondent. Baskerville touches
on these relationships when he explains: "I am free associsting,
brlliantly, brilliantly to put you into the problem” (GBDC 4). The text
mobilises a play of languages, or it "free associates”. The last ternm
has & dual reference, It designates one of the earliest psychoanalytic
tachniges used to get the patient talking, and it also carries associ

ations of the meschetic of Frendian

(by Surre
alism, for exampls). The adverbs, "brillisntly, brilifsntly", dafins ths
activity as a specifically aesthotic cne. However, "fres association"
appears in its more clinical aspect in the reader's supposed res;onses,
It signposts & function for the resder, who then slips into her or his
role as doctor, as the analyst whc inevitsbly construes textual "brile
Henca" s 8 "problen’.

Larry MeCaffery concludes that the configuration of utterances in
“Florence Green is 81", which we identify as "Baskerville", constitutes
8 "deeply disturbed individuzl”.!"? McCaffery has offsred & reading of
the text's pradicament; he has extrapolated en {dentity from the hetex~
ogemecus lsnguages. In the text itzelf, Daskervills appesrs to offim

HeCaffery's critical position. He goes so faxr as to interrupt his
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torial difficulties Ladni

+ "L feel foverish; will you take

my temperature doctor?” (QBIG 11). As readers we sre explicitly invited

to disgnese the linguistic symptoms presemted to us, MNeGaffery accepts

this /nvitation. .

What makes enalysis work? What renders she talking cure possible? The
wainsgring of the psychoanalytic situation is frensference:  the
analysand invests the analyst with meaning, so that the pattern of the
analysand's previous relationships is repeated within analysis itsslf,

Lacan notes that " wre da only

in so far as
its starting point is seen in the subject presumed to know; he is pre<
sumed to know what no one can escaps: meaning as sueh™.}®? It is because
the analysand presumes that the mesterful analyst "knows", or has accass
to "meaning as such" that the analysand duplicstes former relationships
in its zelgticnship with the anelyst. This "presumption” of knowledge
1is precisely what ws have seen in Baskerville's remarks addressed to the
raader, and in MeCaffery's responses to the text, The text prattles, but
the reader can be "put into" tha problem or the picture, which will
totalise the random discourses of the text into a diagnosis, or a wepre-

sentation,

At the same fime, the verb end preposition used by Raskervilie, “put
into", hint that the reader will not be outside the text any mora, but
will be part of the text itself, This is what happens in Baskerville's

utterance, It 1s not constative; performatively it opans a spece
in the text for the reader as analyst, vhich the reader has to cccupy or

refact.




|
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Baskesvalle offers ancther possibility when he suggosts a second reason
for his “free association®. He asks: "Or [dm I free associating] for
fear of boring you: which?™ (CBDG 4). This alteznative hints at a very
difforent kind of partnership, ons which is not hierarchised according

to polarities such s P , i 1 or

g. These are dissolved in a guestion of
ontertainment. But the pessibilitiss of enjoyment and bliss cannot be

addressed at this stage.

In Barthelme's Saot

e, the resder is again identified as & source of

meaning. The notorious questionnaire aske the reader to identify a
"mataphysical dimension” of the text, and to describe it in "twenty five
words or less" (SW 82). The reader is even given the opportunity to
control the trajectozy of the text, "In the further development of the
story would you Like nore emotdon ( ) or less emotion ( )7" The readst
is asked to evaluate "the present work, on & scale of one to tem ...?"
(84 82-83). We are offersd the opportunity to tell the taxt what to do

naxt.

This s an interesting situstion, because it is neatly reversed in & text
from Amateurs, "What to Do Next", which consists entirely of a series of
instructions directed at the roader. 4s readers we are no longer diag-
nosing the text: the text, instead, talls us what to do. The reader it
informed that the collective speskers of the text "have therefors decided

to mgke you [the reader] a part of the " (A 86).

The reader "will be adequate in [her/his] new xols" ( A 86). Super-
ficlaily, this construction of & space for the raader resembles
Baskerville's apostrophising of the reader, but the effect appesrs to be

quits different.




One could argus that the reader is the subject of the text's transference
in "Flovence Green is 81", for the reader is the "subject presumed to
know" ("take my temperature doctor"), But in "What to Do Next" snalyst
becomes snalysand, just as reader becomes text: "The anthology of your-
self which will be used 8s 8 text is even now being drewn up by underpaid
researchers in our textbook division." As a piscs of writing, the reader
is tractable and will eventually turn into "another success story for the
cunning and gay instructions ..." (A 86}

No "charactar” is offered for our knowledgeable diagnosis. Quite simply,
the text is now in control. Retracing our steps, we can ses that the
questionpaire from Snow White is a blatant fictlon: we cannot determine
the course of the text, the course of the text will determine us,
Baskerville's solicitations of the resder ars equally impossible; they
tpase the reader with the {llusion thet there might be a reality behind
the woxrds of the text, o spedker beyond the discourses. The reader’s

msstery, in both Snow White and "Floremce Green is 81" is make-believe,

and it therafore partskes of the flctivity which it sets eut to control.
The subject is drawn into the text only to disgover its own textuality.
{This recalls the list of texts on the self from "Daumiex".)

The question esrlier was what makes analysis possible, What makes anal-
yeis (psychosnalytic and literary) impossible? The answer to the first

quastion is transference, the answer to the second s gounter-transfar-

ence,

First, consider some points made by Lacan sbout the similarity between

analysis and linguistic exchange:




What needs to be understood as regards psychoanalytic sxperi-
snce is that it proceeds entirely in this yelationship of sub-
ject to subject which means that it preservos a dimension which
s irreducible to all psychology considered as

o
objectification of certain properties of the individual. what
happens In an analysis 1s that tha subject is, strictly spesk-

ing, gonstituted through g discourse to which the mere presence
of the psychosnalyst belngs, befare any intorvention, the di:
wension of dialopte (all emphases, nine).}

For Lacan, there s no such thing as the "psychology” of an “individual"
(Baskezville, for example), The subject of analysis only exists in &
discourse, which has all the dimensions of a dialogte. If the psycho-
analyst is truly engaged in a dialogic discourse with the patient, this
means that neither subjactivity can lay elaim to mastery, because both

are constituted in and by the subversive reversals of dialogue.

According to Lacan, "tronsferance {s wothing real in the subject other

than the in a moment of of tha analytic dimlectic,

of the parmsnent modes according to which it coastitutes its objects".?3*

48 we have seen zbove, the participants dn the “analytic dislectic" are
involved in a "dialogue', Dialogue is charscterised by the reversibility
of 4ts rolas, the shbiftiness of its shiftars. It taerefore follows that
this "(re}appearance ... of the permanent modes" of the subjact's

relations ean accur eguelly in pstient and doctor, The transferance that

occcurs in the psychosnalyst is called counter-transferance.

Lecan describes Froud's discovery of the unconseious, snd notes that the

unconscious was

somsthing he [Freud] could only construct, end in whish he
himsslf was implicated; he was implicated in it in the sanse
that, to his great sstonishment, he noticed that he could not
avold participating in what the hysteric was telling him, and
thet he folt affected by it. Naturally, everything in the re-




sulting rules threugh which ho established the practies of
psychoanalysis is designed to counteract this conssquence, to
conduct things in such g way as to avoid being affacted.'®t

The mainspring of analysis may wall be transference, but this transference

must be ¢onfined to the snalysend alone. The analyst's mastory depends

on the control exarcised over his own (counter) transfarence. On no ac-

count should the hysteria of the other penetrate his subjectivity. Al-

though Lacan conceives of analysis as a dialogue, conventional

psychoanalytie practice does its best te preclude the reversibility of a

dialogic situati The spiral of and

potontially resembles the | 1timately affectl age

tivity" (8D 159) of Barthelme's dislogues. Yot psychosnalysis does av-
erything in its power to maintain the control of self over other, and

doctor over patient,

The reversal of roles in the relationship betwsen reader and text
suggests that Barthelme's texts unleesh the potentislly endless circu-
larity of the analytic situacion. In this way, analysis - and sgain the
word subsumes litersture and psychosnalysis - is used to subvert itselif.
In this circular discourse, no subjectivity is ~~r immune from another,
and the analyst cdn never have the last word.''7 No wonder that one of
the questions in the Snow White questionnaire is "Do you feal that the
craation of new modes of hysteria is & viable undertaking for the ertist
of toddy?" (3W82). Harthelme's resder cannot simply be the witness of
the text's "hysteria", but must be implicated in it. Intersubjective,
intertextusl hysterla decentres the reader as the subject prosumed to
fnow,




Baskerville's tragmented discourses elicit the reader's intervention, but
they turn sgainst the reader. They do not gxpress & charscter. Rather,
they forecloss any possibility of passing judgemenc. Baskervills is al-
ways one step ahead of disgnosis, soliciting it in advance. At the same
time Judgament or disgnosis of Baskerville is precinded by his entie~
ipation of the reader's rosponses. An attempt to commont on the play of
discourses that sometimes coslesces into "Baskerviile" cannot "avoid he-
ing affected”, as Lacan puts it. Such an attempt runs the risk of ba-

coming part of the discourses it intends to master.

Elizabeth Wright traces the trajectory of the vesder from a self-present

subject to an other in the otherness of the text:

The reader bogins as an analyst nd ends up s an analysend,
ragotivating his past traumas. Instead Of the reader getting
hold of the story ... the reading offect is that of the story
gotting hold of its readers, catching them out in a fiction of
mastery. !*

There is no stabls vantags point outside the text from which we as reads
ocs, as outaiders, can formlate a detached Judgement. In the foliwing
conment by R. E. Johnson, the analyst/onalysand couple appears in a moza
sophisticatad form. Johason argues tht the "B/4 mathod", wiich Barthelne
uses in "The Explanation” and "Rierkegaard Unfeir to Schlegel", both in

Qity Lifa, "i5 in & Semse & structural paradigm for the dialectics of

81l narrative: ... the reader asks the book's guestion and the book sup-
plies the reader's answer".'®® This notion of textusl supply and demand
seems a little glib. 1 the figura Q represents the questioning reader
and A the rosponsive tekt, sthat are wa to mske of the "esplanation" of

"The Explanation™




Q: Now that you've studied it for a bit, can you xplain how
it works?
At OFf course. (Exrlanation) (G 71).

The text becemos distressingly opaque at the moment when the reader might
have caught sight of some answering glimmer of meaning. Such textual
resistance is figured by the black squares, or black 'boxss', which appear

&t intervals in "The Explanation” and once in | Unfair to

Bchlegel® (GL 69, 70, 75, 7% and 90). Barthelms’s texts resemble the

speaker of “the Agreement™, who asks

“Why do I conceal from my doctor
what it ia necessary for him to know?" (4 62). The opascity of the bext

prevents a diagosis,

One readerly response to the opacity of the text is a sense of exclusion,
Patricia Waugh oclaims that "The Explanation™ is an exemplary
metafictional text bacause "the story 4s simply and directly
metafictional: it is 'sbout' the non-interpretability of itself,"i¢?
Waugh's lnterpretation seals the text off as a contemporary verbal icon:
"The Explanation” has literally been written off, leaving its resder

securely on the outsids of the text,

David Poxush offers & somewhat more interesting reading when he points
out that the title of “The Explanstien" covers at least thres possthil-
ities, namely the explanstion "by A of the machine, the story by the same
name, end any possible explanation of the story".'¢! Tha text is
metafictional only insofar as it draws any matalanguago, or interpreva-
tion, into itself, The reader ia required to offer an explamation of the

Lanation, and the impossibility of such an explanation has alroady bean

comnented on (or explained by?) the text in quastion. Any interprotatim

of the text must therofore be tautologous, and this reduplication of text
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by comwentary is a very different concept from the enrichment of @ text
by sensitive readings, which demonstrate the virtuosity and contral of a
reader. "What to Do Next" indeed locates the "cunning" and "success" of
1its instructions in the reader's "wovsment from gontaimer, which you were
in your former life, before you remewed yourself, with the aid of the

instructions, to gontained ..." (A 86, my emphasis). The supposedly

1 of a sup cannot ¢

bain the text!
the text gontains its reader.

Irony, in its classic form, offers another exdmple of the reader "supposad
to know". The reader has & sense of being in on & joke which she or he
shares with the suthor. The toxt, for a moment, bucomes a tremsparent
mediun through which two knowing subjectivities wink st cach other,
sharing a meaning. (Think of "dramatic irony".) Irony asserts the pri-
ority of readerly subjectivity over a text. In Barthelme's story,
"Rierkegaard Unfair to Schlegel", the speaker A paraphrases Kiarkegasrd's
definition of ivony, according to which irony "is a means of depriving
the object of ’ts reality in order that the subject may feel free' (CL

88), Izony 1y affimas the of the ironic subject,

Indeed, in Gritjoal Practice Gstherine Belssy ohserves that ixony pro-
vides a "[guarantes of] the subjectivity of tha resder as a sourse of
meaning,"35% Ireny also emphaticelly gudranteos end guards ‘thorial
subjectivity in Molasworth's werk on Barthelme. For exampla, the subritle

of ‘s text, The Ironist Saved from Drownimg, turns abstract noun

- “"{rony" - into human egent ~ “irendst". The transformation implies that
the trops nacessarily defines a cervain kind of sensibility, ax impli-
cation which doss not hold true for other rhetorical figures: imagine a

metonymist or a polyptoronistl “Irony", for Nolesworth, has transcended
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its origin as & device of rhetoric to become both & naturalised component
of iterature and an essential characteristic of a hazily defined com-
temporary consciousness: "The trouble, if that is the right word, with
irony is that it has becoms so central to the modernist temparament that
it’s hard for many to see that it is not necessarily a naturel part of
literatuze”.*®? The messsge Molesworth conveys to his readers is that
here is stil} hope for the subject. Despite ubiquitous fragmentatiun,

the subjfect still survives, is stil) phere, rescued ar the last moment

by nothing other than its command of irony: “Barthelme is saved from

drowning in a world of fragments by his ironic manipulation of them'.'*"

R. E. Johnson has this to say about irony in “Kierkegaard Unfalr to

Schlegel", hovever:

{The] ironic involutions assume dizzying proportions when "4"
says that his comments on Kierkegasrd's trestment of Schlegel's
irony weze in thamselyes ironic. What's more, the problem is

by s of an ironic
relation to himself ... and by the fact that the narrator makes
Kierkegaard's irony reach out to encircle him, to, in fact,
precede his own writing .... (The ixomy similariy encircles the
reador when ha "checks out" A's references to The Concept of
Irony end finds them to be aceurata,)i®®

"Riorkegaard Unfair to Schlegel" presents a figuration of the ralebion
ship between textuality and subjactivity. Gvery subject attempts to as~
sert its mastery over language, over a text, According to Molesworth,
“Barthelme" saves himself, or his self, from fragmentation, by means of
his  irony. Kiarkegeard's critique of irony attacks another text,
Schlegsl's nevel,lucinde. Kierkegaard loc tes "the actuality of irony
in poetry" (L 89)., In other woxds, Kierkegaard's discussion of irony
15 meant to demonstreie his superdordty over the texts in quastion. This

is interesting, because one of the criticisms Kierkegsard levels at the

87




izonic subject 1Is precissly that it denies the reality of its object,
thereby ssserting its own supremacy and priority: "The object (s deprived
of its reality by what I have said about it. Regarded in an ironical

1ight, the object shivers, shatters, disappesxs” (CL 88). A. tries to

affirm hie superiority oves yet amother text, nsmely Kierkegeard's The
Concept _of irony. And in turn, the reader brios to make sense of

kierkegaard Unfair to Schlegel®,

Despite the interventions of these various subjects, "Kierkegaard Unfalr
to Schlegel" consists of a receding chain of texts with only anothex

fiction, Lucinde, at its origin.  ¥et each successive reader -

Kierkegaard A., Barthelme's reader - tries to msster these texts, in an
endless cr-.ii 2% batween self and text. 'Irony" itself appears in some
form in eact ,asponse: as a diagnosis on the part of Kierkegaard, as &
deliberate strategy on the psrt of A., and as a critical comment on the
part of a resder like R. E, Johnsen, At this point "ireny” no lengar
<+ists in eny form to which we have become accustomed. It stands simply
as an empty signifier which appears whenover there is & struggle hetwaen
& text and a subjectivity, the “unfairness” of the title, Commenting on
postmodern painting, Steven Henry Madoff noves that "postmodernism's

equi-vacal voice has leat irony altogether.'"'®*

A. claims that Kierkegsard's reading of Schlegel "neglects” the
“objecthood" (CL 90) of Schlegel's text. A, himseif attempts to "anni-
hilate” (GL 90) Kierkegesrd's commantery, The reader, precisely by fo-
cusing on this debate, alides the textual aspects of Barthelme's writing,
its "objecthosd". This repressed materiality of the text returns to hauny
sach of its rosders. For example, one cowld note the way in witdch quo-

tation marks are emphasised by the use of thoir lexical equivalents
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“quote™ and "unquote” (CL 85-89), David Porush notes the reappearance
of "utterances that appear entirely devold of refarence - purely formal
syntactical and grammatical oxercises"!®” in "The Explanation™.  Such

also ocpur n '

Unfair to Schlegel”. (See CL 84,
86 and 92.) The framing sections of the Kisrkegasrd-Schlegel debate ap~

pear unrelated and random.

This return of the textual repressed is obvious in 4. 's attempted "anni-
bilatlon” of Rierkegaaxd's text. A. affirms his identity as ironist ("Q:
You are an ironist] OL B8) by utilising an izomic strategy alraady out-
lined in The Concept of Irony. A. claims "I think Kierkegaard is unfeir
o Schlsgel. And thet the whols thing s nothing but a demned sheme and
crimel” (CL 90). TInmediately after this, A. retracts his statement and
says "that is not what I think at all. We have to do hers with my own
irony. Because of course Kiorkegasrd was 'fair' to Schiegel" (CL 90).
In his exposition of Kierkegaard's ergument, A. explaine that the making
of a contradictory, "irenical” scatement deprires the object of ths

statement of "its reality" (CL 88).

Hovever, this "annihilstion" is made impossible by the way in which
Kierkegaard's discourse reaches out to encirele A., Although The Goncept
of Irony is logically and chronologically anterfor to A.'s utterances,
he reads it as a comvent cn himsalf, Yot commentary must clesrly be
logically and chronologically posterior to its bject. A, is surroundsd
by the lsngusge he sets out to annibilate. A, has ebolished the
higrarchisation of statement and commentsry, self and text, on which irony
nay be said to depend. His own utterances ere shot through with guota-
tions from Kierkegaard; his own subjectivity s permeated with tha

"disapprovel" (CL 91) of snother.




Hadoff's comments sbout the

of ireny in p

sexve to ba quoted at length:

The main rhetorical elemont of modernism was its profound
irony. Irony is a purposeful bresk with somathing that was
whola, & schism that is created. The ironic mode alvays counts
on the space it opens up to show a loss, a nostalgla for a de-
stroyed unity. But with the unbounded fresdom of exchange in
information  culture [used hexe as & synonym  for
“postmodernisn}, ... where every space in the network expands
into new categories, irony is no longer possible .... We have
not reached a mew unity, a successful resolution to irony, when
all things ore ogualised, We have only reached a stage of
perpetual movement and mutation along a surface of networks,'®?

The last statement describes perfectly the endless process of en empty
"irony", and the concomitant disappearance of & subject for and of this

izony.

"Kierkegaard Unfaiz to Schlege!" begins where this section began - with
the analytic situation. A. describes vhat appesrs o be an erotic em-
counter, and Q. cbsarves, like & proper psychoanalyst: "That's a very
common fantasy' (GL 84). It would be tempting to purste the analogy be-

tusen is necessary to psychoanal-

and irony,
ysis, as long as it iv kept in its place and kaeps analyst and amalysand
in their rospective places. However, counter-transforence bedovils the
enalysls. Irony, squally, forms the maimspring of many a conventional
reading, Roland Barthes aven deseribes izony ss & "final code"*¢? , be-
cause it closes the text and allows the reader the lest word. But io
“Kierkegasrd Unfsir to Schlegel irony becomes & process of perpetual
reversal, rather like the xole reversals effected by transference and
countex-transfersnce.  Thesa reversals ensure that any affirmstion of

subjectivity is forced to encounter its own textuality.




I'he Uncanny Sandman: Hoffmann, Freud, Bartheime -

Saveral of Barthelme's toxts deal thematically with the psychoanalytic
situation, "The Sandman" (§) raises important guostions about the re-
lation of analysand to enalyst, On closer reading, the text performs the
inatability of any hierarchisation betwsen analysand and analyst, or be-

twaun object - and metalanguage, or betwoen text snd interpretaton.

Ferhaps my responses to "The Sandman" will clerdfy the processes of tex-
tusl tramsference. Initially, I found it one of Barthelme's most irri-

tating pleces. It seemed to offer a complacent argur :t against any kind

of analysis. This argument appeared to be too sasily anchored in a
recognisable referentiality: the world of neurotic New Yorkers cale-
brated and popdularised by Woody Allen, the sphers of sixties political
sctivism, snti-psychistry, civil rights and Ebony magazine. Unlike
"Kierkegaerd Unfalr to Schlegel”, there seemsd to bs no display of
textuality whatsoever. "The Sandman” appeared to be commonsensical, and,
even worse, entirely "realistie”, A4s a text, it peemed to encods attis
tudes which all too casily appaared to be those of “Barthelme himself” -
o dis{llusionment with psychosnalysis

thac might have spoken of

autobiographical experdence,

With its clearly determinable tone, "The Sandman" scored teo facile a
victory over too obvicus an opponent, namely the overinterprsting psy-
chistrist, butt of many & lowbrow joke. One could say that my initial
reading demonstratod some resistence to the object to be analysed. Upon
re-thinking and re-reading the text, howsver, a process of transfersnce

and relayed intarprotation omerged, in which neither the taxt nor I, &s
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a reader, remained in a position of dominance. I acknowledge that my

reading of "The Sandwan” is naither obvicus nor spontansous, In producing

A this reading, I have indeod resisted the lure of the text to be zead

Literally and . and g are at the

cors of my reading of "The Sandman”. In this respect, my reading of the
text has re-enacted and repeated the movement of the text itsslf. The .

compulsion to repeat, or Wiederholungzwang'”® in Freud's term, will be~

come important when we examine the text and its intertexts.

The icsues at stake in "The Sandman" ace the following. On the one hand, ! E o

there is a literal reading, In which what is mesnt is otatad [N Ly e
unequivocally,  On the other is an snalytic reading, which refuses to PR e
- .
.y
accapt the closure of tha sign, snd inserts itself into the gap opened N

by the non-coincidence of signified and signiffer. The anonymous

lettuz~yriting protagonist of "fhe Sandman” asks "an interssting ques- ERr ks

tdon"s Ay
Why do laymen fesl such a desire to, in pluil\ languaga, fuck RS ot
over shrinks? As X am doing hers, in a sense? I don't mean “ o

hostility in the peychoanalytic encounter, I mean in general. d
This is on interesting phenomenon and should ba investigated
' by somebudy (g 89)

The desire to "fuck over shrinks” {s a refusal of tnterpretation. (The
usa of “plain langusge" 15 an interesting point heva. It is avidently
opposed to the elehorate metalanguage, or "jargon", of psychosnalysis.)
A The letter-yriter inists on closure, quite literally the terminatior of E
snalysis. Discussing Susen's wish to end analysis and buy a piano, he g

concedes that the analyst has




evary right to be disturbed and to say that she is not slecting
the proper course, that what sho says conceals something else,
that she is evading reality, ets, ete. Go ahead, Bt there
is onc possibility that you might be, just might bs, missing,
which i3 that she means it (3 88).

These terms may equslly well be applied ta the reading of "The Sandman”

which I propose hers. Does one assume that what the text "says conceals
comething elsa” and adopt a figurative reading? (Remember Freud's xemark:
"I invonted puychosnalysis because it had no litsrature". 7} ) Or doss

one side against "1 ", hoanalysis and the rheterical and as-

sume that the text "means” what it says. The letter-writer insists that
the correct possibility s the literal one, in which the subject is ade-
quately oxpressed in language. The analyst feels that Susan is "evading
reallty" and not "elscting the proper course", because Susan believes that
she is fully dn possession of her masning. There is clearly & sort of
symmetry in these arguments. Each partner in the argumsnt ssserts the
primacy of a mode of reading, and acruses the other of an imprope: in-
torprotavion, This quarrel duplicates my own hesitation, es a Teadst,
botween the manifest content of the toxt and the lure of & flgurativa

analysis of & latent content,

For the protsgonist of "The Sandman", the analyst’s immersion in theory
cauzes his limited perspactive, "The one thing you canmot consider, by
the neture of your training end of the discipline itself, is that she
really might want to termingte the analysis and buy a pienc" (889). Dr
Hoddex's reading of Susan’s motives “indicates in [the protagopist’s]
oplnion, # zadical misreading of the problem" (S 92, my emphasis). The
letter we are reading is intended to rectify this faulty interpretatlon.

In other words, the letter should supplant the discourse of the psychia




trist. The letter-writer's discourse claims to be the metalanguage of

"eruth" working on the erroneous objact«language of paychiatry.

The "tyuth" of the matter is that once a movement of misreading has begun,
any metalanguage suffers the sume fate as the object-language it seeks
to control. Dr Hodder roads, or misrsgds, Susan's statemants just es the
Yot he offers his

letter-writer yeads, or miszeads, Dr Hodder's reading,

reuding of a reading os & primary, “cbvicus” one. In "Kiskegasrd Unfalr

to Schlegel” A, could only offer on ironisation of a critique of irony,

and in this 1 primacy was sub il

Qonsider wiat happens when the protagenist of "The Sandman" enumerates
the various hypotheses Dr Hodder could propose to o¥plain Susan's conduct.

He ends the list by simply repeating "or":

(5 88-89.)

These alternatives resemble the blanks which the reader is invited to £i1l

in dn Snow White.

adding to the protagonist's reading of & resding,

The reader is drawn into the interprutative game,

The letter-writer is caught in the velay of reading, He finds himself

in & dialogic situation, despite his desira to present his discourse as

J
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an irrefutable monologue which means what it says. Shoshana Felman says

that

tho uonhcucxva condition of the uncomscious {is that it is}

itsel? % sost of ohscure knowledge which is, precisely,
auther] s &l\d ownerless, to tha eztent that it is a knowladge
which no consciousness can mAster or be_in possession of, a
kaowledge which no conscious subject can sttribute to himself,
assune ns his oun knowledgs,!

Falman goos on to cite Lacan who claims that "any stavement of
autherity...has no other guarantee than that of its own utterance”.}”?
(How difforent from Benvenicta on the performative cited in the first
chapterl) The letter-writer of "The Sandman", despite his assertion of
authority, is alrsady not fully in possession of his meaning.

The lorter begins with an indirect apology: ",.. I realise that it is
probably wrong to write s letter to one's girlfriemd's shrink" (8 87).
Indeed, the letter constitutes an attempt to sidestep the inevitable

af the psychoanalytic

Y1 thought of making &
personal visit but the situstion then, as I'm sure you would understand,
would be completely untensble - I would be visiting a psychiatrist" (§
57,

Both apology end anticipation of transference ("I'm sure you would un~
deratand") signal that the letter-writer has lost his menological auton~
omy, Mo has been drawn inte the eircuits of dialogicality. Gven his
interpratation Is only & response to & prsceding interpretation,  The
letter-uriter's srgument antioipates most of the arguments that can be
broughtt agalngt it, in & pannor that is recognisebly dialogical. The text

offers other examples of anticipated responses and resctions by the silent
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interlocutar - Othex: "You must be aware ..." (§ 87), and the end of the
text: “If this makes me a negstive factor In the snalysis, so be it" (g
96), (Notice that the protagonist almest unwittingly includes himsslf

in the analysis in the last uttorance.)

A further twist is that the letter-writer's rejection of psychoanalytic
interpretation can only be lustified by referring to the very texts he

Psyehiszy (§ 89),
's The Hidden Order of

rojects., Ho cites an assay in Straus's

1 Psyechology (§ 92), and
Arb (§ 93). Like A. in "Rierkegaard Unfair to Schlegel", he has no lan-
guage of his own, and can only use the discourse of his antagonist, while
vainly attempting to turn it to his own purposo. His rejection of psy-
choanalysis stems from his ovn experience (§ 90-91), and his attempu to
"fuck over" Dr Hodder {s therofora a re-enaciment of the aggression he
falt towsrds the previous psychoanalyst. He is therefore caught in
transfevence despite, or more accurately, because of the agency of the

lexter,

Repetition, unobtxusively, assumes a crucisl role in "The Sandmen”. The

letter re-enscts previous This is the *s second

encounter with psychistry. He repeats the analyst's arguments, and the
analyst's responses to the latter will repeat thoso intexpretations al-
ready anticipated by the letter-writer himself. Susen regularly vepeats
"yhat she seid and what |Dr Hodder) said" ( § 87) to the protogonist, who
repeats this to Dr Hodder, The title of the text is a vepetition of
Susan's nicknawe for har anslyst. The nicknams is sn allusion to a
mirsery xhyme of which other variants exist {§ 88), The cempulsion te

rapeat is more then a fiature of the text, bacause it is the central




characcerlstic of neurotic behaviour as well. (Repetition as a textnal

o o feature will be discussed presently.)

Another psychoanslytio sympton, namely xepressiom appeazs (or falls to

B appear) in “The Seadman”. The most obvious source of the title is not

indicated directly in the text at all. The probagonist cites a mursery e u

rhyme as an explanation for both the title snd Dr Hodder's nickname, '
However, he obliquely suggests other possibilities. "This {s a vardant -
[of the 'Sandman' motif]; there are othar versions, but this {s the ons

I prafer” (§ 88, my emphasis), Barthelme's "Sandmen" has ancther literary o

predecessor, E. T. A. Hoffmann's story, "The Sandman”.!’* Hoffmann's .

"Sandman" 1s the subject of a reading by Freud, “Das Unhaimlicha” ("The

Uncanny"), 7* which is a locus classicus of the psychosnalytic reading
of a literary text. Eifzsbath Wright observes that "thera have beea at
least nine recent readings of Freud's essay", and she adds her own reading -

ta the list,?7¢

Froud's snalysis of Hoffmaun's text has genevated a ecritical polyphony {L
Sl which is oxactly the opposite of Barthelma's latter-yriter's will te ﬂf’
3 ! i
e literalism. Wright underlines the incomplete character of the Hoffmennw i

Freud resding, "The general view is that it would indeed be a mistake

to let Froud's analysis of Hoffmann be the last word on tne uncanny™.'7?’
. Raturning to the reprassud source of Barthelma's text, one encounters yet #
another debate sbout the "ast word". This "last word” promises to bring

th* play of re-reading to & nlose, but instead, the attempt to have the

. last word initiates a prt ess of deferment. Every "truth" genavetes a fa T
new veading: Freud's, Wright's, Barthelme's, mine. Bach reading repeats |

an original gesture, namely Treud's paychoanalytie interpretation of N

t




Huffmann's texv. Such repetition uncannily recails the repetition-

-} conpilsion already encountered.

o When one discovers that Freud's essay fituelf is deeply jmvolved in

repetitlon-compulsion, as Yail Hartz suggests,'’” the interchanges b

twsen text and commentary, and objact- and met."inguage become

; vertiginous indesd. “The consensus of critical remu' .. of Freud's es-

say", Wright informs us,

has it that "The Uncanny” ... reveals the founder of psycho-

' analysis in the grip of a repatitlon-conpulsion.... On the ono > (:7
‘/' hend, it is argued, Freud's paradigm for the uncanny, ... "The < g .
Satdman”, bacames z prime exawpie of the return of repression, . /]
e because Freud's essey edits out its uncanny potentisl. On the oo
v other hand, Freud's essay a8 a (w)hole [sic] is held wp as a K4

k prime oxample of the return of the repressed, because what is -
4 B left cut of the story xeturns to haunt the essay.'” B

Repression, the return of the repressed, and repetition-compulsion &

are “seply woven into the fabric of these texts, No mettar how much the e

latter-writer of Barthelme's "Sandman’ triss to vepress interprovation,

it inevitebly returns in the guise of repetitien. (In whet war does one . .
8 not, s a readar, repeat the encorded respasses of Dr Hodder in one's i .
analysis?) bl

One can uncover other similarities, or repeated elements, batween

Hoffmann's text and Barthelms's, beyrnd the shared title and mutual as- | .
sociation with psychoanalysis.  Hoffmann's “Sandman™ beglns in the

. epistoldtory wode, with an exchange of letters, Barthelme's fiction is

{esslf & letter. The protagenist of Hoffmann's narrative, Nathenael,

keeps encountering the sinister figure of Coppelius, whe dntrides into ,




a1l Nathanael's zelationships. (This be doss in different guises, as
Coppalins-Coppola, and as Spalenzeni.) In Barthalme's text, the intru-
sfon of Dr fiodder into the letter-writer's ralationship with Susan s the
pretext for the letter itself. Nathanael tries to win an automaton,
Olympia, from her ouner Coppalins, in much the samo way that Barthelme's
protagonist sttenpts to lure Susan from Dr Hodder, In a very perceptive

essay cn Hoffmenn and Freud, Neil Hertz identifies

a serles of triamgulor relationships (in  Hoffmann's
"Sendman”], in which the Sandman blocks Nathansel's attempta
at lova, £irst 4n the form of Coppelius coning between Nathanael
and his fiancee Klara, then in the foxm of Coppola taking
Olympia away from Nathansel, finally once again as Coppelius,
driving Nethansel to suicide fust as he is abaut to merry
Klara,

An interesting transposition of "madness" into "netrosis”, and of "male
madman" into "female neurotic” occurs in the space between Hoffmann and
Barthelme, Porhapn the most telling comment on Barthelne's provagouiss
is that his counterpart in Hoffmann, Nathansel, is med. The triangular
structure which Hertz identifies {n Hoffmana is replicated in Barthelme:
the protagonist, Susan, Dr Hodder. Hoffmann's "Sandman” ard Barthelme's
"Sandman" ere mirror images of egch other. Barthelme's protarnnist even
alludes to an essay called "Toward a Triadic Theory of Meaning" by Percy
(5 89). Lacan's model of signification is indeod triadic, because it is
composed of subject, Other and eignifying chain, An even more interesting
tried consists of Hoffmann, ¥reud and Barthelme. The conflation of the
intrusive Coppelius of Hoffmann's text with Freud, the earnest peaday of
the tuxt, in the figure of Dr lodder, who is both intruder and voider,
Coppelius and Freud, should not go unnoticed aither. Horeover, Neil Porta

uses 1 matertal to thet, at the tims of writing

his esa ; "The Uncanmy", Froud himself was invoived in triangular rs-
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lationships with lou Andreas-Salome and Victor Tausk, This tzlangle was
duplicated in 1918-1919, when Tausk baceme the analysand of one of Freud's
colieagues, Helens Deutsch, who was undergoing training analysis harself

with Freud,’®* "The Uncanny" was published 4n 1919,1°2

Jonathan Culler has drawn out the implications of Neil Hextz's essay, and
thess implications are surprisingly opplicable to the reading of
Barthelme's "Sandmen” I have been proposing here. Culler points out that

implicit in Hertz's ergument is the suggestion that

the uncanny results not from being reminded of whatever it is
that is baing repeated but from glimpsing or being reminded of
this repetition compulaion, which would be more likely to hap~
pen in uases where whatover s repeated appears partieulerly
gratui:nus or excessive, the result of no cause but & bizarrs

fon of yepetition fiself, as i¢ for the sake of Iic-
ax.uy o Ehotostcal affect Tay emphasis) .’

Hertz himself phrases this perception as follows:

The feeling of the uncanny would seem to be generated by
ng: d lsion, not by being-

It is the becom-
ing aware of the process that is felt as saris, not the hecoming
aware of soms particular item in the comscious, once famllisr,
then repressad, now coming back inte consciousness .... What-
ever it is that s repeatsd - an obsessive ritual, perhaps, or
& bit of acting-out in relation to one's anelyst - will, then,
fesl moat compellingly uncanny when it is seen as merel
colouring, that is when it comes to seen most gretuitously
shotorical.

What is uncaany sbout repetition is meither its content (a repeated con-
f£lict within & triangular relationship, or the re-doubling of elements
from “The Sandman") nor its sffects (a profile of castration anxiety, &

pattern of literary crosseroferenca, which adds "dapth" to an otherwise
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slight piece by Barthelme), but its very oppsarance as repetition, as &

rhetarical figure and a3 figurative language.

1f wy initisl veading of Barthalme's tex: opposed the letter-writer's
literalism - letteralism?''® - to Dr Hodder's dogged discovery of
"deeper”, figurative meanings, then the text has now looped its own loop,
and has seached a point ab which "iteral" and “figuzative’ hava becoms
indistinguishable - the opposition between these terns has become inde-
terminate. For if Nell Hertz argues that what is truly uncanny is the
figure of repetition itself, then thes figure has to be read for itself,
as “meaning what it says", and 8s purs repatitiun whick means nathing
beyond itself, What is uncanay about repetition, finally, is that it is

the 1iters} occcurrence of a rhetorical figurs. In a sense then, "The

Sandman” - whether it be Hoffmenn's,Freud's, Barthelme's, or Hertz’s -
reverses the hierarchy botween the literal and the figurative,

Both Culler and Hozts write of the domesticating effects of attachiog a
meaning, o signified, an interpretation of the figure, to the figurs of
repetition, It does not stand for something other than itself (a

castration complex, for exampie). Domesticstion censors the truly un-

cenny. It is this censorship that Hertz detects tn Freud, who totalises
the instances of repetition in Hoffmanr's “Sandman™ by reading them as
symproms of a laten. castration anxioty. The latter then functions as

the mesning of the figura, Culler ubserves:

The ‘s in such (faced with
on uncenny proliferstien of pure repotition] is to master rhese
affects of rapetition by casting them inta a story, deternining
originn and ceuses, and giviog it a dromatic. significant
colauring, ***




Barthalme's "Sandman” simply repeats elements from Hoffmann's "Sandman®,
and from Frewd's reading of Hoffmann's "Sandman", and even from Neil
Hortz's reading of these texts, as wall as of biographical material about
Freud, Thexs is no question here of "origins and causes”, nor of influ-
ence and allusion., The repestitions do not add "depth" to DBarthelme's
text, nor do they explain it. The repetitions gre there, and this is why

they are uncanny.

(such dominates p from the 1 em-

phasis on the simulacrum, or the copy of a copy, which will ba discussed
in the fourth chapter, to Werhol's uncannily repsated Monroes or Maos.

Terry Eagloton notes unsympathetically:

To place a pile of bricks in the Tats Gallery once might bs
considered ironic; to rereat the gesture sndlessiy is sheer
carelessness of any such ironic intention, as its shock velua
is inexerably drained avay to leave nutl\ing bayond brute
fact,'*7 my emphases.)

For Culler, the interpreter - any interpretar, whether it bs Freud, Dr
Hodder, or myself - attempts to reassert mastery over the play of repe-
titdon by giving it some signiflcance. And this avtampted mastery returns
we to the clains made et the beginning of this reading. Boted by the
straightforvardness of Barthalme's story, I wilfully proposed a maverick
reading of my own, to demonstrate my oun mastery over the text. Yet, in
the rourse of this reading, surprising, uncanny similarites betveen texts
that had been forced together, begen to appear. Neil Hertz experdences

a similar about identity, and hi Heving

suggested strong antobiographicsl elements in Freud's essay on "The Un~
canny" to sccount for the similarities between Freud's 1ife in the period

1918 to 1920, and Hoffmann's text, Hertz writes:
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Suppose uhus were ihe story one put together. Miglhtn't one
then, like Nathanael crying out "Whose voice is this?" after
e had finished his poem, still feel impelled to ask: Whose
story is this? TIs it one's own? Is it Roazen's [a biographer

P of Freud's]? 1Is it Hoffmann's? Is it The Story of Freud and

Tausk "as told to" Paul Roazen, chisfly by Helene Deutsch?

The test, in short, is no longer under my contzel; "my" reading no lenger
3 has any owner. This is the kind of unsettling of readerly subjectivity

- which conventional critic{sm cannot acknowledge.

R Furthermore, this capacity for unsettling is not an inherent property of
Barthelma's tself, The "meaning" of Barthelme's text does nmet re~
slde in its putacive aliusions to Hoffmenn and Freud and the practice of ‘ ‘ v

psychosnalytic litsrary criticisw. If ome were to read "The Sandman” In

this way, one would be ascribing a conscious intentionality to “Barthelme

as writing subjectivity, and to the toxt as bearer of its author's in~

tantions.

Even the text - Darthelme's "The Sandman” « is raither self-present, moy ’

self-enclosed, Its mesning points to another text, which im turn poincs

to yet anotier, which in tts tuen is slresdy e repetition. Tothar, the

narrator of Hoffmann's "Sandman” admits that he "was most strongly come

pelled to tell you about Nathanael's disastrous life".!°? Lothar is com- [

pelied to rapeat by means of talling the text at its origin.

! Barthelme's text is equally haunted by its shadowy, dialogic Other, whrise
i words it is condemned to ccpeat, just as the protagonist of "The Sandman"

fosls compelled to write to Dr Hodder (" ... there are seversl things

‘ going on fere thac I think ought to be pointed out to you ... i

$ 87). Barthelme's text further rshearses its own possible readings.

- ] 103 .




“ Porhaps the £inal joke of "fhe Sandman" is the absence of sithex signatura

: o propor nane ot the and of Bartholne's text. The letter - the literal

~ belongs to no-ons, as Shoshana Felmen notes of unconscious knowledge.
Its figurative play cannot be signed off by an intarpretation located in

& single subjectivity.

; *w %
A"i . u
" What of "Barthelme’ himself? What of the name on the titla-page, the o ’ T
AN photograph on the dust-jacket? Suvely these traces testify to a "real” o
P presence? cG
“';, Gommenting urably on the slightness end derivativennss of B
ol Bertholms's writing, Gors Vidal concludes with a remarkable recons uoe "
struction of authorisl idestity: B , '
The only pages to hold me vere autobiographical, Eexrly dust- K .

jacket pictures of Barthelme show an amisbie-looking young man
upon uhese full lips there is a slight shadoy ar the beginning
of the lip's bow. The dust-)acket of Sadness shovs a bearded . .
men with what appears to bo a horelip, Barthelme explains that -
e has had an operation for a "basai-cell milignamcy" on his .o
pper lip. Trué graphics, ultimately, are not vld drawings of
volcanoss or of perspective [these aro to be £aund in Sadness]
but of the anthor's actual face on the va:rvus dust-jackets,
ageing in a definitely serlal way, with, it Barthelme's cese,
the drama of an opeation thrwn in, ... intaresting for tha
rasder though no doubt traumavising for the author.'®?

The reader losks beyond the text, which does not offer “true graphics”,

to the “author's actual face”, and reads the narrative of developing

identity ip thix Esce. (Note thet Vidal has elided the medisting agency
| of textuality in an interesting lapsus. Of course, the face is not, &nd s

canmot be the "sctusl" fsce: 4t is only the photograph of a face.) i

Vidai's fiction about Barthelme ds intriguing, because it is such @ clear ,
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o stutement of the reader spellbound by the nu:a:Euehaml presence. despite

\>~ the intervention of the text.

LN

> -
. Charles Molesyorth notices the ebsance of style in Barthelme's omuvre, a s ;
' "" "jopersonalised style ... in relasion to the much more affective, more 2 .

emoticnally charged writing of paople like Norman Meiler or Joyce Carol

. Oates."**! Lator Holesworth comments on the “absence of a centrsl philo~

sophical, historieal or metaphysical given"'®% in Barthelme’s work.

by the of 2 Hol th defines

Barthelme 45 the "final post-Enlightenment writer, the final skeptic".!??

Both Vidal and Nolesworth sense the absence of a writing subjectivity in \‘\\
Barthelms’s texts, and both cospemsate for it in differont ways: Vidal, W
by constructing a consolatory prafile of tho anthor, Molesworth, by meking S ; -
the abssnce of a defi dte identity itself & kind of identity, If one

considers a "found" text like "The Quastion Party" (Gh), aven the author's - A

* signature bocomes & problem. . y

Frederic Jameson esplaina both the “waning of affect”, as he calls it,

and the disappearance of styla as an indsX fo the unique personality of P

an artist in terms of the postmodarn condition: <

The end of the hourgeois ego or monad no doubt brings with it

the ed of the pychopsthologies of that ego as wall ~ whet I : .

iave gonarally here baen caliing the wening of affect. But it . B

means the end of much moze - the snd for evample of styls, in - .

the sense of the unigus and the personal, the end of the dis-

B tinctive individual brushstroke (as sywbolised by the emergent

o primacy of mechanical reproduction) ,,, thers is no longer a Y

vl s81f progent to do tho feeling. "

This chapt-' began with & refusal of any relations betwean Barthelme's

Vcharacters” and ~ world outside the text, How, finally, does tha affe »d 1
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or erased self in Baxthelme's texts relste to the self under erasure in

the text of contemporary culturs? What fs one to make of dacamtred

subjectivity as motif, sEfect and manifesto in postmedernism in goneral?

RN Hal Foster provides an ovarview of tha positions that have been taken:
U On the Right [ono £nds) ... b nostalgic tnatstancs on tho good
. strong self, and in the sx-
EERTI treme. Yot the laft pounium on thn subject sre only simayhat
loss troublesoxe. Diagnoses of our chlture as Tegressive,

ono-dimensional, schizophrenic ... Often preserve this
5 ) bourgeols subjact, if only in opposition, if only by default.
Even for Adorno, the most dielectical of the Frankfurt School,
this subjact often scoms the counterterm of tha decuy of the
ngo in the cultura industry, of the psyche penatrated by capi
tal, On the other hand, celebrations of this dispersal, the
xatical position of verieus Franch crtitics, may enly collude
with its agants ... (the second ollipsis is Foster's).®

The nation of the "good strong self” as the locus of fdeclogy derives fromw
Louis Althusser, whose immensely influantial essay "Ideclogy and Ideo-
loglcal State Apparatuses (Notes towards an Investigation)"!?® presented

the argument that ideology can only repreduce itself by hailing, or

interpollating & subfect,  And this subject can only respond to

L interpellation if it in unified; u decontred subjecs cannot ba addressed
. by ideolegy. Tt follows that the dispersal of subjectivity offers & way
: aut of the pr of endless 1 |
A i
Iz s s

Jean-Frangois Lyoiczd presents this decentring es something of a fait

geaompl:

1
! Eclectjcism is the degree zero of contempordry cuuurs. ohe
' listenta to regghe, watches a western, eats Helonald's food for ;
| lunch and local cudsine for dinner, wears Paris perfuse in Tokyo
1 and "retro” clothes in Hong Kong ....1%7
|
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In other worrds, the docentred, contradictory subject of

can in & way that weuld

for the y petit baurgeok

fuve been
Lyotard's description of the postmodern condition is echoed,
interestingly, by both an early and a recent story by Barthelme.
Think of the way in which pauses snd purchéses alternste in "To
Tendon and Rome” (CBDG). Consider the caloulatedly sclectic frag-

ments in "Overnight to Many Distant Citfes™ "In Stockholm wa ate

reindeor stesk and I told the Prime Ministor ... the® the price of

booze wes too high" (OTMOG 170, Barthelme's ellipsis), or: "in

I went shopping with twa .+ They bought

leather gloves, chess sets, frozen fish, baby food, lawnmowers, sir
conditioness, keyaks ... " (QIMDG 172, the final ellipsis is

Barthelma’s), or:

In Boriin everyone startd, and I ould not biamg them .., I
correctly identified o Matissa as o Natisss even fhough it was
an uncharacteristic Metisse, you thought X was knwludxuubls
wheress I was only lucky, we stared at the Schwd ox
one hour and twenty minutes, and then lunched (Urunc 173 171.),

Who could the aubject of these utterances be?

Terry Eagloton comments that "it s not just that thers are milllons of

AN

other human subjects loss sxotic then Lyotard's jet-setters”, and, one

wants to add, than Barthelme's, but also "that many sucjects live more

and more at tite poinks of contradictory intarsoction” between decentted

dalves and what Bagleton rather moralistically calls "responsible citi~

zens®, 1?* For Haegleton, as for Jameson in tha finsl &nalysis, the self

s "decentrod natwork of desire"'®? is necessary to the functionihg of




lste capitalist hyperconsumption. Eagleton and Jsmeson represent, then,

the condemnatory attitudes of the Left.

Both Hal Foster and Crelg Ovens maintain & counter-position, nemely that
the fracturing of the unitsry subject constitutes a liberation. Hal
Foster asks "For what is this subjoct that, threatened by loss, ia ac

bomoaned?  Bourgeols parhaps, patriarchal certafaly - it is the

phaiiocentric order of subjectivicy".®* A of the disappe:
ance of identity is the release of gtharness, wiich is now given its tur
to speak, Oralg Owens emphatically identifies these "others” as women
and marginal groups, silenced by the construction of a momolithic mals
identity. In his remarkable essay, he discusses Laurie Anderson's par~
formances, and the artworks of Barbara Kruper and Gindy Sherman.2®! One
would like to sdd Barthelme's Snow White to this list, with her poem that

1is, in her words, "free .., free, free, free" (S 59).

Gilles Deluuve and Falix Guattari manage to synthesise the notien of o
decentred subfoct that is the product of late capitalism with a sense of
the subversive poten . i of the "schizo”. They observe, sounding & bit
like a text by Barthelme, that "our svciety produces schizos the same way
it produces Prell shampou or Ford cars, the only difference being that
the schizos are not saleabls” 2% Although they state thet "at the deepest
level", capitalism and schizophrenia have "one and the same economy, one

and the same production process",*?? they oppose the two terms

... ona can say that schizophrenia is the gxterior limit of
capitalism itself or the conclusion af its despest tendency,
but. that capitalism anly Functlons on condition that it Jnhibit
this tendency, of that it push back or displace this limit, by
substituting for it its own immanent reltive limits ... for
capitalisk 1t is & question of binding tha ravolutionary po-
teontial of decoded flovs with mew interior limits .... Hence
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schizophrenia is not the identity of capitalism, but on the
contrary its difference, its divergence, and its death,?®*

The "schizo”, or Eragmented and split subject, does have a contestatory . » .
o
pover therefore, because it pushes the fragmentation of capitalism ta an .
absolute podat. - .

Do Barthelma's texts liberate character, vaeder and author, turning the

monolithic subject inta an unstable civculation of centrifugal dis-

courses? Ox are they simply part and parcel of the everyday life, textual

%
or otherwise, of late capitalisn? Do they disseminats the mode of |
i y by “The Question Party® re- Lo ' o
uinds s that quastions are dangerous: .
"What will the quastion be?" asked Miss Jewart, A )
“Something dangerous”, said Mr White, with e twinkle, e
"Parties are always dangerous”, sald Miss Jewart (GD 70). hY
6 ) o
The “question party" of the title asks "What s & bacheloz?" (8D 7). T
Various enigmetic answers, including & "blank” card, are provided (gD ) ",
67-70); importantly, the hachelor in question, \r Lynch, is murderod when -

tha - Jwers are read, Could this be a parable of the dsath of ail sub- ! '

jects: God, the Author, the Reader? The text kills. . -

“Dangerous parties”, suci as Barthelme's taxts, dissolve the belief in a

salf outside langusge en which the fixed identitles of self and other,

doctor und patient, reader and text depend.




CHAPTER THREE

THE "NON-PLACE OF LANGUAGE": LANGUAGE AND SPACE IN
BARTHELME'S WRITING

Michel Foucault opens The Order of Things with 4 of & text by

Borges in whish a catalogus that is sn extreme example of ruratdctic :

disorganisation appears:

The monstrous quaiity that runs throush Borges's enumeration
consists ... in the fact that the common ground on which such
mestings are possible has atself boen destroyed, What is in-
possible is not the propinquity of the things listed, but the
vezy site on which their propinquity would be possible.., Where
could they ever mest, except in the immsterial sound of the
voice proncuncing their enumeration, or on the page transcrib- J
ing it? Where elsa could they na juxtaposed except ir the
non-place of language? Yet, though langudge can spread chem
before us, it can do so only in an unthinkable space.?®®

Of course, this kind of is also a ch, Barthelmean H

technique, When one considers an emphatically “monstrous" list from
Barthelme’s “The Viennese Opera Ball", the destruction of meaningfui

"ommon ground" {s quits evident:

Nonsense! said & huge man wearing the Double Eagle of 5t. Puce, . K
what about sailing, saleswen, salt, sanitation, Sante Glavs,

saws, scales, schools, screws, shipurocks, shosmeking, shop-
ping, shower baths, sieges, signboards, silvervare, sinming,
skating, skelatons, skeleton oys, sketching, skiing, skulls,
st yscrapers, sleap, smoking, smuggiors, Socislism, soft drinks,
soothsaying, sorcory, space traval, spectacles, spalling,
sports, squirrel , steal, ) the Skock

110




Dxchange, stomechs, Stores, storms, stoves, streatears,
strikes, submerines, subyays, suicide, sundials, sunstroke,
supaxstition, surgary, surveylng, sweat and syphilis! (CBDG
903,

(In ts context, this list ia not @ vesponsn to any partionlar prompt;
the speaker's exclamarion of "Nensense(” is exophoric,) Elements are
Juxtsposed, but the act of juxtapositien does not make them cohere, and
fails to set them within o stable epistemological space where they might
have co-existod.??® Here there is no question of & coherent taxonomy;
what is st stake seems to be what Foucault calls the collapse of “our
Bg8eal¢ Metinction between the Same ond the Othex".?"’ (We have already
snetartanpt « similar instonce in the bibliography of texts on the self
from “peamier’, ALl the "selves" of thi list are somehow diffarent:
the Same becomes Other even in the tabul son of its identity. See the
"

section entitled "The Dialogical Sul n ' Intersubjective Atrocity

in Chapter 2, above.)

‘The 1ist from "The Viennese Opera Ball" conflates the categories with
which we structure our experience, for it includes, all at once, natuce
{"squirrels") and cuiture (“skyscrapers”), the pundane (“stores") and the
exotic ("smugglers”, or "space travel™), the reai ("secretaries™) and the
fabuloss ("the Seven Yonders" and "Santa Claus”j, the tangibls ("sealing
wex") and the ideational ("Socialism"). Such an impossible paradigm could
4adeed only be conjugated in what Foucault .ames the "non-place of lan-
guage", for the items on the list share linguistic characteristics alone.
They are held togsther exclusively by their common initial letter, "s”,

and by their strict a A 1

have achievad a degres of ubiquity in postmedern practicas, an sloguent

testimony, perhaps, to a reluctance to organiss matetial in any other than

|
i
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B &n aleatory mamner.  Steven Ungar suggests that "[Roland] Barthes
T '4 characterised alphabatical ordering as simultaneous order and disorder,
< the zero-degres of order''2?® ; Jemuy Holzer lists her "Truisws" alpha~
- betically;**? Vslter Abish uses alphabetical sequence fn his stories

"Ardor/Awe/Atrocity” and "In So Many Words", as well as in his first test
Alphsbetical Africa. ' By the purest coincidence, the Borges cataloghe
which Foucanlt discusses is organised alphebetically as well. Foucault
claims that this ordering device “transgresses the boundsriss of all im-
agination, of ail possible thought ...."2!' Interestingly enough, Carl
Nalmgren jdentifies “alphabetical space” as one of the sub-categoriss of
fictional space. He discusses its predominance in postmodernist fiction,

using Abish's Alshabaticql Africs as illustration.?!?

Another list of Borthelme's, this time not arranged alphabetically, pes-

forms an even more extensive erssure of a logical common ground, “Noth-

ing:

4 Preliminary Account” is made up of a randsm collection of elemants

which sheve only aome attributes

choy are feiled attempts to define

nothing.

Nore sccurately, the common ground of Juxteposition becomas

"nothing", a "non-place”. The list cannot be completed, becauss "nothing"

and its definition never gyuite coincide: “Our list can in principle never bxS
be completed ..." (GP 164). At the ssme time, if the condition of ex-
istence of the list is nothing other than “nothing", the list itself must

finally be erased. "And even if we were abls, vith much labour, to ex-

haust the possibilities ... « the 1ist itself would remain, Who's got a

“ - match?" (6P 164). ,

Barthelms's fictions mske coherence and semantic stability disappeer,

This chaptex proposes an exploratien of the spatisl sffects of this dis-
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appeszance. What happens when langusge and space are no longer intimately

linked? Foucault answers that

the uneasiness thet makes us laugh when we resd Borges is cer~
tainly related to the profound distress of those whose language
has been destroyed: loss of what is “zommon" to place and name.
Atopia, ophasie.

Places and names diverge suddenly, unexpectedly, in Barthleme's writing.

The text or of space:

) a particular
the Darthelmean atopia. At the same time, the text composes, or decom-
poses langusge in a particular manner: Berthalmean ephasia.? The an-
counter of spsce and language genarates another term, namely, “apozia”,
which is at the heart of postmodern indeterminacy, Barthelme's work is
undecidsble, because every text is simultaneously & "strange object cov~
ered with fur which breaks your heart" (CBDC 14) and a “strange country...

{which] sxists slsewhers" ( GL 20),

Heterotoplas: Barthelme's red velvet maps

The first text of Overnight to Many Distant Cities, "They called for moxe
strocture..." (Barthelme's sllipsis), ends with a description that pro

vides a model for all Barthelme’s spaces.

«o1 §p woistensd our brows with the tails of our shirts, which
hed been dipped into a pleasing brine, 1it new cigars, and saw
the new clty spread out bemeath us, in the shape of the word
FASTIGIUM. Hot the nawe of the city, thay told us, simply &
SGf Of lettars selected for the elegance of the script (OTMDC
10
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Space and signifier do not enter into & motivated relationship. The
signifier cannot neme the Gity, but it provides an unthikable atructurs
which is in its turn besed on "the slegance of the seript", or on the

grephic qualities of he signifier.

Bach fragment of "Overnight to Meny Distant Citiss" s set in a diffarent
city: Paris, Stockholm, San Francisco, London, $an Antonio, Copenhagen,
Nexico fity, Derlin, Boston, Barcelona (OTHDC 169-174), The reader iy
led to expect that a particular fragment will embody the essence of the
clty in question, and this expectation is supported by the italicisation
of the opening sentence of esch fregment. Such emphasis seems to promise
the aphoristic encapsslation of the truth of & "distent city", For ex-

ample, & section begins: "In London I met a man who was not fn love"

(91D 171), and one some of the batween
London and the phlegmatic character of its inhabitents. Yet it is thia
kind of referentiasl generalisation about the mutusl intardependsnce of
space, avent and language that is consistently withheld by the text, which
rejects the determination of character and event by environment, In ons
section, & gemeralisation about naticnal charecter is made, and it is &
patently useless sphorism. After a bisatre shopping expedition in

with two s the is told by an snonymous

group of people that "'this will teach you ... never to go shopping with

Hungarians'" (QTMDG 172). The text f£inslly sails into the fantastic as

the protagonist has lucch with the Holy Ghost, in Barceloma. The Holy
Ghost provides yet another pseudo-generalisation about s city, "‘We have
that littls problem in Barselona’, Ma said, 'the lights go out in the
middie of dinner'" (QTHDG 174). 'The movement into fantasy signals the
impossibility of telling enything sbout the cities the text 1ists so as~

siduousty.
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Strueturally, the fragments ot “Overnight to Many Distant Cities" lack &
shared themstic oentre. They are joinad by thelr differences alone, snd

so meke up & typically 1dst. {(The difffculti

the notion of "protagonist" in this text have baen noted in the mecond
chapter.) What one can extrapolate from the text is that the city,
whether 1t be domestic Doston or exotic Barcelona, doss not provids &

conmon ground for meaningful and diEf any more. 1f

one thinks of the centrality accorded the city, as an immense forcefield
of meaning, by the exponsnts ol high modernism, the arbitrary use of urban
space in Barthelma’s work is striking. Gone are the Paris Arcades, which
Walter Benjanin belisves to be an irtogral element of Charles Daudelaire's
work *'® Andrei Bely's Petersburg, Joyce's flublin end Alfred Dibiin's
Berlin, as spaces invested, or better still, saturated with meaning, are
equally remote.'® The postmodern city, on the other hand, is simply a
site on which rendom eléments are dispersed. More accuratsly, the
postmodern city ia a non-site, an atopia, abut which pradication is im-
possible. The arbitrariness of incident, and the equelly arbitrary re-
lation between incident and environment in "Overnight to Many Distant

Gities” presents the "etopia, aphasis" of which Foucrult speaks.

Roland Barthes outlines the significance of centres in L'empire das
signes, writing of

un sentiment cérdsthesique de la ville, qni axige que tout
aspace urbain ait un centre o} aller, d ol revenir, un liet
conplet dont xdver ot par sepport & quol so diriger ou se
retirer, eh un mot s'inventer (a coenesthetic feeling of the
city, which demends that sach urban space should have & centre
to which to go, from which to come back, a complate space of
which to dream, and from which te divect oneself, or to retreat,
in a word, from which to invent oneself. My translation,)?'?
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Barthes claims that a homology exists betwsen Western motaphysics and

Decidental cities:

+v. 1'0ccident n'a que trop bien compris cette loi: toutes ses
villes senc concentriques;  mais aussi, conformément au
réne de la pour lsquells
Toue sencra. vt Ja Tiow de 1a véritd, ls centre de nos villes
est toujours plein:  leu marqué, c'est en Iui
Tassenblant et 3o condsnsant las valsurs do la. civilicetion:
la spiritnelitd (avec les dglisas), la uouvelr {avec les
bureaux), 1'argant (avec les banques), la marchandise (avec les
grnnda magasins), la parole (avec les sgoras: cafes ot
promenades): aller dans le cantre, c’ast rencontrer ls
varue’” sociale, c'est participer a l& plenituds superbe de
la "xdalits". [.., tho West has understood this law only too
well: all its cities ars concentric; but alsa, conforming to
the very movement of Western metaphysics, according to which
any centrs is the sita of truth, the centre of our cities is
alvays fulli an inscribed site, it is here that the values of
civilisation gather and concentrats themselves: spirituality
(with churches), power (with offices), money (with banks),
commoditiss (with large shops), spesch (with places of Josen
bly: cafes and prouenades): to enter the centre i
counter sacial "truth", is to teke part in the superb plen.{tudu
of "reality”. Wy translation.]?**

Barthelme's work is charecterised by its lack of spatial and thematic
centres. No city in Barthelme is ever & coucentric structura, Consider
the transformation of "Gelveston, Texas" late a "tjtanic reproduction”
of a "jigsaw puzzle with a picture of the Mona Liza on it" (4 53-54).
The city cannot represent the valuss of the culture that built it, just
s the text cannot represent tha clty that was meant to have informed it.

Once again, the structure of the city is arbitrary, irrational,

"A City of Chuichas" prasents an immense displacement of centre and pa-
ciphaty, 59 that che certre is everywhore, and therefore nowhere. "'ie
are disconconted,’ said Mr Phillips. 'Terribly, terribly discontemted,
Something 5 wrong'" (§ 54). In this text, the shurch does not provide

a spiritual centre for the city 4n the styls of the Western cities Barthes
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doscribas, but takes ovor the entire city space instead. The city con-
sists entirely of churchea; '"'Do you think it’s healthy for so many
chuzches to be gathered togather in one place?'.,,.’It doesn't seem...
balanced, if you know what I mean'" (§ 51). If tho centrs is dispersed
in such a way, then the sipnificance that the centra should have produced
is lost. ™ desire for a car-vental girl is 4 displacement and &
projection of this desive for a point of mesning: “'Our discontent can
anly be held in chock by perfection. We nesd 8 car-rental girl'" (8 54).

The car-rontal girl will supply the ") " of teted

structure, which will foroclose desire. Yet this is the central funct -
that Geciiis, the potential cer-rental girl, refuses to fulfil, as she

throatens the stability of the structure.

"1'11 dream tha 1ife you are most afraid of”, Cecilis threat-
ened.

"You are ours," he seid, gripping her arm. "Our car-rental
girl. Be nice. Thera is nothing you can do.”

"wue and ses,” Cacilia sald (8 54).

"3ty Life' is another city-text which gives its title to a collection,
1tke "Oveznight to Mauy Distant Cities". It enda with en image of roads
contrifugally branching: "These dances constitue an invitstion of un«
wistakable import - an nvitation which, if accepted, leads one down many
muddy roads” (CL 168). The "truth” of a city cannot be containnd within
whet Barthes calls the "insexibad site" of & centre; it can only lead
to more voysges and new spaces. Neither "Gity Life" nor "Overnight to
Many Distant Citfes” stands in the usual relatlon of epomymous text to
its collection, because nmeither furnishes a stabla vantage point, or &

thematic centre, for the reading of other texts in the collection. In

their semantic relation to tha collections of which they seem to form 4

privileged part, and in thalr own lack of & thematdc and structural
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centre, both thess texts demonstrate the impossibility +f locking meaning

- and space togsther,

"Depagtures”, in Sadness, accepts the "[invitations] dewn many ... roads" W oo @ |

- with which "Gity Life" ends. It presents a number of departures that are

- fictional, fantastic and metaphoric, Once again, a central point is o
PRIREE: -
. wissing, so that the departures are more than centrifugal: they lack any .

centre as an origin, or &s a point of departure. The last saction ends

with the speaker's lover lesving. "I am sure that you will eat well

aboard that ship, but you don't understand - it is sailing away from mel' M

ne

(8 109). The other departures do not oven feature this First-person B ¢
speaker; he canmot supply the cemtre from which the figures "[sail] -
away", The fourth of the aight numbered fragments of "Departures’ is

simply the very beldly printed word

DUNKIRK (5 102).
Like "FASTIGIUN", this is another empty sigaifier, "Dunkirk" is only
another place from which departures have been made, and the text doss not
realise any of the historlsal semes of the word, Although "Dunkirk" is
at the centre of the wight numbered fragments, it cannot exercise a

cantripetal pull on the departing discourses of the text.

4 detailed instence of postmodern space appears in "Gity Life".

Laughing aristocrats moved up and down the coxridors of the
G

Elsa, Jacques, Ramons and Charles drove out to tho combined race
txack and art gallary, Ramona had a Helneken dnd evaryone else
had ane too. The tables were cravded with laughing aristocrats.
More laughing aristocrsts arrived in their carriages dravn by
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dancing matched palrs, Some drifted in from Flushing and $&
Pouto, Management of the funded indebtedness was discussed;
the Queen’s behaviour was discussed. All the horses ran ver
well and the pictuces ran well too, The laughing aristocrats
sucked on the heads of thair gold-hoaded cones some morS. ...
[Tha aristocrats] all raised theTir canes in the air, in raga.
A fundred canes. shattered In the sun, Iike 2 load of
amphetaminas falling out of an airplane, Hore laughing aris-
tocrats gerived dn phastons and tumbrels.... Laughing ardsto-
crats who invented the cost plus contraet...

Laughing axistocrats who invented the real estate broker..,
Laughing sristocrats who invented Formica...

Loughing aristocrats wiping their surfaces clean with o dam
cloth.., (CL 157-145B, the last four ellipses are Barthelme' s)

The passage Legins with what seems to be & gencralising mise-en-scdne.
The exposition gives way to particularisation: Elsa, Jacques, Ramona and

Charles are individual inhabitumts of the oity, which is now
particularised by 4 synecdocha, the “combined race track and art gallery".
The description has moved from whole to part, and from ganeral to spe-
cific. This movement is, of course, 4 common techniqua in realist writs

ing,

Inconsistencies and lacunds work sgainst the almost taken-for-granted
device, however, For example, the mevement from gemaral to particular
15 reversed in the sentence “Ramome had a Weineken and everyone ei~ had
belong to 4 different connotative . i

one too." "Laughing aristocrats”

lexical field from the “American" city. A semantic contradiction i. "wi

up by the simultaneous presence of “aristocracy’ and the “democracy"

cotnsted so mythologically by "America”. The frequently reitevate
phrase, "laughing aristocrats” begins to signal a reluctance to distin-
gudsh between general and parcicular. Do all the aristocrate laugh? Or

are these actions parformed only by these aristocrats who do laugh? Or
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8 "laughing” the realisation of a seme of "aristocrats”, an actualisation

of a stereotyped frivelity?

Tha aristocrats mova "up and down", a description which invites a double
resding, rather like the double images in certain of Salvador Dali's
palntings.?!? One could initially interpret the movement as vertical, an
interprotation which is supported by the stong sense of verticality in
"up and down". A more logical reading would suggest that the aristocrats
are moving “up and down" in a horieontal wey. In this case "up and down™
would be & substitute for "aleng”. A similar spatial indeterminacy occurs

canes “(shatter] ... like a load of

later in the passage whan rai

amphetamines falling out of an airpleca" (my emphasis). Although the
canes era raised, the snalogy transforms the upward trajectory into a

downward one.

Other uncertainties invade the passnge, Is "corridors” a straightforyard
metonyny for "buildings", or are we mesnt to teke the word at face valua,
and sssume that the buildings of the city consist exclusively of "eorri:
dors”? The "combined race track and art gallery” becomes an emblam of
these unthinkable dualities end spsr af auomalies, The extraordinary
semantic collocation of art gallery ' race track ocours on the level
of syntax in the phrase "mstched psirs . "Dancing pairs" iy acceptable
only 1f its classems is "humen", while the phrase "matched pairs” appears
to raquire the olasseme "horses", The combination of the two phrases
scrawbles the classemes and renders the resulting phrase seuenticaily
unreadabls, The varb and preposition "to drift in" presuppase a degi .
of proximity, yet the aristoczats "{dzift] in from Flushing and »i
Paulo", two place names which connote distance from the presured Amer. n

context, Again, mutvelly exclusive semic £lalds are forced to cosex:




and the frequency of such ions abolishes 1 ropres-
sntations of space, leaving, in its weke, 2 space without dista a,
without dixection, and without perspective. (Ons should note that "Sdb
Paulo” and "Flushing"may be oppossd in terms of the exoticism of the
Former and the femiliarity of the latter, but such oppositions seem qulits

irrelevant in the kind of space described.)

The passage disintegrates whem it combines increasingly bizarre predi-
cates with "laughing aristocrats”. These predicutions culuinate in the
presentation of the aristocrats "wiping their surfeces clesn”. Once
again, varlous readings suggest themselves. "Formica may well be the
logical antecedent of "surfaces", but as a result of the pronoun "their",
"surfaces" also seems to vefer to the aristocrats thewselves, who are then

The t of a term such

into strange i
a8 “surfaces” when joined to any "human" subject s striking, as is the
looped reforesice of "theiz", which creates another spatial indeterminacy,
and collspses eny grammatical distence betyeen “aristocrats" and
"Formica", as well as any samantic distance btween the “human” and "in-

animate",

Ve witness on abolition of distinct sementic fields in this excerpt from
"Gity Life". Real and fantastic, sxctic and famillar, up and down, gen-

eral and perticular are all scrambled, 4t the same time, the

incongruities do not form a rew space in which their differences tan be

synthestsed {nto some new unity. This landscaps also recails John
Ashbary's puzzle scenes,??® such as "These Lasustrine Cities"*?! or

"Dagfy Duck in Hollywood", 222
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The postmodern efspia bacowss fawilisr, ond even rasppesys in the Set-
tings of Bdwund Whita's novel Fipetting Elens,?®? , which Ashbezy, in-
cidentally, praises highly.?**

Writing about John Ashbary’'s poem, "Theze Lacustrine Citias", Marjorie
Porloff makss cowments that ave applicebla to all these stopias. She

Temarks:

In Ashhery's varbal landscape, fragmented images appear ...
withotit coalescing into & symwolic netwok. "These Lacustrine
Cities" is framed as & series of syne:duchas but Ashhery's are
not,dn the words of Wallsce Stevens’ titla, "Parts of a orld",
For there sems to be mo wu:ld, no whols to which these parts
may be sald to belong, tality is absent ...,
disjunctive motorymic ralntions concarge to create 8 pacnusx
surface tonsion,?

If one returns to the excerpt already quoted from Borthelme's "City Life",
the aptness of Porloff's remarks is obvicus. & metonymic chain derives
from "aristroczsts” of which the links ave "laughing”, "carrieges”, the
“queen”, "gold-headed canes", and “phactons”. Although "tumbrels" be-
longs approximately to the ssme semantic fiald as "aristocrats”, its s-
soclation with the French Revolution malkes the conjunetion of "phaetons
and tugbrols”, . suitahle vehicles for aristoorats, either slightly
Jarring or parodic. S$o far the metonymic relations seem to be rassonsbly
unaform, but the linkage of "aristocrats" to the series of contemperary
inventions and pseudo-inventions, 1ifke the "cost plus contract”, the
“real estate broker", and "Formica”, creates s disjointed effect. The
chain of metonymies which radiates from "aristocrata” connotes "peried",
or 2 sanse of historiclsy, vhich is both spatially and temporally dif-
ferent from contemporary 1ife. Yet, another, squally powerful metonymic

chaln of {teus deewn from trban contemporanalty, s at work in the pas-
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saga, Terms like "Formica", "Haineken' and “amphetamines" demonstrate
this particular strand clesrly. It is the crossing, scrembling or
superimposition of tvo dis“inet metonymic chains, of which erch would have
made .ense in isolation, that is respomsible for what Perloff calls "z
peculiar surface tension”, Proper mame refersnces like "Flushing” and
Ygéb Paule” only serve to emphasise that a space like the ome presented
gonnot exist, so that conventional locative refarentislity is not fessi-
ble. Perloff writes that Jobm Ashbery's cities "seem to have no externsl
reforent, for they "seem to exist nowhere outside the text itself",???

and the sama mght be said of Barthelme's cities.

Howaver, the text outside of which such cities cannot exist, extends in
every direction, Postmodernism as movement has been closely sssociated
with architecture.??? Frederic Jemeson discusses an ectual building, the
Bonaventure Hotel in Los Angeles, in terms that could have been used for
any of the spaces fzamed by Ashbery, Bartheloe or Whits, Jameson notes
that "emptiness is here sbsolutely packed .... it is an element within
which you yourself are immersed, without any of that distance thuc for-
merly enabled the perception of perspective and volume'.??* Mareover, for

Jameson

this latest mutstion in spaca - postmodern hyperspace - has
finelly succesded in transcending the capscities of the indi-
vidual body to locate ivself, to organise its immediate sure
roundings perceptuaily, nnd cugninvely to mep its position in
& mappable external wor:

"Postmodern hyperspace” sweeps across tho postmoderm text:  writing,
painting, building. The postwodern sublect recalls Barthelme's Perpetus,
c "{smiles] at the new lifa she [sees) spread out befors her like & red

velvat wap" ("Parpetus”, § 37), Had her life mexaly been compared to a
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map, the snalogy, and Perpetua's smile, would have been nothing out of
the ordinacy. Dut because the mep is a “red velvat" ome, it no longer
notates, or maps an external reality. It hecomes an object stripped of
function and refeventiality, which still provides pleasure, albeit of an

unfamiliar kind.

A traditional critic like Francis Gillen offers the reader a conventional
map of Barthelmean space. Ris self-styled “guide” turns out to be & so-
ciological reading of the fictions of City Life, which is resolutely

1. Gillen cha as lattexday waste lands,

claiming that “Barthelme sees urban life as a modern inferno",2*° and that
the texts are "[explorations] of tha full impact of wass media pop culture
on the individual ...."3%! Such & reading seems inacturate, largaly be-
cause it fails to take the shift betyeen modernism and postmodernism into
aceount, T. S. Elfot presumably also saw "urban lifs as a medern

inferno", and The Waste Tand {s profoundly concerned with the effects of

mass culture, even while it sttempts to stave off those attempts. What

makes Bartholme's red velvet maps of hyperspsce different?

Perloff draws an imporant distinction between the "emigna texts" of
postmodernism and the 3 of high modernism, She argues that a text

like The Waste Land has, "dospite ivs temporsl and spatial dislocations

and its collage form, & perfectly cohersnt symbolic structure®.?’?

Bliot's "Unreal Citles" offer themselves to the resder as texts that can
bo decoded, but the postmodern city resists such reading, because it is
& heterotopis, a non-place where conflicting elewents axe drawn together

but not resolved., Thu many disjunctions of Pool, "city of new life", in

Barthelme's "The Naw Musie" perfactly the char-

actar of postmodern urban space.
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Pool is best apprehendsd as a sign of ilself, as pure sipnifier, &s &
wholly "Unreal City": “Pooi projects positive images of itself through
the great medium of £ilm .... So even if cne does not go there, one may
assimilate the meaning of Pool (BB 27). Faced with the contrecictory
images of Pool, one may find the "wesning" not quite ae easily
assimilable: here, the ordinary ("elegant widoved women", GO 26) Jostles
the fantastic (the "red rock gardems" wilh carved stone flowers, GD 25);
semantic ungrammaticalitiss like “a man spinning a goat imto gold" (GD
27) appoar next to semantic inversions like the "Derk Virgin" who is
“black, as is the Ghild" (GD 25). The utcpian converges on the dystopian,
for Pool is "ene of thosa new towns. Where everyone could be happiex"
(GD 25), vet one speaker mentions "a few curs broiling on spits” in the
strests of the city (G0 27). The unmitigated alterity of Pool defines
any orientatisn towards a particular meaning. Eldet's "Unresl Cities”
are semantically marked as nightmares; they are heavy with the weight
of their own horror, as parsistent &llusions to Dants's Inferno
indicate.?? Pool is neither utopian nor dystepisn; it is simply alien.
At the same time, Pool re-writes the "Unreal City" of the modernist Wasts

Lend as & text of bliss.

Qgernight to Many Distant Cities alludes to Les T1luminations, by Arthur
Rimbaud, in its opening section: “The little girl dead behind the
rosebushes came back to life, and the passionate comstruction continued"
(OTMBG 10). This echoes a line from Rimbaud's "Enfance II", "C'est elle,
1a petits morte, dorridre lss rosiers”. [It is sha, the little deed gizl,
behind the rosebushes. My translation.]®** The jewelled flowers of Pool,
“cagved red asters, carved red phlox .., set off by borders of yellow
heryl" (GD 25) also racall the precious stones and flowers of Rimbaud's

“Fleurs",
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Des piices d'or jaunes semfes sur 1'sgate, des piliers d'acsjon
supportant un déme d'dmeraudes, dos bouquats de matin blane et
s des fines verges de rubls entourent la rose d'ean, (Pieces of

y oo yellow gold stren on agate, pillars of mehogany supporting a
o dome of emeralds, bouguets of white satin and slender stalks
N of ruby surround the water-rose. My translation.]??®
X
- Quite consciowsly, Barthelme's writing grafts itself on that of Rimbaud,

For Perloff, the asywbolis, daconstructed yistas confured up in Les Il-

are avant la lettye,*?* She cites Jean-Plorre

Richard's designation of the Rimbaldien landscape as an spti-paysage
{anti-landscape}. For Richard, Rimbaud's lsndscape "n'est-il plus . & " a

vrsiment un paysage mais piutt un anti-paysage, une pure vision sans

témoin ...." [is not roally a landscapa any more, but rather an snti- ; . ®
landscape, @ pure vision without a witness ... My trenslation,]®7 e .
/ Barthelme's writing brings Rimbaud's petite morte back to life and con- e .
- tintes the " " of anti- begun by Les o . .
11luminations. . T “f\

The absence of a witnass is & recurrent feature of barthelme's presenta-

f tion of space and spsctecle. It is closely relaved to the disappearsnce . .
. of subjestivicy Aiscussed in the second chepter. Hho inhablets these
e landscapes, who describes thew and for whom do vhey exist? Careful use

of passive constructions erases all traces of & witnessing

/ subjectivity,?’® gs in the following sentence: "Pillows are placed in i o
the tembs, potholders, dustcloths” ("I am, at_the moment ...", OTMDG 164, '

Barthelme's wllipsis). Other exemples occur froquently in Barthelve's '

work, for instance, this passage from "Spesking of the human body ..."
(Barthelma's ellipsis):

y
|
R
» |
PR At other points op the street four-poster bads were planted .... |
w Elseuhere, on the strest pits were chipped out i
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of the concrets, floored with Adsm rugs ..., Favourite

peintings were lashed to the irom ruilings e “Soring the sids-
walks ... (OTHDC 89).

"I gm, at the momant :.," preseats & charactexistic Barthelmean anti-

landscape. It begins with spocific indices of subjectivity, time and

place, "] am, at the moment, seated on & stump in the forest, listening"

(OTHDC 163), somewhat in the manner of & Romsntic lyric, But the rest

of the passage does away with such famillarity. “Ireland and Szotlend

gre rs °, Wales is not near .... Emgland iz far eway, and France is

but a rumour .... Spain is distent, Portugal wrapped in an

haze' (QIMDG 163-164). The location af the forest can only be defined

by what is distant from it, an atopis indeed. Even the promise that the

“forest will scon oxist on some maps, tribute to the guicknaus of the

world's cartographers” (OTMDC 164) seams & hollow performative.

Postmodern spice is nnmappeble, beyond the grasp of even the quickest
cartographers,
In "I am, at the moment ...", & metonymic chain of natural images like

"stump”, "forest” and "tall white beanwoods" collides with metonymies of

an industrisl or urban satting, like "chandelisrs”, "statues”, an "exex-
gise machine {cne which produces music), "foundry" and "guai”.  Once

again, the mutually exelusive categories of "eulture" and "nature™ are

scrambl i,  Under the strain of accommodating “thisves", "deans", a

"forast", "tombs" and "chendelisrs”, any cohesive symbolic field would

shatter. Even very powerful eultuzal cosnotations are neutralised (n this

atopia, so that # parturbing collocation like "wallats made of ham" (QTHDC

163) 18 not negatively marked,  "Tombs" metsmorphose inkto "iittle

“isleeps] with the already-besutiful..."

houses” in which the speaker

QTG 163).
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of the concrete, floored with Adam cugs Fayourite
paintings wste lashed to the iron railings bordering the side-
walks ... (OTHDC 89).

"I am, ab the moment :,." presents a characteristic Barthelmean anti-
landscape. It begins with specific indices of subjestivity, time and
place, "I am, at the moment, seatcd on & stump in the forest, listoning"
(OTMDG 163), somewhat in the manner of a Romentie lyric. But thu zest
of the passage does away with such familfarity, "Irelund and Scotland

are remots, Wales is pot near .... England is far sway, and France is

but_a yumour ..,. Bpein is distant, Portugal wrapped in an

haze" (OTMDC 163-164)., The location of the forest cen only be defined
by what is distant from it, an atopia indead. Even the promise that the

“forest will soon exist on some maps, tributs to the guickness of the
world's cartographers" (QTMDG 164) seems & hollow performative.

Pestmodern space is unmappable, beyond the grasp of aven the quickest

cartographers.

In "1 am, at the woment ...", & metonymic chain of natural images like

Ystump", "forest and "tall white besnwoods" collides with metonymies of

an industrial or urban setting, 1ike "shandeliers”, "suatnes", an "sxer-

cize machine" (ome which produces music), "foupdry" and "gnai".  Once
sgain, the mutnally exclusive categories of "culturs" and "nature" are
scrawbled, Under the strain of accommodating "thieves", "dssns", a
"forest”, "tombs" and "ghandelisrs", any cohesive symbolic field would
shatter. Even vacy powerful cultural conngtatiohs are neutralised in this
stopie, so that a perturbing collocation like "wallets made of hem" (OIHDC

163) is not negatlvely marked. "Tombs" metamorphese into "little

houses" in which the sposker "[sleeps] with the already-beautiful..."
(OTNDE 163).
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The forest is empty and claustrophobic at once; it is a deserted, distant

i site and a densely populated place. Somshow the "airsady-besutifel", the y
LR spesker, the thisves and the deans are all present, and so is the elabo:

rate decor alreedy enumerated. The "prasence’ of these figures and items

in the landscape is & further puzzle, bocause yhatever presence exists

is invoked by future temses. The suxiliary "will" is used with some

- vogularity, for sxample. Siaple prasont temse mey signal either a
ritualised repatitiveness of sction, or actual presence at tha moment of

utterance, One is naver ton surve which of these alternatives is at steke [

when the present tense is used in "I em, at the woment ...", so that the

scone s eerily unique and repetitive. Such ambiguity mekes tha appear- 0

ence of any element in the landscape illusory, simultaneously there and

not thers, The paradox of postmodern space, according to Jameson is that ; v

“emptiness is here absolutely packad ...."2" ’ K

The "passionate construction” consists of the articulation of heteroge-
neous terms inm such a way that no steble, recognisable umity emarges. E

. “Tirelessly yoy glue", says the spasker of "L am, at the moment ...". &

o

text like "The Palsce" s & perfect illustration of postwodern

bricolage. Both palace and text are glued togother from allusions and
zeferences, "full of Eames chairs and Barcelona chaivs end Pollock

paintings”, end every possible architect of the twentieth century amskes

sons contribution to the palace: Brouer, Mies van der Rohe, Corbusier,
Venturi, Soleri, The proper names themselves add their lustre to a text
that becomes 4 witty catalogue of the {nfluences on postmodsraism, which .

are brought togethar and synthesised in the magical space of the palace.

. Indoed, the palace allows the old dream of unity to retura in the guise }
of stylistic zero-degrea; 'The wonderful part wes that the whole place k
: o wotked, it came together baautifully, nars of the srchitects tried to Ik
B i A
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upstage each other - the palace appears to be the product of & single
hand" (GR 75). At the end of the text, the palatial utopia is deferred,
end then abolished as & fiction: "The pelsce exdsts; we have only to
get there - that is, walk hard enough. That is a besutiful idea of which
I have always been very fond, The truth is that the pelace doss not exist

but the serfs do” (6P 76),

Space, 85 presented in Darthelme's texts, satisfies Florence Green's
"[demand for] nothing less than tetal otherness™ ("Florence Green is 81",
CBDG 15). The sheer alterity recalls her desire to "go somewlhers where
everything is differ.nt" (GBDC 15). “Paraguay", from City Dife, is sich

4 place.

The text begins with the precise spatial location one has learnt to dii-

truse:

‘The upper part of the plain that we had crossed tho day before
was noy white with snow. there was & storm :aginx hahind us. .
we had orly just crosse urji ba,.,. We hgd cumped in
slight hollow at Sukbuchnn, eightaen wiles from Hﬂlik Ha!..-.
Ahead was Parsguay (CL 19-20).

Wera the exoticisn of the place names is heud firmly in check, and only
sorves to reinforce the exactitude of spatial indices. Beginning with
what lies hehind and proceeding to what is shead, the trajectory of the
description seems to mimic the temporal and spstial sweep of the journey

described,

For the theorsticisn Nichel Serves, disconrse and itinerary, or discours
end parcours**’ are intimately linked, by more than their commen

stymologicel stem. In the course of a complex argument, he states that
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"before discourse, there existed o multiplieiey of unzelated .nacest
chaos 3% Discourse, particularly in the form of myth, "attempts to
transform a chaos of seporate epatial varisties into a space of communi-

extion 22 hocording to Sorres,

global wandering, the mythic adventuze, is in the end, only the
general joining of these spaces, as if the object or target of
discourse were ouly to connect, or &s if the junction, the re-
lation constituted the youte by which the first discouxse
passes, .2

Yot the dssertion, in Barthelme's text, "Ahead was Paraguay" hardly
functions as such & discursive bridge, connecting past and future, space
traversed and space to be crossed. The particular sectfon ends with an
indication of a footnote, one of two in the text. Tho seference is sup-

plied at the end of "Paraguay™: ™ Quoted from & Summer Ride Through

Vestern Tibet, by Jane E. Duncan, Collins, Lendon, 1906,

Slightly al-
tered" (sie, OL 27). The discourse as itinexary, as adventure and ex-

ploration, as “a summer ride through Tibet", cannot make places

communicats with each other. In fact, the place names ars marked as
Tibatan ones, which makes the epparently seamless discursive juncture of
the panuitimate sentence to "Ahead was Paraguay’ a disjunction, South
America and Tihet ara joined in o single breath by en impossible dis~
course, ane which undoes tha connection of peysours and discours, and

roturns space to its pre-discursive ehaos.

The next section echoss the closing santence of its predacessor, "Ahead
was Paraguay” In fts heacing "fhere Parsguay Is" (CL 20). This semtence
is & caloulated syntactic end semantic distortdon of its predecessor:
“shead" has been replaced with "where", and "was" has been txensformed

into its assertive present tense version, "is", The location of Paraguay
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cén only be dafined nepstively, like the forest in "I am, at the

moment...". 1f the first section concluder by promising us that “ehead

was Paraguay", then the narrator can now only inform us "Thus [ found
W wyself in a strange country’ (CL 20). Although "thus" hes a streng
N conjunctive function and should signal the clasr result of a determinate et

couse, in this case "thus" discvrsively joins disconnectioms in the

itinerary, The narrator anticipated an entry into Paraguay, but having N

crossed the border, finds hinself in uncherted terrain, which is ddenti- .. LI

fied by three negations: 1

R This Paraguay is not tho Paraguay that selsts on our maps. It .
R 5 not to be found on the continent, South America; it is not 8 2 N
] a political of that continent, with a latd . B
o] 6f 2,161,000 and a capital city Asuncicn (QL 20, my emphasis).
A

In the only positive proposition, "This Paraguay exists elsewhers" (CL

b . 20) the "where" of the heading turns into “alsewhere”. The reader is
‘ plunged into the unreal, Note the detatl of "flights of white meat
RN {moving] through the sky overhead" ( GL 20). "Heat" scems to be an ia-

. conceivable substitute for the "snow" of the opening section. Although

spatial indices are retained, “overhead” and “through the sky" cannot knit
spaces together as transparent mediatlons between "above" and "below",

because this context hes robbed them of their power to coomect. How can .

"white meat" be overhead in the sky? How are we to visualise the scena, ;

since the description does appear to {nvite visualisation?

The "Jean Mueller" section continues the penetrative movement begun in H

the epening of the text.

Entering the city I ues ;pproached, that fivst day, by a dack
girl wrapped in a ted snawl.... The girl st once placed her




hands on my hips, standing facing me; she smiled, and v ked
& slight gull.,.. We then proccedel to her house, a s,
modarn structhre some distance from the gantre of the /i

there I was shown intg a voom,.. (CL 20, my emphasis).

The narrative presents & series of entries inte Incressingly intimats
Bpaces, so that the protagonist moves from cotmtry to eity, to houss to
room; the participle “entering”, and the prepositions "in" amd "into"
serve to reinforce this sonse of ponetrstion, end words like "then" and
there" create a strongly sequential structure. As Serres would hava it,
this is an dtinerary, a conjunction of spaces by languege. To penctrate
to a spatial centre is to link different spaces (country-city-house-room)
and in so doing to discursively emgct the discavery of "truth”, Onca
inside the room, one expects that the marrator will discover an explana-
tion for this chaotie space.

However, from the sectit. entitled “Temperaturs" (CL 21) onwards, the
naxrative disintegrates inta a collection of random vignettes from which
no overall picture of "this Paraguay” can ba deduced. The elaborate

"

tochuteal lexicon of the "Tamperature” seems to parody the ambitions of

sctence to map the surrounding vorld.

Temperature controls activity to a remarkable degree, By and
laxge, adults here raise their walking speed and show more
spontenaous movement as the tomperature rises,  But the
temperature-dependent pattern of sctivity s complex. For la-
stance, tha males mevu twiue as fast at 60 degrees &s thay do
at 35 degrees... (Gl 2

The spatial movement initiated by the ourly sections of the text seems
to have beon mors or less disrupted, but the final section deceptivaly
compistes the trajsctory of discovery. Herke Musiler "{opens) the bex"

whinh contains "the plan" (L 27). We have buen waiting for the narrative
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to open its "box", wmveal its "plen" and explain it.s1f since the

protagonist entersd Jean Muoller's reom. After all, a box should contdin
something, Just as & narrative should resolve its enigma by mediating
betwaen the spaces of the known and the unknown. At this poing, o o
'Parsguay” parforms the seme evasion that "The Explanation” did. Ne

solution is given; it is only designated as a plsn, The refusal to L .

provide sn explanation is slso a rejection of the mediating function of " -

discourse. E IR

#nother instance of o falsa textual resoluticn, and of the withholding [
f an explanation occurs when the protagonist is olscted as a leader, on
"the principle of the least-likely lsader™ (CL 27). In other words, he - /,
is integeated into the hitherto alien space of "Paraguay", and the inte- ' )
gration of an cutsider into a community would appesr to offer s familiar

resolution of the tensian botween seemingly irveconcilsble spaces. Yet .

the last sentence of the text overturns the ostensible resolution effected
by the choice of protaganist as leadar. "We began the descent (inte? out
of?t) Parsgney” (L 27), Any possible ropresentation of space in . o

“parsgusy” {test and place) is destroyed by the simultaneous presence of

#wo mutually exclusive cholces, "into" snd "out of", I8

Bear in mind that the penultimate sentence of the Fixst section is "I paid
each man his agreed-upon wage, and alome, began the descent™ (CL 20).

According to this description, one gnters Paraguay from & descent, and

ane should therefore leave 1t by gscending the bounding sfope, A descent

myst be 4 movement into Paraguay. But Lf tha speaker only entsrs Peragiay

at the end of the text, whers has the fiction been situated? Have we evexr

sally entered, or cdn We ever enter, Paraguay? Tho spetial clues offered
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o by the text contradict each orher in a way that descroys marrative
L illusionism.
4

' spatial d are, s The
HAR short-circulting of semic codes in "Paraguay" deserves some consider-

ation, The section entitled "The Wall' destroys the semes of "security"

and "stability" wssocisted with "wall". "The well would be divided, by

pegms of softly yorp paths, into doors” (GL 24, my emphasis). Another

utterance, "some of the doors would open, some would not” (CL 243, vie- . . w
lates the "door" code, which assumes that the opening or closing of a door

must serve a purpose. The conclusion of this sentence, "this yould change

f£xom week to wask, or from hour to hour, or in accord with sounds made

~of by people standing in front of them” (GL 24) destvoys notions of tha §

w0 otability of architecture, replacing the "permanence” connoted by an

edifice with & Thesa are made

funnier and more disorientating by their attribution to a "real source”, . . Y

a text by Le solid of modernist (L

27), GElsewhere in "Paragusy", animals are "[fized] .., in place" by . »

"electrolytic jeily" (CL 25); this fixity betrays the association of

"animals” with “movement” (a distinctive opposition betwsen "animals" and

"plants", for example), We are told that at the "ends of the waves

S [are] apertures through which threstening lines miglit be seen” (CL 25). Pt

One would only be abla to see through the "ends of the waves" if the waves o '

had been frozen. An "aperture”, equally, 1s & gtable opening. The seme '
of "oonstant movement", & very conventional association of the “sea", has
. been inverted. The "New Sea" of Paragusy (CL 22) is stationary, and this
. is a viclatlon of the most basic element of the “sea” in cultural codes,
Such wetaworphosis appears in tha shedding of human skin as well, where

. what is steble becomes fluid, just as what is in £lux becomes fixed:
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“...Jean sat on & rubber pad doing exercises designed to loosen the

skin.,.. The process of ramoving he log skin is private... the skin

12 placed in the green officisl zeceptacles” (GL 23).

The cities of Paraguay are as

strictures, Although "relational methods govern the layout of eit:

the reader is informed that "ir some of the most successful projects the
design has been swung upon smail collestions of rare amimals spaced ...
on & lack of grid® (CL 24-25). It is just this "lack of grid" that
characterises il Barthelme's fictional spaces. Any coherent description
of & relation betwsen spacs and language is overturned by the appearance

of a heterotopds, which undaxmines both language and space.  Foucault

analyses heterotopiss persuasively:

Heterotopias are disturbing, probably because they sacratly
ondermine language, because they make it impossible to name
this gnd thet, because they shatter or tangle common names,
because they destroy "syntax" in advance, and not only the
syntex with which we construct sentences but also that less
epparent. syntax which cavses yords and things (next to snd also
oppasite one another) to hold together .., utopids parmit
fables and discourse; they run with the very grain of language;
heterotopias dessicate speach, stop wovds in their tracks,
contest the very possibility of speach at its source., 2%*

Its "lack of grid,” its refussl of syntax, and {ts subversion of language

make "Paragusy” precisely such 8 heterotopia,?*®

"Paraguay” can be described as a sequence ¢ frames that frames an ab-
sence, or a nowhers, Ths text is framed by the sentences, "1 ,,. began
the descent. Ahead was Parsguay" (CL 20) and "Wa began the descent (into?

out of?) Paraguay” (G 27), but these sentences conngct mothing and no

roal Paraguay-space is traversed betwean them, Ths use of verbs such as

tes"
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"enter' and of prepositions such as "in", "into" or "behind" suggests a
sense of penstration into the coxe of a mystery, But "Paraguay” resem-
bles, in its construction, a sories of Chiness boxes: the opening of one
box simply reveals another, Such an impression of constantly antaring
frames and spaces, or discovering boxes inside boxes is reinforced by tha
spatial pnuc;lgm of "room" (CL 20), "receptacles” (GL 23), "chambers ...
on the model of talephone booths" (GL 24), "empty boxes" (Gl 25), and
“pox® (L 27), 'The lack of narrative sontimmity from one section to the

next forces the reader to perceivo cach section as 4 discrete unit,

The centrsl sections of "Paraguey" feature sbsences. In "The Wall" we
read that "long lines or tracks would run from the doors into the roaring
public spaces” (Gl 24), and in the next seséion we are told of the
"[benafiaial] establistmont of 'white space’ in a system parallelling the

park systea" (CL 24). In "Terzor", "threatening lines" sppear in "aper-

tures" ot the "end of the waves" (GL 25). In "The Tewple", the
protagonist discovers an "sbandoned” temple, "littered with empty boxes"
(CL 25), In Paragusy & process of "microministurisation leaves enormous
spaces to be filled” and thers are big empty spaces in which men wander,
trying to touch something" (CL 26). These vacant spaces at the heart of
“Paraguay” recall the encoded antropy of the city in "Thay called for more
structure .,.", by meens of which "aress of the city ... {have] been
designed to rot, fall into desustude, return, in tims, to open spaces”

(OTHDD 103,

What, finally, o there to ba sald about the lures of haterotepia when
it resists langusge as a means of gathering its spatial discontinuities?
“Behind the Wall" in “Paraguay”, the rrotagonist sees a "field of red

snow' which "larranges] itself into o smooth, red surface without
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foatprints (L 27), His response to the scene is perhaps the only pos-
sible definition of the non-place: "It seemed to proclaim iteslf a mys-
tery, but thers was no point in solving - an ongoing low-grade mystory"

(€L 27).

Limits, Boundaries and Plots:

“Through a Window and into Another Situation”

Jurij letnan supports the avguments of Serres and Foucault concerning the

relationship of reaning and space, and takes the debata into specifically

sesthetic And narratological terrsin in The Styucturs of the

Texts Lotman writes:

... on the lovel of the supra-taxtual, purely idostional model
the language of spatial relations turns our to be one of the
asic means for conprahendung reality. —Tha concepts “high-
low", “right-lage”, "near-far”, npen ~closed”, "demercated-not
demarcated” and "discrete-continuous" provs to be the material
for constructing cultural models with complstely i m-spatisl
gontons and come to Zoen 'valusble-not valuable", ' od-bad"
"ons " mnrtal-
1mmo:cn1" and 8o on. The most general social, religious, pol-
itical and ethical models oF the world, with whose help men
comprehends the yorld around hin,.. are invariably invested
with spatial charscteristics...,

Hera, Lotman the p axjom that eny 1

system is made up of differences. The only alteration in this familiar
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o sswertion ls Lotman's of his binary with spatial N
» | attributes, or, more accurately, his elaim that binaxy oppositions begin
L o3 spatial antitheses. Because Lotman's spaces derive meening specif

ically fron their oppesiticn, they must possess clearly circumscribed

linits, so that the stability of the systom thay coustruct canmot be

disturbed,  The dash yhich divides "high" from "iow" for Lotman, pleys o o
the same role as the slash mark separating "S" from 2" in Barthes's Py
§/2. Mesning, in the reslist text, ss in Lotmsn's cultursl models, da- !

rives from @ stable structure of The

of the text must remain intact, and Barthes describes it in spatial terms:

“The antithesis is a wall without a doorway. Lesping this wall is a ”

. transgression”.**? The disruption of meaning, 1s "what happens when the
i arcana of meaning are subverted, when the sacred separstion of the '
*,/ aradignatic poles is abolished, when one removes the separating barrier,

" the basis of all "pertinence'”.?*® No distinct semantic field can exist

without the pertinent end barzier, which 5 Erom \

2,**° insids from outsids, the familiar from the alien, difference from

similarity, K

Stable spatial delimitation defines the space of Utopia as well. "One
of the most notable features of the utopian picture is its ldmit", writas

Louls Marin in "Disneyland: A Degenarate Utopia",2%® This limit has to Pt

mark utopian space off from the "real" world. .

' : The utopian land belongs to "our world", but there is
[T insuporabla gap between our world and utopia, This [boundary)
wmark in the diseourse ... is a semlotie transposition of the
' : frame of & painting.?®!
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of his binary with spatisl

assextion is Lotman's
attributes, or, more accurately, his cleim that binary oppositions begin
as spatial antitheses. Bacsuse Lotman's spaces derive mesning specif-
lcslly from thedr oppositlon, they must possess clearly circumscribed
imits, so that the stability of the system they construct camnot be

disturbed.  The dash which divides "high" from "low" for Lotman, plays

the same rols as the slash mark separsting "8" from "Z" in Barthes's

5/Z. Mesning, in the realist text, as in otman's culturel models, de-

rives from a stable structurs of The

of the text must ramain intact, end Barthes describes it in spatial terms:
"The Anbithesis is a wall without a doorway, Laaping this wall is a
transgression”.**7 The disruption of meaning, is “"what happens when the
arcana of wmeaning sroe subverted, when the sacred separation of the
paradignatic poles is abolished, when ona removes the separating barrier,
the basis of all "pertinence'",2%? No distinct semantic field can exist
without the pertinent and separating barrier, which distinguishes § from
2,749 inside from outside, the familiar from the alien, difference from

similaxity.

Stable spatial delimitstion defines the space of Utopia 1s well. "One
of the most notable festures of the utopian picture is its limit", writes
Louis Marin in "Disneyland: A Degenerste Utopia".?®® This limit has ta

mark utopian space off from the "real” world.

The utopian land belongs to "our world”, but thers ds
insuparable gap between our world and utopia. This [boundary]
mark in the discourse ... is o semiotic transposition of the
frame of a painting, 2%}
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Utopia is always a stable, perfected, and accordingly wnctosed sifa,
Barthes adds to this discourse on utopia by stating that the function of
utopia is "to make mesning".?** It (utopia) “is a second term which pex-
mits the sign to function: discourse about Teality hecomes possible
PPl

What do Lotmen's "masns of comprehending reality", the "sacred avcana of
mesning” in the realist text, and a utopian "discourse sbout reality" lave
n common? They share the feature of a & e barrier, and & commitment
to meaning and zeference. All these discourses are bounded, by physical
ox metaphoric limits, and all are referential. Both Barthes and Mavin
danounce the logocentric base of utopia, and Barthes even decides that
Matopia is superior to utopia (utopia is reactive, tactical, literary,
1t proceeds from mesning and governs it)”.*®* Lotman, on the other hand,
appears to be an apologist for meaning, yet when his theory is applind
to Barthelwa’s writing, it seems as if this writing deliberstaly utilises

the theory to undermine meaning.

For example, “"Paraguay” consists of a number of borders or limits, con-
cluding with the boundary that separates Paraguay from the outside world.
Dut this boundary becomes the non-place whers meaning collapses, vhare
inside ond outside are one and the same, and where the descant is simul-
teneously “into" and “out of" Paraguay (L 27). Heterotopiss and atopias

dissolve limits, and the dissolution of borders collapses medning.

No boundary in Barthelme's tests is ever absolute. Not surprisingly,
these fictiens displey an impressive number of sttacks on the stebility
of Limits, Indlans iivade a city in “The Indian Uprising" (UBUA); Gortes

colonises South America ("Cortes and Montezuma”, GD); King Kong's “gisnt
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fonds, black, thick with fur, (reach] in through the windows" at “The

Paxcy" (8); a herd of threatens & " 8t

the University", A4)} zombies arrive in a village ("The Zombies", GD);
wheels Instigate a revolution ("A Nation of Wheels", GP). Familiar urben
spaces are disturbed by a glgantic balloon (“The Balloon", UPUA), by a
glass mourtain ("The Glass Mowntain", CL), and by & dog falling out of
the sky ("The Falling Dog”, CL), Elements from one sontext sare arbi-
tzarily transpesed to another, so thet an adult returas to school in "Me
and Miss Handible" (GDBC), A civilian is trepped in the army ("The
Sergeant", 4), snd & dragon appears in & contemporary city ("The Dragon",
8P). Boundaries separating texts fxom sach other are suspsnded, avd as
a result, numerous literary, and mythological figures surface in
Barthalme’s fictlons, Perseus featurss in a telovision tall show ("A
Showar of Gold", GBOC), Batman and Robin are appropriated in "The Jokar's
Greatest Triumph" (GBDG), Snow White appears as an Amerfcan “hoxsewife
(S), King Kong attends a party ("The Party" §), St Anthony retuwns in
"he Temptation of §t Anthony" (8), the Phantom cf the Opera makes & new
friend {"The Phantom of the Opera's Friend", CL). One has the feeling
that all the volumes of our vast cultural library havs suddenly run to-

gether, a Iinttloss which goes far beyond

mythological or 1itarary "sllusion” gs practised by modernists. All texts
converge, and even putatively "real Figures are placed in manifestly
fictive contexts, like Paul Klse in "Enginesr-Private Paul Klae Misplaces
an Adrcraft between Wilbertshofen and Cambred, March 1916" (8). Rebart
Rennedy in "Robert Kenmedy Saved from Drowning” (UPUA), Gosths in "Gon-

versations with Gosthe" (QTMDC), or Tolytoy, enshrined in & museum of

Barthalme’s making ("At the Tolstoy Huseun”, (CL).
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Geston Bachelard eculogises sscure and enclosed spaces in  his

1 analysis, The Postics of Spaca. "Within the being, in the

being of within, an enveloping warmth welcomes being”.?'* Limits provide
safety: "The sheltered-baing gives perceptible limits to his shelter".?%¢
Postmodexn space knows no such onclosure.. The walls guarding domestic
space oven crumble in Barthelme's "110 West Sixty-first Street™: 'The

back wall of the apartment vas falling off

Gne could ses the daylight
batween the back wall and the party wall® (4 22), One is rempted to re~
spond to Bachelard's safe enclosure in the woxds of the "horxoxs” from

"The Policeman's Ball":

The horrors walted outside patiently. Even policemen, the
horrors thought, we get evon policemen, in the end The
norrors had moved outside Horace's apartment. Not even pa-
licomen and their ladies sre safe, the horrors thought. No ane
is safe. Safety doss not exist. Ha ha ha ha ha he ha hal (CL
56).

and auphorie, spacs does not conform to any model
that valorises utopian stabjlity. The woxds of the "horrors" are placed
4t the end of the texk, as a toxtual limit, but the action which they
promise is defsrred outside the text, so that "The Polfceman’s Buil” is
both bounded and perforated by the "horrors”  Juotation merks contain
uttarances, bounding them end marking them off frow the surrounding dis-
course. In this case, the sbsence of quotation marks suspends the
boundaries that otherwise exist bstwasn the discourse of characters and
that of the narzating agency. The resder is not, ell suro whother the
£inal burst of laughter is simply some uttersnce of the "horrors" or
whethor 1t emanates from the naxrating agency, who suddenly turns out to

bu colluding wi : the "herrors". A degree of tonal indeterm ‘acy

141




{spiteful? horrifisd?) results from the suspension of barriers that usu-

ally guide interpretation,

To return to Lotman, one vemembers that he argees "that as s rule the
principle of binary semantic opposition lies et the foundatien of the
internal organisation of textual elements”. Such en opposition is em-
bedded in "spatial organisation, so that the "classificstury border be-
twaen opposing worlds assumes spatial featwres: Lethe, separsting the
living from the dead; the gates of hell....”?*7 Lotman uses this motion
of spatial oppositicn and organisation to drew up o typology of toxts:
he distinguishes between plotless texts and texts with plots. Barrders
are uncrossabla and absolute in the plotless text, which "makes these
borders fast”,?®' On the other hend, whenever a semantic boundary is
teavarsad, plet appears. For lLotman, the minimal unit of plor con=

struction is the “event {which] is the shifting of & persond gcrogg tha

borders of a semantic £ield".?** e explains:

The movement of the plat, tha evant, 3s the crossing of that
forbidden border which the plotiess structure establishes....
Therefors & plot can always be reduced to & basic apisode - the
crossing of the basic topological border in the plot's spatial
structure,

A shift scross & semantic border initiates narative, but om no account
should the border itself be obliterated. Indeed, narrativs seems to be
an elaborate structurs which neutrelises or roverses the movement it in-
itlates, An outsider who enters the sphere of the familiar has to be
driven out, or else assimilated; the voyeger in alien realms must return
to normality. Barthes claims thet in the realist text "it i fatal ...
to remove the dividing line, the paradigmatic slash which parmits meaning

to function (the wall of the Antithesis) ...."¢! Tha movements across
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borders necessitated by plots thersfore, in no way, qualify Lotmen's ine

itia} insistenca on the absolutcness of semantic and spa al borders,

The obsessive thematics of invasion in Barthelme's writing, enumerated
asbove, certainly seems to characterise these fictions as quintessential
narratives, as arch-plots. Elements are shifted constantly scross bor-
ders, limits are alyays subject to attack. Yet Bartheime’s texts do mot
atrika ons, even on @ very simpla leval, as narratives, in the sensa that
Balzac's §arrasine, or the myubs o which Lotman alludes, do. What takas
place in Dartheime's texts is tae erosion of plot from within, The min~
imal unit of plot - a movement across a border - is used to undernine plot
itself, to displace, or better still, to deconstruct, the notion of border
or limit. One is left with a textual space with neither linits nor bor-
ders in which slements, devold of weaning, move. Jean Baudrillard de-
soribes this postmedern space without limits very strikingly: "It is our
anly architecture today: great screans on which are reflected atoms,
particles, molecules in motion. Not & public scana or true public space
but gigantic spaces of cireulotion, ventilaticn and ophemersl cone
nections"”,?*? Indeed, the clash betwssn mesningful structures end inax-
plicable amorphousness is presented in "The Balloon". "But it is wrong
to speak of 'situations', implying sets of circumstances lsading to some
resolution; there wers no situations, simply the balloon hanging there

~r.. " (UBUA 18),

An applicatien of Lotman's principles to the ux-Snoy White narrative, and
then to Barthelme's treatment of this narrative, demonstrates the way in
which the postmodern text uses the structure of plot to veid itself. In
the ur-Snow White, the spatiasl opposition of "palace-forest" seems fun-

domental, Ono cen identify the following ss major svents of the narre-
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tive: Snow White's escape from the quesn to tha dwarfs (sha crosses the

“palace from "forest" to enter the new space

boundary which saparates
inhebited by the dwarfs); the queen's arrival in the forest, end the gift
°f the poisaned apple the queen invades the sementic field mads up by
Snow White and the dwarfs in the forest); the prince's appearance (the
prince, second representative of the "palace” enters the "forest"); Snow
White's resurrection (a nentralisation of the second event); Snow White's
departure from the "forest” and hier we~cutry into the world of the "pal-
ace", which has remained her rightful place. (This last event effectively

neytralises the initial one, and vestores the spatial and semantic statug

quo, with everyone in haxr or his proper plactd. The witch-queen, who has

oceupled more than one semantic space simultanscusly, is eliminated.)

The terms "palace and "forest” are forcs fields of semantic opposition.
dpart from the cbvicus antithesis of “culture” end "nature”, the forest
is also the dowain of the marvellous, the magical, and the childlike,
whils the palace is the world of adults (the royal parents), of intrigue
and vielence., Although both spaces are situated in the encompassing
sphore of the faity tals, the opposition acquires a hierarchical dimen-
sion, because the dwsrfs and the forest vepresent the marvellons and the
unknown, even for characters in the text, whila the palace represents a
world that is less fantastic, and closer to the everyday sphers of mas-
risge end family, At the end of the story, Snow White's retu.: to the
palace reverses her original entry Into the alien space of the rorest.
Horaover, her return restores the basic ssuantic cpposition of "palace
and "forest", beceuse she roturas to the plece whers she balongs, The
tensions genarated by the crossing of a sementic boundary are neutralised
s0 that the text can move vo the stability and closure of "happily ever

aftar™,
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1 What happens in Barthelme's Suow White? The presence of Snow White in
the semantic space of the dvarfs creates a degree of tension which the P
complaint of the dyarfs makes explicit: "Now we do not know what to do.

Snow Wnite has added 2 dimension of confusion snd misexy to our lives. v

- Wherass once wa were simple bourgeols who knew what to do, now we are

complex bourgects who axe at & loss" (S 87-88). Semantic fialds have
been shifted: Snow White is a token figure for identiffcation in the ’ °

ug-"Snow White", and the resder shares a sense of wonder at the mervellous . N

events of the narrative, but the identification has been reversed in

) Barthelne's version. Suow White is now the alien, und this shift places
the resder on the other side of the "familisr-sti<ige” opposition. The : @

dwarfs provida a point of view, which is simultanecusly strenge and or-

s dinary: the dvazfs are dwarfs (the space of fairytale) and mesbers of h .

the bourgeoisie (the realm of the everyday), In the ur-text, the

hierarchisation of "reality" and "fantasy" is maintained, albeit tenu- P

ously, but such sementic distinction is oroded in Berthelme's text. ALL . o

the chavactars inhabit the same space, namely the hetorotopic Barthalmean
city, with the result that the '"pulace-forest” opposition disdppears. e

. The prince, in the ur-text, hes the function of eliminating the tension

caused by the crossing of a semantic boundary, bscause he cancels the «
queen's act, and he returns Snow White o tha worid of the "palsce".

Barthelve's Paul is a fallure as a prince, and drinks the poisonad vodky

Gibson, intended for Snow White, himself (S 174-175). This action fuses i

the third end fourth plot events of the ur~"Snow White", making any

neutralisation or resolution of movements dcross semantic boundaries tm- '
possible, This “narrative” cannot move towards closure end restitution, i

but ends instead with new movements and more dapartures:

SNOW WHITE RISES INTO THE SKY




‘THE HEROES DEPAKT IN SEARCH OF
4 NEW PRINCIPLE
HEIGH-HO (W 181).

Barthelme's "The Indian Uprising" turns the heraic colonialist nerrative
of resistance to an invasion upside-down, and demonstrates the discurb-
afce of Linits and the disintegration of plot. The fiTst two sentences
of the text neatly opposa .wo éntithaticel spaces: “We defended the city
as best we could, The arrows of the Comanches came in clouds” (UPUA3).
Two separate sentences contrast the world of "our city" with the demain
of the Comenches; the irruption of the ‘omanches into the city, denoted
by "drfeace” and the "uprising" of the title, eppears to ba the underlying
ever: v. > familiar plot. In & conventional narxative, such an invasion
of one &.utext by ancther is precisely what the narrative structura will
work out and meutralise. Here, for example, the readar has to ask the
question: "How will the uprising be resolved? What will happen?”. The
oxossing of & semantic boundary prefigures its oun resolution. In this
instance, only two possibilities can be envisaged: the invader will ei-
ther be rspelled, or will conguer the invaded space, The unity and
ddentity of the invaded space will be restored in the first possibility;
in the sacond, & aew, unified specs, with its own boundaries and semantic
identity, will be crested. The first two sentences of “fhe Indian Up-
rising” underline the separation of the city and Comanches by means of
their paratactic juxtsposition, with the arzows as embloms of invasicu,

of the penetration of one space by another.

8o far, the narrative of a besieged city has procesded cxactly as Lotman's
model would have fe. With the tiird sentence, however, a fov traps are

sat for the unwary, "The war c¢lubs of the Comanches clatterasd on the

148

o




soft, yellow pavements" (UPUA 3). Tor a moment, it seems that this sea-

tence is nothing moxe than an extensfon of sentance two, becauss the

syntactic parallelism between sentence two and three suggests that the
latter is simply an elaboration of the former. Yet "war clubs" are obe
P viously pot weapons for throwing, and canaot therefore pemetzate the city

in the same way that arrows can. Within the limits of what is plausible,

"war clubs" can only "clatter” on pavements if the Comanches are already

inside the eity. Any possible reading of this utterance makes the notion

©of a distinct boundary problematic. One reading transforms "war clubs',

against all semantic probability, dnto weapons that sbolish the distence

v bstween inside and outside; another pessible reading does away with the
o " boundary altogether, becsuse the Indians are alyays-slready inside the
o

B -// city, foreclosing a narrative of uprising and invasion. "Clatter" and

"soft" contradict each other, and the "soft, yellow" pavements embody a

spi

f£irm and the malleable.

al instebility the: disquiecingly ercdes any distinction between tha

We return to the familisr code of “invasion" in the fourth sentence:

"There were earthworks afong the Boulevard Mark Glark snd the hedges lhad

. . been laced with sparkling wire" (UPUA 3). Two barricades - "sarthworks"
. and the barbed wire - rainforce the distinction between the inhabitants

of the city snd the invaders.

I
i

{ By row, the reader has identiffed the basic spatial opposition of "The
N Indian Uprising" as "Gity-Indians®, This sntithesis is extremely powsr~
ful, bacause it resonates with some of the oppositians which are central
to western culture, such as "cultura-primitivism', "inside-outside”, and

"gamilisr-slien”., The familiarity of these pairs sweeps the reader past

the snomalies examined above, and the second paragraph of the text begins
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with another stavement of limits: “Patrols of paras and volunteers with
armbands gusrded the tall, flat buildings" (UPUA 3). But the next sen-

tence shifts locales , with its

of the torture of the captured Comanche (UPUA 3-4). (On & semantic level,
the description of the torture suggests a reversal of roles, for the
“gefenders" of the city and of the "civilisation" it supposedly repres-

ents, engage in tortura, an "uncivilised” activity.)

Later in this, the second paragraph, the text seems to reiterata its op-

position of inner to outer:

Not believing a ,.. report of the mumber of casuslties ir the
outer districts where trees, lamps and swans had been reduced
o clear Fields of fire, we issued entrenching tools to those
who seemed trustworthy and tured the heavy-weapon compnies
0 that we could not be surprised from that direction (UPUA &,
ny amphases).

Spatial iidices such as "outer districts", "that direction”, end the
"turning" of compenies presuppose a4 conflict between centre snd periph-
ery, with the narratig agency implicitly situsted at the centre, which
resists the invasien. At the same time, this stable opposition is
anbiguated by the presence of laexplicable elements, like the heterctopic
catalogue of "trees, lamps and swans”.  Auother unlocalisea shift in
narrative space follows the passage. "And I sat thera getting drunker
and drunker and moxe in love and more in Jove, We talked” (URUA 4).
“There," according to the exipsncies of syntax, should refer to "that
direction”, but this reference causes the very clearly demarcated anti-
thesis between innar and outer to collapse. An alternative possibility
1s that "thare" refers elliptically to the lecale in which the Comanche

is tortured, and which is mentioned at the begianing of this particular




paragraph. Yat this reading disintegrates distinct semantic categories
which organise experienca: by means of what hiatus can the space of

"torture™ coincide with the space of "love"?

The paragraph itself violates a somantic boundary. A paragraph is con~
ventionally bounded by the limits of unified meaning, so that it functions
85 @ discursive unit. However, in the paragraphs of "The Indian Uprising"

irroconedlehl collide, leaving only the form

of the paragraph as s teasing trace of meanings produced by discursive
limits, The paragraph ss an arbitrarily demarcated site appesrs fn &

number of other texts from Practiges, Unnatural Acgs, like

"The Presidont” and "Game'.

Later in the text, & description is given of the barricades intended to
resist the invasion. They are “made of window dummiss, silk, thoughtfully
planned job descriptions (including scales for the orderly prograss of
other colours), wine in demijohns, and robes" (UFUA 5). The barricade
which keeps the city from the Comanches, or "culture” frem “primitivisn',
disappears in @ welter of incressing detail, as the narrator “[analyses]

the composition of the barricade nearest (him)" (UPUA 5). He finds

two ashtrays, ceramic, one derk brown and one dark brown with
an orange biur at the 14p} a tin frying pan; two-litre bottles
of red wine; three-quarter itre bottles of Black & White,
equavit, cognac, vodka, gin, Fad f# & sherry; a hollow-core door
in birch veneer on black wrought~iron legs; ... & Yugoslavian
cexved flute, wood, dark brown; and other items (UPUA 5).

Ne wondex the narrator concludes, after this anelysis, that he "[knows)

nothing" ( YPUA 5).




isable spatial continue to glaam,
N mirsge-idke, throughont the text. Niss k's house has "stesl shutters on
4 . the windows {which make it] safe” { UPUA 5); the shutters divide a safe

{nterior from a hostile:exterior. Polar oppositions are invoked, so that .

one character claims that the forces of the clty "'hold the south quarter

and they [the Indians] hold tha north quavter'" (UPUA 7, my emphasis). -

L The thematics of invasion are suggssted again, for the Indians "[infil
N trate] our ghetto and... the poople of the ghetto instead of resisting ~

’ {join] the smooth, well-coordinated attack with zip guns, telegrams, o

lockets, causing the portion of the line held by the IRA to swell and

— collapse (UPUA 6).

Underlying all thess instances remains the sense that sntitheses are

crumbiing, Miss R's house does not exclude danger: it bacomes the site . B

kY of the last threat to the narrator (UPUA 11-12). The polar oppositions

are no sooner mentioned then dropped, and the "collepse™ of the "line"

in the quotation sbove marks another decomposition of limits. The notion

of a stabla historicsl sequonce, supported by geographical and his'orical . )

. limits is exploded, by the presence of the IRA in the uprising. As a °

. semantic entity, "IRA" connotos "revoluticn® in bourgeois mythology, yet

. hers it Joins th. forces of reaction, the dafenders of the city. One is

not at all sure how the term fits into the conuotative fields on which
the text draws: It simply serves to ambiguate these Flelds by Jumbling
their comnotations.

ot}
Thers are several overt dissolutions of barrisrs. One of the organisers

A of the insurrection dis someons callad Sylvia, who resembles H it

Clementine/Clam of "The Crisis” in some respects. Sylvia is an Indian




and an inhabitant of the city, the narrator's lover end enemy, all at

auce:
s -
1 hald Syivis by her bear-claw necklace. "Call off your
avas”, 1 said.  "Wo have msny yaars left to live'.,.. "with . R

u Tuck yow will surviva until matins", Sylvis said. She ran off 4
A~ down the Rua Chestor Nimitz, uttering shrill ctias {UBUA 6). &Y "

. ' N o U’
o Signifiers of steteotyped "Indlan prinitivisa’, like “bosr-claw

necklace”, "braves", and "shriil cries" are suparimposed on signifiars

of "weststn civillsation" 1ike "matins”, "Rue", and the proper names 1 ‘

we o "Sylvia" and "Chester Nimitz". In Sylvis, the classemes of "sulture" and

. "primitiviss intersect, no longer saparated by any barriers. As the

narrater asks her: "Which side are you on .

after all?" (UPUA 8). (One v

;VL/ should note that the peculier place names connote "Americe" and "Europe” e ’
;/ simultanecusly, and so deny the distinetion betwesn "New World" aad "03d", °

N which has generatad so auch American fiction from Hawthorne onwards.?®!

These names are "Rue Chester Nimitz', "Boulevard Mark Glark" 4 "Skimny

Wainwright Square", UPUA 3, 6 and 8.) ‘

Even the enblematic colour contrast betwsan areas occupied by the Indians . L (f/

. and those defended by the city's inhabitants seems to be & pssudo- ) J(

antithesis: "On the mep.., our parts (4re] blue and theix parts [avae] i ”

greer® { UPUA 7 ). What is ons to make of the following utterance? I |

opened tha letter but inside was a Comanche flint arrowheed played by

Frank Wedekind in an elegant gold echain and congratulstions" (UPUA 93,
The "flint srrowhead” is an ewbl-m of almost stene-age "primitivisn”, but
4t 1s “played" by "Prank Wedskind", who metonymically evokes tho overripe .
cultute of fin-de-sibcle Vienns, The ‘human”® and “mon-human" are
conflated, and a sense of deterninate size is subverted by the confusion

of "smell" (the letter) and "large" (the humen figure), becauss the former




now contains the lauter, against all the dictates of familiar experience,
The spatial ruls that containers must be larger than their contents has
been suspanded, and so it is parmissible to read the preposition "in" of

the phrase "Frank Wedekind in en elegant gold chain ..." as "inside”.

anything is )

"correct" reading

(Once barrders have 0f course,

this is only a temporary syntactic aberration before tho "

of *{n" as "wearing" asserts itself. The phrase "in an elsgant gold chain
and congrasulations” seems to be w case of whimsical zeugma, anocther
nminiscule aporia. When the linear chain of syntax, with its own internal
limits, has been destroyed, words can combine in just this zeugmatic way.
A temer reeding of this vttarance notes the semantic pull betweon "letter”
and “congrasulations" s torms that more or lsss belong to the fleld,
"epistolatery communicetion”. The utterance ean then be reduced to the
quite tractable "I opened a letter but inside was a Comanche £lint
arrewhead ... end congratulations”. This is clearly an attempt to resr-
range the sentence so that it mskes senss, bvt it can explain neither the
fantastic appearance of Frauk Wedekind nor tha braakdown of precisely the
semantic-syntactic graupings that have been used to make the sentence
decipherable,

The confession of the captnred Copanche climactically undoes the last

"

remnanta of the "ou:

We attdcked wires to the testicles of the captured Comanche.
And 1 sat theve gatting drunker and drunker and more in love

and nore in love.
he sald, was Gustave Aschenbach.
town in the province of Silesis,
official in the judicature, end
ficers, judges, departmental
Barthelme’s ellipsis),

When we threw the switch he spoka,

His name,
He wes born at L, a country
Ha was the son of an upper

his forbears had all been of-

functionardes... (URUA 10,



Aschenbach is the protagonist of Thomas Mann's novella, Death in Venice,
and prototype of the decadent bourgsois. (In a sense, Wedekind and Manu
belong to the sams culture.) The Comanche's confession quotss expositery
lines from Death in Vsnice,?®* and sends the reader to ansther fiction,
instead of revealing some "truth" sbout either tha Comenches, or their
uprising. More importantly, the slash mark dividing “culture" from
“primitivisn”, the "alien" from the "familiar", snd the "true" from the
"¢{ctional” diseppasrs, for the captured Gomanche only reiterdtes the
stereotyped, mythological fiction of Western culture ir declins, and
tells it in the temiliar, foroulaic mammer of the nineteenth-century

wovel, with its attention to genealogy and heredity.

Invaders and dafenders, inside and outside merge when "the dusky warrisrs
the mouth of

(pad] with their forest troad into the mayor' (UPUA 11). This sets up a

chissmic inversion of the Comanche's confession; the allen Comanche

quotes, or is, a canonical text of great Western literature; the dis-

course of the wayor, & representative of urban lay, speaks of Gomanche

alterity.
‘The Indians end the "I" confront one another 4t the end of the text:

I reroved my belt and shoelaces and locked (rain shattering from
a great holght the prospects of silence and the cloar neat rows
of houses in the subdivisions) into thels savage black eyes,
paint, feathars, beads (UPUA 12).

A9 the protegonist looks into the eyes of the Indians, a direct confron-
tation batwoen thair gazes is set Up . The intimate, intense space made
up by two reciprocal gazes ds invaded and infiltrated by tha vertiginous

distances of the parenthesis, with its description of "grest heights",
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“prospacts” and "rows ot houses". Deceuse the prououn "I" and its gaze
ave separated from the object they view, it seems that the interpoiated
description lacks a viewing subjectivity, Who sees the "great heights'

if the protagonist Is locking inlo the eyes of the Comanches? This lack

of the as viewer suggests that the protagonist has vanished (into?
out of?) the gaze of the Indians. Following the interpolation, the iso-
lated preposition "into" contributes to & sense of the "I's" disappear-
ance. (The ubiquity of prepositions like "in”, “inte” and "inside" in

*The Indian Uprising" must be noted.)

Whatever remains once the protagonist has gone, (v once again catalogues
the "primitive" alterity of the Comanches. Their otherness {s so mbsolute
that only its surfaces can be enumerated: "savage black eyes, paint,
feathers, beads”. But this alterity is c.ntradicted by the fact that most
of the figures in the text either collude with, or are, the Comanchas,
Sylvia organises the {nsurrection; the mayor is taken over by "dusky
warriors" (UPUA 11); Miss R tuzns out to be in league with the Indians;
the provogonist seems to be entirely assimilated by the gase of the
Comanches. Everyons is a double agent, and if identity no longer exists,
neither does alterity. ("Safety does not exist”, as the horrors said in
"Ite Policemen's Ball.) This ¢s vhy the discourse that has resolutely
been on our side” vanishes and lsaves only the signs of stereotyped
othernesa behind, why the Comanche confesses in the words of Thomas Mann,
why the warriors pad into the mayor's mouth. The disappearance of bar-

riers mskes difference impossible and narrative an anachronism.

by
The instability of barriers is figured by,\d’i,anmns traps of water.
Liquid appeszs as & dissolving agent in the last sentence of the fext:

the "rain [shatters},,. the prospects... and tho clear neat rows of
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houses..." (UPUA 12). The interrogators "[pour| water into (the}
nostrils" of the captured Comanche (UPUA 4); the Indians come "in waves'
(UPUA 4); a "sort of muck {runs] in the gutters, yellowish, f£ilthy stroam
suggesting excroment or norvousness..." (UPUA 6); Black asserta that "the
situation is liquid" (UPUA 7); Misa R's litanies "{run} to.liquids and
colours” ( UPUA 9); the I

observes the i ibility of "re-

capitulating moments that occur once, twice, or another number of times
in rebelliuus, or water" (UPUA 11). Buch fluidity occurs on a lavel of
events as well. The ease with which "situations" werge is clearly dem=
onstxated in the following case: '...a Comanche... made a thrust with bis
short, ugly knife at my leg which buckled and tossed me over the

balustrede through & window and into another situation” (UPUA 8).

This fluidity does not herald en entirely new spatial dispensation. The
old, bounded, meaningful space of narrstive with its bordere to be crossed
has gone, but its outlines re-appear in "The indisn Uprising". Categories
ke "known" and "unknewn”, "eity" and “wilderness” no longer persuada,
yet their after-images constitute this text. Lotman's model of plot
hardly explains “fhe Indien Uprising”, although the text seems to be
parasitic on exactly this model of limits and borders, spinning its fic-
tion fxom an elsborate demolition of Lotmen's premises, 0Old, familiar
elements, and yell-known stories are scrembled, or sutured so that they
cannot make the sense they once did, The city of "The Indizn Uprising"
is truly en atopia, ancther frontier giobal villags of which the borders

have collapsed, and which the {nhabitants still defend.
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Frames, or The Limits of Representation

i Cl
> Thomas and the Dead Father have this conversation in The Dead Father: "
Siae . .
o v . “

My criticism was that you naver nnderstood the larger picture,
sald the Dead Favher. Young men mever understand ths larze

picture.
I don’t suggest ! understand it now. I do undsvetand the frama. Y

The Limits,

Of course the frame is easier to understs, - L o .
Older people tend to overlook the frame, sven when they are SN

looking right at it, said Thomas (DF 32).

What is the relstion between seeing the picture and understanding the

V frame, or between reading a text and seeing its limits? For Lotman, the //
: /( "problem of the frame - the boundary sepaxating the artistic text from E
. the non-text - is one of fundamental importance”.2® Iotman goes on to E
e . . e
] bohave 1like the "older poople” who overlook the frame in his actual «
e N
By pronouncements . :
\\
. A picture frame mey be an independent work of art, but it is
. located on the other side of the line demarcating the venvas, ¥
and wo do fot ses it when ve look at the picture. We naed only ‘
.. begin to examine the frame as @ kind of independent %oxt in B
e order, for the canvss to diseppear from tha fiald of our ar- " Ve
zistic vision; it ends up on the otler side of the
boundazy, 1¢¢ et o]

A slightly more obtrusive position is accorded to the frames of litarary

taxt, bacause, in Lotman's view, "the frams of a literary work consists

of two elements: the beginning and the end”.?%7 So the frame is consigned
to the pariphery in both painting and writing. However, vhe frame returns
in the tension between the text s a representation and the limits of tho

text, A&s object existing in space, the text is defined by its frame, ;
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which seals it off from its surroundings. As representation, the text

denfes its own frame, the bettor to vork itself seanlessly invo what seems

to be on extra-ddscursive reality,
In practice, this conflict [betwsen "frame" and "story™ in the
term Lotman uses] most often takes the form of an argument be-
tyeen those who, like tha Romantics and Realists of the nine-
teenth century, view art as & conventions) reflection of the
object {a "generalisation") and these who regard ert as thet
very object {a “thing"), the point of view taken by the

Futtrists and other representatives of the avant-garde in the
tweatieth century,?®

How does the postmodern text treat the conflicting possibilities of the

frame?

Barthelme's "The Question Party" demonstrates different ways of respond-
ing to the problematic of the frame. One's first response is to read "The
Question Party" as an essentiaily Darthelmesn text. To do this, ene re-
lies on the implicit framing of the text, its position in the anthology
Great Days, a collsction of stories by Bsrthelus. While shaping one's
responses to the text, this frama is so implicit as to be invisible: it
guarantees the text gua text, but withdraws, so that it doe< not become
& text {n its own right. Ax Lotman says, "we do not sae it wher wa look

at the picture”,

But "The Question Party” has another, less self-effacing frame. An "A

ther's Note"” plays the role of post-script and tarminating frams. “This
piece s an gbiet trouvd. Tt was originally published in Godey's Imdy's
Book in 1850, under the byline of & Hickory Broom, I have cut and .ulad
some thres dozen lines" (8D 7). "The Question Party" is not & te&r by

on

Barthelme at all, this new frame informs the readar, It draws attmn:
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to the implicit framing of “Iha Question Party" in Great Days; it casts
doubt on the authenticity of all the osher "invisiblo" frames, The "Au-
thor's Note" is a frame which becomes a toxt in its own right, Once its
prosence has basn recognised, 4t has the pover to eatirely change the text
it initially seoms simply to frame. Who frames any Utterance? the poste
seript asks, Retzospectively, this question of authorship appears within

the toxt itself. The game played st the question party entails writing

ansyers ta sat questions, Anonymity is one of the rules of the game.
"'Thers is to be no mark upon tha response by which its author may be
known'", says Mrs Teach (GD 66). The players txy to determine the anthor
©of sach answer a5 iv is read aloud, just as the post-script forces the
reader to try to identify the suthor of "The Question Party". Questions
raised by the framo form paxt of the jmterior of tha text, so that the
"othes s .
of the text, Quite possibly the post-script is a fiction in its owa

frame, contrary to Lotmen's view, is not securely on some »

right, with Hickory Broom just us much 4 character s Mrs Toach.

Iotman suggests that concentration on the periphorsl causss the central

text "to disappear from the field of our artistic vision". Barthelme's

witing is full of such and displ t

The analysis of the barricads in "The Indian Uprising" has alrsady been
disoussed. Hero the supposedly central text - the invasion of a city by
Consnches = is displaced by an enumerstion of the objects which make up
a baxtiar betwesn invaders and defenders. The list is open-onded, con-
cluding with the woxds "snd other items” (UPUA 5), In mid-test, the
enureration opens a new potontially endless space, and for a vertiginous
moment the reader entertains the suspieion that the analysis of the
barricade will taks ovar, and taka up, the ewtire test. The snalysis of

the barricades duplicates Miss R's litanies, and mirrors the structural
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of collage and dis) which shape the text which contains
the catalogue itself. As another frame or limit, the barrier becomes a
miniature of “The Indian Uprising”. Such a representation of tha text

fuside the text itself is a mige-en-ab¥me.**® For Mary Ara Caws, & mige-

an-gbyfie entails "the setting of settings one {uside the othsr, like so
many nesting boxes, or infinitely receding thresholds".??® (This de-

seriptlon is an apt metaphor for "Paraguay".)

4s & result of the mise-en-abime and its "sbysmal” or “infinite" dimen-
sions, the opposition between frame and text, or betwaen contalner and
contained {s deconstructed: the text becomes sndless bacause it encloses
its oun limits, Under no circumstences must this effect be confused with
the cosy self-enclosure of the modernist text, or the verbal icon cele-
brated by the New Critics. Shoshana Felmen writes of an '"otherness which
violates the Story's presence to itself" 37} glthough her reading focuses
on Henry James's Thu Tuxn of the Screy, what she han to say is highly

applicable to the postmodernist text.

Tho frame is therefors not an outside contour whose rola is %o
display an inside content: it is a kind of ext.riority which
pormeates the very heart of the story’s interiority,
internal cleft separating the story's content from itsalf,
distancing it from ite owe referentisl certsinty. With roapent
o the story's content, the frame thus acts both as an inclusion
of the extoricr and as an exclusion of the interior: it is a
perturbation of the cutside at the very core of the story's
inside, and as such, it is & blurring of the very differenca
bstween {nside and outside.®7

Barthelme's texts frequently reverse the opposition of container to con-
talned, « veversal already nated in the letter of "The Indian Uprising”.
1t is vaken to extreme lengths in a toxt from Overnight vo Many Distant

giti
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I out the aguars, neat package in 8 sefe place, snd put the safy
place in a venit designed by Caspar David Friedrich, Germen
Iandscape palnter of the lost sentury, T alipped the yault into
& history of art (Insel Verlas, Framkfurt, 1980). Bet, in &
¢onvent 1ibrary on the side of a hill near a principal ity of
Hontana, it fell out of the history of art into

a thing 1 could not have predictad: T bound the wastebasket
In stong, With o watehyood shyoud covaring vhe stone,and placed
1t dn the care of Charies tlie Good, Charles the Bad, and Gharles
Ehe Falr. They stend juggling cork balls before tha many-times
ancase enveloge whispering pames which are not the right one.
I rut tires Kings in a niew blus suit, it walked ayay from
me most canndenulz (GTHDG 37-38).

(This is only the final ssction of the particular text.)

Not enly inside and outside exe inverted, but ends, beginnings and middies
axe shifted so drastically in Barthelme’s writing that Lotman's aysertion
that “she frame of tho literary text consists of two elements: the ba-
ginning and the end"??’ begins to seem a iittle anachronistic, 4 writer
named Fdgav is preparing e text for the National Writers' Examinatien in
“Tha Delt". Edgar's story has s beginning, but no title and an and but
no middls (UPUA 64 and 68). Edgar's wife, who comments on his writing
points out that endings end beginnings aldne do not make up narratives:
"'Something has to happen between them.,.. Otherwise there's mo story'"
(UPUA . 68). The "story" Edgar writes is not the only incomplets one
in “The Dolt", becsuse the framing narrative, in which Edgar himself
features ss a character, is also fragmented. It lacks an cpening, in
marked contrast to tha leisurely exposition of the text Edgar writes,
Even more strikingly, the framing narrative has no vaal conciusion: one
is not told whether Edger sits for the sxswinetion or not, Only the
intervention of sn unidentified first person (another "dolt"? Barthelme
himself?) brings the text to some semblance of an ending. "But he
couldn't think of anything, Thinking of anything was beyond him, I

sympathisa, I myself have these problems. Endings are elusive, middles
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are nowhers to ba found, but worst of all Is to begin, to begin, to begin"
(UBUA 69).

The ending of "The Dolt" iy then a meta-ending, just as the fiction has
been & meta-fierion. To add to the confusion, this meta-ending to a
meta-fiction ends with thres repetitions of "to begin", 5o that the con-
clusian of "The Dolt" looks forwards to the beginnings of more fictions,
end backeasd te its cun boginning (or lack of one). Endings and begin-
nings change places, and like middlss or centres, are quite literally,

“nowhere to be - ud".

While the story about Edgar seews to consist of & middle only, Edgar's
story about the Baron A~  does have a beginning and ending, but no mid~
dle. But the tempting complementarity of thess two pseudo-nerratives
zemains Just a possibility. Although the two decompased Stories seem to
be on the point of naking up a single text, end although they both secupy
the toxtual space designated by the tiile "The Dolt", sequential dislo-
cations of beginnings, frames, middles, contres, and ends foraclose the
discovery of a yhole. Edgar's story is not completed in thet of the Baren
A, and neither is the story about the Baron A~ campleted by Edgex's
story. One text supplants the other, with the resuit that one text is
relegated to a peripharal position as the reader focuses on the othex,
In the tam Nerrida borrows trom Kant, oms is parergonal to the other.

Here is Derrida’s overview of the term parergon:

Les dictionnaires dommunt le plus souvent “hors d'ceuvre",
c'est la traduction la plus stricte, mals aussi "objat
acces-oire, &tranger, secondaire”, ‘'supplement”, "i-cHtd!,
Yzasta". C'est ce gue me doiv pas devenir, en s'dcartant de
lui-mems, le sujet principal ..., (Dictionaries give "di~
ression’ most often as the strictest translation, but also
Vgccnssory, foreign, sscondary object”, "supplemont", "margin',
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“residue". It is that which must not become, by deviating from
itsalf, the principul subject, ...Ny trenslation.)?’*

{Cne notices how often the left-over and the marginal, the decentred and
digressive appesr in Darthelme's writing. Consider Dan the dyarf's

Derridean delight in linguistic "£11ling" and "stutfing", 8§ 96.)
Couturier and Durand perceive no incongruity in 'The Dolt’. For them

it navrates o man's abortive attempts to compose ... & story
And it is not even this charscter, Edgar, who mukss tha
anxious, bored comment {the concluding linss of "The
rited above]; dt is rather the narrator or writer himsslf who
appears to be lamenting his fata. Yat, in the process, a story
is sctual’~ 14, of a sadistic bevon .... Heanwhils, in the
dislogue an the unsuccessful storyteller and hi:
patzonisin, . another tale of marital animosity gradually
emerges.?”

Couturier and Durand conceds that this "structure” is an “slaborate”
one, 7% although the overdetermination of the single signified “marital
animosity" in two complementary narratives hardly seems "elsborate". By
positing the isotopy of "marital animosity", they ere able to racolve the
conflicts between frame end centre in "The Dolt" quite ruatly. According

to their reading, the raming narrative of Edgar, e . the possible mise-

enzabfme of the Baron A tell the same old story, wnd any interplay bo-
tween the texts oceurs only on the level of tae signified. And the
frauing presence of the voice they call "the narzator or writer himseli"
18 equally unproblematic, becduse "marital animosity" is a heme which
is repested frequently in Barthelme's work. If the "ubiquitous 'failure'
of 'a relacionship’™"" cheracterises Barthelme's writing, then the

presence of the narretorial voice at the end of the text makes "The Dalt"
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3& 5 a 1 disclosure”, as the narrator of “The

5 Bolloon" calls it (UPUA 22).

Dospite Gouturier and Durand, it seams that the disarticulations of be-
ginnings, middles and ends in "fhe Dolt" wakes it difficult to conceive L
of a "story {being] actually told", Edgar's conflict with his wife and

>
his preparations for the Netional Writers' Examination seem to maks up & o, b :

narrative that is sepantically central, but the struetural centre of "The

Dolt" is occupiud by rhe story about the Baren. And even the structural i

ventyality of this story is qualified by the parergonal excess of irral-
“ avant details {the minuzide gbout the various Frussian rulers, for exam-

ple, UPGA 64 and 66),

. Lotaian, one bors, ide.titled ands and o8 lterery frones.

In "The Dalt", an ond and a beginning appear at the formal centre of the

taxt, The story sbout Edyer, on the other head, is a single, indetinite i

"middie". Yet structurally, this "middle" frames the baginning and end

provided by tha Bavon A- story. The arch-elements of straightforvard

storytelling, beginning, widdle and end are nct o much displaced as

nisplacad. i ’

On another level, matalaguage can be considersd as ¢ kind of frame, which ‘ -

is exterior to its ohfect while that object. )
axtrinsic to the text, turns the text inte "iiterature", When the text

incl

s 8 commonbary on itself, distinguishing botween what is oxtrinalc P .

and what intrinsic becomes preblematic. (This has already been noted in
both “Tho Exp' nation” and "Kisrkegaard Unfair to Schlegel".) Jonsthan : el
Culler draws out some of the implications of pavergonal logiu fox liter- i .

atlire and commentary:
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Tha disninction botween criticism and literature opposes a
franing discourse to what it frames, or divides an external
notslangusge from the work it describes. But literary works
themsnlyes contain metalinguistlc commeutsry: judgements of
thair own plots, characters and procedutes. Curiously, the
authority of critics' metalinguistic position depends to a
considorable extent on metalinguistic discourse within the
work: they fesl securely outside and in control when they can
bring out of the work passages of epparently nuthoritutiva
commentery that expound the views they ars dafending.?

Clesrly, the eritical assertion that "The Dolt" is metafictional relies
on the eritical comments msde by Edgar znd his wife. Any comaent on "The
Dolt" is forced to reiterate the text's own concern with beginnings end
andings, and any critical discourse which tries to frame "The Dolt" is
drawn into the text, becoming part of the text itself. At this point,
distinguishing what is inside the text from what is outside it, is almost

inpossible.

"The Belloon" lacks such overt framing devices, although the ostensibly
central "I" is relegated to a parergonal position, as Naurice Couturier
notices: “One finds quite a few personal forms {in 'The Balloon'|, es-
pecially st the beginning and the snd, but they do not properly bolong

to the veport as such",??% He adds:

It is tempting, when reading this fiction, Yo disregerd tha
naxzator who rafrs to himself unambiguously in the fivst and
last paragraphs bocluss the unlikelihood of the events calls
for our unlimited attention from the beginning.2**

(outurier seams to roiterate Lotman's argument here, that the drama of
the central text engrosses the readar so much that she or he forgats about
what is porergonal. Yet the opening and closing paragraphs elucidate the
origing and the end of the balloon, Just as a frame constitutes lis text.

What 4s more, this framing explanstion of the bailoon frames @ host of
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peeudoaxplenations of the balloon, Indeed, responsos to the balloon
sceupy the text from tha first sentenca of its third paragraph - "There
were veactions" (UPUA 16) - to the penultimate paragraph: "It was sug-
gosted that what was admired gbout the balloon was finally this: that

it was not limited, or defined" (UPU4 21).

The comments on the balloon which take up the central section of the text
can glso be tead, by metafict{onal extension, s & series of comvents on

the text itself. This is fgeilitated by the r

literary or gesthetic character of most of the comments, for example;

There wss 8 certain emwount of initial argumentstion sbout the
“maaning” of the halloon; this subsided, bscause we have
learned not to insist on meanings, nd they are rarely looked
for now, except in cases involving the simplest, safest phe-
nemena (UPUA 16),

Or, "conservative oclectieism that has so far governed modern balloon
design" (UPU4 20), and the familiar question of "unity": "Has unity been
sacrifiosd Eor a sprawling quality?” (UPUA 20). This extensive commentary
has an odd effect: iv seems to displace its object. Couturler remarks
that "despite its extraordinary dimensions, {the bailoon] has been, as
1t wers, bodily removed fram the text by this critical discourse; it has
been replacad by 'fantasies', individual representatlons that have very
littla to do with £6%,%%7 8o the opening and clasing paragraphs of "The
Balloon” frame en absent centra, because the commentary et nide centre of
the text effects the “disappesrance of the balloon, while trying to
comprehond snd framo it. This is another instence of that which is
parergonal, commentary in this cass, usurping the place of that which

is central, hera the eponymous balloon.




Of course thers is not only one balluun in "The Balloon"; thers ave at
least thres: the balloon as object, the "Balloon” ss text, and the
"'Balloon'", which is & matafictional conflation of object and text. But
the bailoon » "Balloon™ - "'Balleon'” paradigm is not a stable saquential
progression from inner centre to outer frame, since sach particular term
has the ability to unsettle another. One would imegine that the halleon
o

1s enclosed in the text about the "Balloon", while the "'Balloon'" somehow

enclases both. Yot the objuct, the balloon doss not enjoy any priority,

for it has been structurally displaced to the outar limits of the text
(the “Balloon™), end from that position it frames, or engulfs, the com
mentary about 1%, the "‘Balloon’® of the central sections, And even the

batloon {tself is a kind of commentary on something else as the last
"

paragraph reveals: it ds a " discl
(UPUA 22). No wonder then, that Couturier declares that Barthelme "tricks
us into assimilating the object and has fiction, into falling under &

dreadful spall which confuses our critical mind",2%2

'The Phantom of the Opera's Friend" in ity Life presents what seems to
be a straightforward mi=~ op-sbfne at the centre of tha text. Gaston
Leroux, author of tho novel, Tha Phantom of the Opera, is shown in the

act of writing this very novel:

Gaston Leroux was tired of writing The Phantom of the Opera.
He replaced his pen in its penholder.

™ can always work on The Phantom of tha Opsxa later - in the
fall, perhaps. Right now I faol like writing The Seeret of the
Yollow Room.”

Gaston Leroux took the of The Phantom of the Opera
and put it on & shelf in tho closet.

Then, seating himseif once moxe &t his desk, he drew towards
him & clean sheet of foolscap. At the top he wrote the words,
The Secret of the Yollow Re 6L 100-101).
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Although “The Phentom of the Opera's Friend” seems to frame its origins
By tepresenting the arigin of its original toxt, this mise-en-abyme opens
an uncortainty: the actual vriting of The Phantom of the Opera ia put

aside, usurped by the Secrat of the Yollow Reom, Quite og-

ically, past tense is used in this section, After all, The Phaptom of
the Opers had to be written before "The Phantom of the Opera's Friend”,
and this hiorarchy is implicit {n the use of tenses in Sarthelme's text:
past tenso for the migeven-ahne, prosent tense in the rest, But while
past tenss conventionally signels a completed action, hers the action
depiated {s incomplete, deferrad, left epen. How can Barthelme's text
graft dtself on Leroux's Phantom of tha Opsra if the latter has mot been
finished? This sense of inconclusiveness is still present st the end of
I'he Puantom of the Opera‘s Friend"”. Waiting perhaps to be inscribed into

some text, the narrating “I”, the friend of the title, tarrdes:

T sit down on the kexb, outside the Opera. Peopla passing look
at me. 1 will wait here for & hundred years, Or until the hot
meat of romance 18 cooled by the dull gravy of comon sense orce
more (CL 1033,

Opan-andadnass 1s o recurrent faature of Barthelma's writing. Jobn Teland
writes that "Berthelme’s refusal of closure is perhaps most dramatically
seen at the end of Snoy White where we are loft only with a serdes of
possible beginnings".**? Similarly, "Views of My Father Weeping" in Jitv
Life ends quite simply with “Ete.™ (0L 26). This 45 hardly the
inconclusiveness of realist fietion, which encourages the teadex to be-
1eve that thera is a veality beyond the frames of the text, or, more
precisely, thet the text has no fvames, so thet it is simply and
seamlassly part of the continuun of reality. As we have seen, Rarthelme's

fiotion is highly concerned with linits ond frames, slthough it
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probelmatises these concepts. I seems that this writing uses textual

1imits to open a space within the text irself, so that the bottom drops

out of representation,

Lelend's essay "Remarks Re-marked: Barthelme, What Curios of Signs" re~

lies largoly on & distinction between cyelic and serial form in the

. of myth, a drawn by Claude Lévi-Strauss in
o) L'Ozigine dos Manidres do Table. Myths originate as self-enclosad cycles,

. but as the cyclic structure is repeated and re-told, it undergoes a cor-

ain ¢reurfoxmation, becausa the reduplication of & closed Structure

wens it into an open, serial one. It should be stzongly smphasised that
his chengo does not entail the simple replacement of a closed structurs i

tith an open structtre. BSerial structure is an infinite conjugation of : o

P the closed eyelic paradige, with the result that seriel form unfolds it- B . -

£3lf from within the space of the gyele: the cycle is opensd from inside

1y the seriul reduplication of {tself, Fsr W.S. Doxey, Barthelme's "Views

»f My Father Weeping" is 4 "modern view of Oedipus”,?'® but what might "

have been simply another re-telling of Oedipus és a gyelle structure is

. cnenad by the isolated "Ete." (CL 18) which ostensibly ends or frames

the text. This "etc." signals an endless serial reduplication of the text o

from inside the structure of tha mythlc eycle: a postmodern Ocdipus,

1dvi-abrauss writes:

This degeneration [of myth) bogins when structures of oppa- ‘ v g
sition give way to structures of reduplicatien... And the

procass s complsted at the moment when the reduplication it« .

self tekes the place of structure. & form of a form, it absorhs '

the last murmur of the expirimg structure, Since the myth no . ! “

Jonger has anything, or very littls, te say, it only strvives )\\

by repesting itself,?*® 4
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" We have such " of

* already dn a text
tike "The Sandman”, and we shall encounter the "form of a form" again in
the postmodern simulacrum, Of course, the mise-en-abyme is & perfect

example of the reduplication of a structure ingide the confines of that

structure,

For Leland, $now Whits, in particular, shows an sporis which originates

in the conflict betwsen the boundaries of the book and the recessions of

the text:

andms" of Snow White only represents the ending of
s captured within the institution of the BOUK within
o ik bacoaes, on Individuslised sbject, complote in-
Eat wins notion of the Book, of literature as & fin-

For th
Whi

Seselt.
ished object, 8 self-sncloseu fest, seane tn be rudically

denled by Snow White, The unity of the Brok ... Is fragmented
by Barthelne's st as it emerges as a rr-aarking of what has
elroady been msrked end as its "snd’ .t2gus caly ss another
. * to form a totality:

beginning, In this way, Snow Whits #-

--—~.E neither its own beginaing nor its cum end (projected into a

v future it, as Book, cannot contaln) s circumscribed by the

~. 1 unity of the Book which exists only as a site of
transformation.?*?

(Couturier senses & simiiar temsion in "The Balloon": the conflation of
balloon-cbject and balloon-text "raises the difficult problem of ’oeuvre’

e and 'texte’ yhich Roland Barthes tried to elucidata by saying that the

‘ostvre' is what can be held in our hend, whersas the 'texte' is what is

. held by language".**’,
. The result is a double vision of the text as object and implosion, freme
. and gbsence, rectangle and ballcon:
o
A This ability of the balloon to shift its shape, to change, was

; very ploasing, sepecially to pacple whose lives ware rather
rigldly patterned, persons te whom change, although desired,

Sz
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such of raduplication™ already in a text

We have
like "The Sandmen™", and we shall encounter the “form of & form” again in

the postmodern simulacrum. Of course, tha mise-an-abyme is & perfect

exemple of the reduplication of a structure inzide the copfines of that

structure,

For Leland, Snow White, in particular, shows an aporia which originatas

in the conflict bstusen the boundaries of the book and the recessions of

the text:

For the "ending" of Snow White only represents the ending of
Snow White 65 captured within the institution of the BOOK within
which the Book becomes an in¢ividualised cbject, completa in-
itself, But thig notion of the Rook, of literature as & fin-
ished object, & self-anclosed text, seems to be radically
denied by Snow Whits, The unity of the Bosk ... is fragmented
by Barthelma's text as it emerges as & re-marking of what has
already been marked and as its "end" emerges only as &nother
beginning. In this way, Snow Whits refuses to forn a totality:
neither its oun baginning nox its own end (projectad into a
future it, &s Book, cannot contain) is circumseribed by the
unity of the Sook Which axists only as & site of
transformation. 17

(Couturier senses & similar tension in "The Balloon": the conflation of

balloon-objsct and balloon-text "raises the difficult problem of 'oeuvre'
and ‘roxte’ which Rolend Barthes tried to elucidate by saying that the
'oeuvra' s what can be held in our hand, wheress the ‘toxte’ is what is
held by language".?"’
The result is & double vision of tha text as cbject and implosion, frame
and bsence, rectangle and balloon:

This ability of the balloon to shift its shaps, to chenge, was

very plaasing, aspecially to people whosa lives were rathar
rigidly patterned, persens t¢ whom change, although desired,
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was not available. The balioon, for the twenty-two days of its
existence, offered the possibility, in its randomness, of mis-
location of the self, in conttadistinctien to the grid of pre=
eise, rectangular pathways under our feet (GL 21},

Fierre-fves Pétillon has’ many subtle and Interesting things to say about
space and Barthelwe, in an essay from Critiqus. "Eatre 1'enlisement et
1'ebtme, I'dorivain américaa." (Between the quicksand and the abyss, the
Americen writer. My tramslation).?'® Writing about Bazthelme's "Ballmon”

he observes:

A 1ordonnance de 1'espace hérirée du yieux wonds, 1* dmérique
n'oppose pas un sutre espace 42 sens oi la Chine et Is Japon
tels quion les imagine sont un espsce autre, mais plutdt une
sorte d'hernis sauvage de la grille ncienne, une boursoufiure
comique, une enflure Tebelle, st, entre le cadastre ressenti
conme un giofa et lo gonflement, bouffon ou pandguant du mod,
ily & }'éerivain eméricsin qui va st vient, tour & tour traqué
et sxubérant. (Ta the arremgement of space inhexited from the
o0ld world, Aperica doss not appose aother space in the semsa
that China snd Japsn, such 85 one imsgines them, are another
space, but rather & sort of wild rupture of the ancient grid,
a comic tumescance, & reballious swelling, and, between the
demarcated territory, resented us & prison and the inflation,
fazcical or panicky, of the self, is tha Anerican writer, who
cones and goes, by turns hemmed-in and cxubersnt. My transe
latien).2*?

*What Pétilion has to say about the American writer is directly applicable

ta writing.

hes been accused of being a
universalisation of the American condition.?®? Postmodern spacs is pers
meated by paradox, as the quotations from Pétillon indicats. Spice is
depicted and decomposed;  semantic sites are deterritorialised and
reterritorialised in the seme gesture;?°! the text is hollowed out from
ihside by the representation of {tself inside {tself. It {5 a space which

ne longey offsrs a table of classifications, but has becoms shaer, re-

"

petitive languege.  Says Péedilton “... 1'espace epistémologigue ob

classer et analyser faits ot sensations est pergd come une soxte
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d'élucubration fantsstiqua de fictions Strangdres" (... spistemological
space in which to classify and analys: facts and sensatlons is penetrated
like & kind of fantestic lucubration of alien fictioms. My

translation)?®?

And as a last digression, & finel perergon, these utterances of Andy

Warhol:

1 really belieye in empty spaces, although, as an artist, I make
a 1ot of junk,

Empty space is never-wested space

Wasted space is any space that hes art in &

Yy fevourite pleco of sculpture is & solid aii'vith a hole 1n
it to frame the space on the other side,?

171




W,

CHAPTER FOUR

POSTMODERNISM: "THE LEAST UGLY TERM"

"After listing the words most commonly used to characterise the
enrrent movement in American fiction - post-modornism [sic),

- e comments: 'I suppose
post-modernism is the least ugly term'" (Barthe'ne, in & tran-
sertbed interview with Casry NeCaffory)*®*

What ia at steke in the term "postmodexnism?" Barthelme, whose writing
is surely most representative of its practices, allows the word only by
grudging default, as "the loast ugly term”. Other writers are even leso
enthusiastic: Ohristine Drocke-Rosa, in the course of an illuninsting
genealogy of the (ab)uses of the term, finds it "peculferly unimagina-
tive", "salf-cancelling in an uncreative manner' sud comcludes that it
"merely means moderner madern (moug-mdemim?)"."’ Let us decompase the

signifier "postmodernisw', allowing it to speak for itself,

“Modernism" as & movement is self-conscious of its novelty, its difference
from received tradition, and its critically transitional status.®®¢
"Postmodernism”, with or without its hypher, on the other hand, seans to
confront us with the impossible claim of belng beyond the new, on the
other side of the contemporary. The prefix "post" signals that somehow

the wup-towdste is doted and the modern s passé, As a term,
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"postmedernism' flaunts the fragility of svent-gardes, subordinated as

they eare to what Derrida calls "she incontestable phenomenon of

fashion".**” Movements, "postmodernisn" implies, are fade, guite frankly,

and ™ "' is the latest, & to end all fads. Perhaps

the fashionable currency of the term is one of the reasons why serious~
minded crities objest to iv. (The very appearance of fashions calls
universality into question; admitting that one is fashlonable sxposes

sveryone else to accusations of baing dated.)

Barthes, who {n many ways oxtended the project of modernism, while at tha
same time haralding postmodornism, speaks of "un moment a la fois décadens
et prophétique, moment d'spocalypse douce, moment historigue de la plus
grande jouissanse”. {a moment simultaneously decadent snd prophatic, mo-
pent of gentle apocalypse, historical moment of the greatest possible
bliss, My translatien.]?®’ lare Barthes capturas scme of the significance
of "posthodernisn”. He hints at something embedded in the very term,

namely & millennialism that has gracefully outlived itsalf, and which now

endures ss a post-history.

& further aspect of "postmoderniss™ as signifier is its inclusfon of
"modernisa, Indeed, no svoner have we been informed by the sssertive
Prefix that we are now bayond, in The reaches of the me plus ulera, than
"modernisn” appears sgain,  "Most-modernism” {ndeed, "odernism”,
positnoser s declares, is “dead, but still with we, still with us but
dead”, like Barthesms's Dead Fathar (OF 3). This sppareat insbility to
dispose of the corpse of modermism ls anclhoer sourca of distress for
eritics reised on notdons of organie development in the realm of ltara~
ture, FPostwodornism plays the yole of parasite on the body of a hust it

profosses to discard, As the prefix indicatos, postwodornism is a sup~
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plomant, @ parasite, an addendun to 4 canon thav seems to be complete.
Tt is a postscript - playful, outside "good” writing, tentative, marginal,
like all postscripts - to an originality that is dhid lu and déid wvu.
(In two recent essays both Frederic Jameson and Terry Eagletan comment
on the way in which postmodernism fesds on "dead styles".??? Jameson de-
scribes pastiche as the dominant mode of postmodernism and adds, "pastiche
is, ltke parady, the imitation of a poculiar mask, spsech in & dead lan-
LRI

guage", and Baglaton denounces postmodetnism as & "sick joke at the

expense of .., revolutionary ovant-gardism'’’' and as a "grisly

parody™. 7% The recurrence of adjectives like "dead", "sick" and "grisly’
reveals a of with a
feading on ) Motions of and ) orige

inality and belatednsss are, of course, hotly debated in the arena of

oxplicitly theoretical postmodernist discourses.

The presence or absence of the hyphen - present in Barthelme's use of
"post-modexnism”, absent in my own - presents the (im)possibility of a
break or discontinwity. Doss postmodernism contimua the project of
wodernient Does it opyose medernisn? 1Is it a radlcal epistemic rupture

or uneriginality masquerading as novelty?

My analysis, oz decomposition, of the signifier “postmodernisn’ partakes
of other aspects of the postmodern phenomenon as well. Tirstly, cufbing
up the term itself snanvs in miniature the postmodern will to fragmenta-
tion, which replaces & reifisd textual unity with the framkly perverse
pieasvra of fetlshism. Lven otherwise moralistic Marsises fall under the
spallt Plerre Macherey calls for "the total abendonment of ¢ unified
notion of the literary work as a finished form capabla oi resolving tha

cenflicts of reality to which it is a response”.’®? In Macheray's case,
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fetishisn is provided with an alibi - fragmantation ruptures the coherance
of idsology. Any analysis seems necessarily to be & di-solution as far
as postmodern theory is econcernad. For Kristeve, the etymology of

",

"analysis" must be taken into account: "analyein, to dissolve; dissolving

the sign, taking it apart, opens up new oveas of signification".?®*
Postmodernism, tharefore, refuses the reconstitutions or recuperations
traditional hermensutics performs.  Post-structuralist theorising

colludes with postmodernist textual practics, aend in so doing, rofuses

gny totalising, finalising metalanguage on the other side of the text.?
It is almost impossible to write level-headedly sbout postmodarnism, end

indesd, the dilemsa of the critic is already figured inside the text.

As the speaker of "Brain Damage" has it:

4nd you can hide under the bed but brain damage is under the
bed, and you con hide In the universities bug they are the very
seat and soul of breln damage - brain dimaps catsed by bears
who Put your head in their fosming iaes while you are singing
Masters of War" ,.. Brain demage caused by the sleeping revo:
Iution which no one can wake up ... Brain denaps caussd by ert.
T could describe it better if T woren't affiicted wifh {t
(Barthelme's ellipses, GL 146).

"Fraginents are the only forms | trust”

The first, second and third chapters, above, have all. fn different ways,
concentrated on fragmentation. Snatches of dialogue replace monologue;
a uniffed self {s decentrod and ruptured; homogenaous space is reduced
to congerias; pravious literary certainties crumble, In “See thes Moon?",

one of Barthalme's early stories, the speaker says "Fragments are the only

175

—

e




£oxms I trust” (UPUA 169). This uttarance has becowe something of a credo

for postmodernist discoursa, & snippet of manifesto,

Barthelme has since distanced himself fzom this, bis "west fraquently
quoted" perlocution.?®® In an interview with Jerome Klinkowitz, Barthalme

says:

Because that particulax line has been richly misynderstood
1 have thought of making 4 public recantation., I can tee the

story in. say, Women's Wear Daily: WRITER CONFESSES THAT HE MO
LONGER TRUSTS FRAGNENTS. ...

Me offers an ingenuous reasen for his change of art: "Fragments fall apart
8 lot".99% The speaker of "Soe The Moon?" also retains some feith in a
daferred totality: "It's my hope that thess ... souvenirs ... will someday
merge, blur « cohere is the word, meybe - into something meaningful, 4

grand word, msaningful" (UPUA 136-157, Baxthelme's ellipses).

Rather than assuming that Barthelme and his protagonist heve saen the
sxror of their practices, end become belated converts to organic
wholeness, I think thar in this instance we have something wore then a
straight~forward opposition of part to whols. & more complex procedure
than the conventional choice between fragmentation and totalisation is
at work hers. Postmodornism (or Barthelme, by axtension) doss not simpl;
celebrate the fragment at the expemse of the whole. Thls would leave th-
hierarchical opposition between part and whole intect, a hisrarchy which
insists that the whols is alvays the prior, more positive tarm,

ti ingtesd, ouy very notions of parts and

()holes, Take, for axample, a guotation from Naurlco Blanchot, Which

Gouturier and Durand perceptively ralate to Barthelme:
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To speak of the Pragment must not be solely in reference to the
fragnentation of au already existing reality, nof s moment of
& totality uhich is to come. This is difficult to consider
bacause of tha exigency of our comprehension, according to
whick there can only be & knowladge of the whole, just as a view
is alvays comprehensive; sccording co this couprohonsion, there
should be, where thers is s fregment, en implicit designation
of something whola, whether it is going to become so ia the
Future - the out-off finger refers to the hand, just 8s the
£irst ston prefigures the universs and containe 4t within -
salf.

For Blanchot, it seems almost inpossible to concalve of a fregment without

reading it as o synccdoche ~ 4 part which points to tha whole of which

It is both part and sign, MNonetheless, the pestmodern fragment is pre-

cisely such an sal 1 In

terms, the part is always more than e sun of its (wholes.

Frederic Jameson sug.asts that the postmodern spectatar is required "to
rise somehow to 4 level at which the vivid perception of radical diffar-
ance [entalled by postmodernist justepositions in gollage] e in and of

itself a new mode of grasping what used to be called relationship: seme-

e

thing for which the word gollage is still only e very feeble nam
Barthelme's fragments ars "postmodern” exactly in the degree to which they
refuse to ba catogorised as signifiers signalling a transcendental
oneness. We uro forced to re-avaluate rad . iy our notlons of differance

and undty,

A fraguent sbout frsgmonts that is even better-known then Barthelme's,
oscurs at the end of T.5, Blint’s The Waste Land: a speaker (the spasker?}
says: “These fragnants I have shored agsinst my ruims".'' Charles
Holesworth elso makes & cormection betwean Barthelms's fragment and

Eliot's, although for him, continuity between the two is paramount, dnd
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"the iine from the Waste Land [sic] stands as an appropriste motto for

Barthelms®,?*?  Why dees Eliot's modernist sSpeaker shore fragments
sgonisedly against his rulns? Why doss Bartheime's figure simply put his
postmodernist trust in them? Note, for example, the specifying thrust
of Bliot's deictic "these" as opposed to the poker-faced sbsenca of an

article in Barthelme's remark.

Bliot's fragments of language testify sloquently to the demolition. of

systams of meaning, in Tha Waste Land are frag-
ments, which gravitate tovards the olaborate mythic paradigms Eilok om-
plays. Once the yesder has identified the whole to which parts of The
Wsate Land refer, mynecdoches snap togather, magically reunified by the
power of myth. £lfot himself remarked that his celebrated "mythlcal
method" wes "simply & way of controlling, of ordering, of giving & shape
and & significance £o the immense panorama of futility and anerchy which
is contemporsry history”.’? The mythical method supplies a meaningful
paradigm, so that the logacentric quest through the ruins of tho Vaste
Land "heals™ the textual land by connecting its pieces on both structural
and metaphysical levels, Eliot's experience of fragmentation is unam-
biguously one of blaskness und displeasure, while Barthelme's fragments
leap oxuberantly st the resder, with a jJsuaty isuissance, 4 change of
affect obviously oocurs hetween modernism end postmodsrnism, a change

which extends ticularly to the of iiare

Eliot seas "futility end anerchy”, Barthelmo finds “plessure”. He writes
in the Preface to guilty Pleasures that “some [of the following texts)
are pratexts for the pleasuee of cutbing up and pasting togerher pictures,

a secyet vice gone public® (6P n.p.), Egually, in The Pleasure of the

178




Text, Barthay assuyed us that textual enjoyment takes place "whenever [

e

do not respect the who!
Note the differences batween the following, Eliot:

Londen Bridge 49 falling down fulling down falling down
o0i s'ascose nsl foco che gld a

Quando f£iam uti chelidon - © swsllow ?!:Aildw

Le Pringe d'Aquitane a la tour abolis

And Berthelme:

EBONY
EQUANTHITY
ASTONISHNENT
TRIVEH
VAT
DAX
BLAGUE (8Y 95}

Eliot's phrases aro still reascmably measingful even outsida their ori-
ginal contexts; Barthelme simply confronts us with oddly alien and iso-
lated words. Eljot's fragments have & clearly signalled cultural value
(different Burouean langusges), and connotations, genealogies and sig-
nificances which, whan tracked dovn, lead one to the very heart of the
museum of Western valuss. Barchslma's lexical items are inventlons that
appear to pastiche the ldiolects of advertising, where words hava nelther
history or meaning begyund their appearance on a page. Eldot's aliusians
hail the reader and challenge her oz him to perform a fest of integration
and interpretacion. Although they are quotations, their sources and or-
igins axe either readily recognisable or glossed in most editlons of tho
poom. Their status as citations does not really call the identity or

intention of Elict as author into question. Yet with Barthalwe, we are




not at all sure who produces the utterance, or why. Unce the writing
subjactivity and its aims becomo uncortain,,tonsl enbiguity zeswita.
Parody? Pastiche? Pleasure? Play? Certainly, sinee there is a plass-
urable sense of meaninglessness in the purely phonemic similarities be
twsen "VAT', "DAX" and "BLAGUE", or between VEBONY" and "EQUANIMITY",
What are these words, anyway? “VAT" and "DAX" could be the (im)praper
nsmes of consumer products, "real" or "imaginary", but what, then, is
their relation to "EQUANTMITY", "ASTONISIHENT” or “IRIUMPH"? 4re these
the names of products rather than states of mind? Have these "abatract"
nowns now become commodities? The reader is never serjously expected to
answer these questions, &nd the final word/object/fragment is “BLAGUE"

("joke™). In the questionnaire of Snow White we are asked whether thers

5 "too much blague in the marravion?( ) Not enough blague?( )"(S§
82), as though blague were an additive that could be incladed in the
texture of the text, in the same way that flavouring could be added to
any other junk food. Eliot's fragments alert the reader to semantis

depths; Bartholme's are simply there.

The postmodern fragment and its effects can be measured against Roman
Jakebsan's identification of two axes of language, namely the
paradignatic axis (selection, identified with the trope of metaphor) and

the axls and + and tad with the

trope of metonymy).?'® Nataphor and metonymy have enjoyed a
meteorologieal caresr dn structuralist and post-structuralist analyses,
David Lodge, ome of the most determined popularisers of Jakobsen's
typology, has arpued, in The Modss of Modern Writdng, that there is a
tick-tocking oscillation from one pole to another in suceassive styles
or periods of writing. TFollowing Jakobson, Lodga claims that classic

Hodernist

Tealdst vriting is ly contiguots, or metonymd
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writing, on the other hend, is largely substitutive, or metsphorie,

Trying to find a synthesis of metooymy and metaphor, Lodge asserts that

postmodernist writing is a "[ of] both and met: 1

dovices {n radically new ways, and {a defience of| (even if such defisnca
is ulbimately vain) the obligation to choose betwsen the two principles
of connuuting one toplc with anothar"’'? Christine Brooke-Rose comments:
“Lodge's 'altermatives' then, are mot altermatives to  the

metaphorie/metonynic poles ... but axacerbations".??®

The apparent of and in modexnist texts,

like The Yaste Land, or, for that matter, Joyce's Ulysses or Finnegans
Wake, is exorcised the moment the reader turns from the syntagmatic ta
the paradipmatic uxis, and considers selection and substitution. Here
we realise thet behind the surface disorder of the "phenctext (I borrew
this term from Kristeva and Barthes to signal the phanomenal presence of
the text, as it "stands",?!’ is another text, This text has the power to
reintegrate the surfsce fragments, and is usvally investad with mythic
allure - a culturel valve. Think of the grail quest in Eliot, or the
Ur-Ulysses in Joyce. Myth provides a parsdigm for the contemporery waste
land {u vce's, Eliot's), a totalising metaphor. It should not surprise
us that . 8 isolates the use of paradigm, or metaphoric substitution,

as the chief characteristics of high modernism,*®

When we turn to Barthelme, we find that his fragments indeed unsettls the
opposition between metdphor and metonymy through "esacerbstifon", as
Brooha-Rose s&ys., Postmodernism, ss exemplified by Derrida's decon=
strration, has & wey with binaries, and the metaphor/metonyny distinction

1s no T Barthelwa's fragment is nmot a dutiful

metonym: it aspires to z condition of paradigmatic abundance or "overkill"
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writing, on the other hand, is largely substitutive, or metaphoric,
Trying to £ind a synthesis of metonymy end metephor, Lodge asserts that
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" st
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the text, as it "stands™,?!? 4s another text. This text has the power to
reintegrate the surface fragments, and is usually invested with mythic
sllure - a cultural value, Think of the grail quest in Eliot, or the
Ux-Ulysses in Joyes, Myth provides a paradigm for the contemporary waste
land (Joyce's, Eliot's), a totaliaing metaphor. It should not surprise
s that Lodge isolates tha use of paradigm, or metaphoric substitution,

as the chief characteristics of high modernism.’?®

When we turn to Borthelme, we find that his fragments indeed pnsettle the
opposition betwsen metaphor and metonymy through “exacerbation”, as
Brooke-Hose seys. Postmodernism, as sxemplified by Derrida’s decon-
struction, has @ vay with binaries, and the metaphor/metonyny distinction

is no tion Barthelme's 1 ble fragment is not a dutiful

aetonym: it aspirps to a condition of paradigmatic abundance or "ovarkilt"
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as R somewhat suggests.’?! Lodge descuibes
Barthelme's catalogue of comparisons for moonrocks in "4 Filn" (§ 78) es

an instance of postmedern exacerbation, and confusion of selection and

Basthelne dolib 1y seens to defy the necessity of se-
lection, by giving all possible comparisons, The narzative progress of
the text, its syntegmatic concatenation, 1s disturbed by such
paradigmatic excess. Tha moonrocks themselves are metonymies, but rap-
1dly superseds their referent, the meon. The abysmal opening of a
pazadigs inside a syntagmatic structure has bean cemmented on in the third
chapter, sbove. Such an offect occtws, for example, in "Views of my Fa-
ther Weeping" when the unresolved detective story concludes with "Etc.”

(GL 16). Quite simply, the bot:om drops out of the text,

Syntagmatic-paradignatic scrambling occurs throughout Barthelme's work,
and has interestingly postmodornist effects in The Dead Facher. As
Barbara Maloy has painstakingly demomstrated, the latter can be read as
ancther incarnation of the Fisher King/Grail quest.’?? Now, the most
striking structural characteristic of the "quest" as narrative is surely
its irreversible teleology. The quest, by definition, is dira: sed towards
a goal, the discovery of which terminates the quest end closes the nar-
rative. The lecation of the grail rovitalises the Waste Land, just as
the disclosure of the entize panoply of mythic roferenca ragenerates The
Waste Lend, (¥he identification of roferences to an ur-text in Ulysses
or Finnegans Wake has somewhat lass spectacularly logocemtric rasults,
but nevertheless involves the reador in a comstruction of meaning.) What

happens to the quest as a mythic paradigm in The Desd Fathex?

Any clear sase of progression, or any clear charting of space to be

traversed, is foraclosed. This is & divect rasult of the particularities
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of postmodern space (discussad in the third chapter, above). Quite s fay

of the sections of fha Daad Father oper with of 4

jouzney, for exanpls: "The rosd. The caravan" (DF Section 11, 84),
"Evening, The campfire: Gats crying in the distance” (DF Section 6, 40),
or "An outpost of civilisation or human habitation. Dwellings in neat
rows back to back to back to back” (DF Section 17, 103). Nonetheless,

the ebruptness and fragrentary quality of these spatio-temporal coordi

nates fend to disorientave the rea’sr, rather than giving her or him &

sense of goal-directed progress. The highly incoherent description of

the ritual in the cathedral is not prepared for, in any way (DE Bection

13, B4+85). It begins abruptly: "The mountsin. The cathedral. The stone

steps. Music. Looking down. The windows, apertures" (DF 84). Who looks

down? On what? The lapidary phrases provide no explenatory causal Iinks.

There is no transition from one station of the quest ta the mext, unlike,

sey, another modernist quest, Heart of Darkness.

In The Dead Father, the rigid of the quost

structure has been broken, The ostensible object of the quest, the Golden .

Fleace, is ravealed to be Julie's pubic hair (DF 174=175), The object

which should be discovered st vhe gnd of tha guest, as a result of the

syntagmatic traversing of spece and time, has always-already been there. o

The quost-modal is not only ruptuced but elso undermimed. It should be -

noted that the quast as general wodel provides both & linear ryntagaatic
sequence, and 4 global paradigm of mesning, end that bath thesa possi-

bilities are upset in Barthelme's (sub)version.

The quest is mot only short-cizenited on the syntagmatie uis, but also

loses its reconstructive paradignatic force, The Fleece, of course, does

ot ragensvate the Father, and neither does Thomas dispese of Fatherhood

!
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for good (DE 174+175). The reader s not expectsd to perform some sym-
pathetic magle of her or his own, as in Ellot. Our recognition of the
mythic pazadigm of referemce, page Haloy, is not a panacea, One of the

cunning jokes of The Dead Fathgr ia that the nyth of the

modernist Waste Land has become just another untrustworthy fragment in
the postmodernist playground. The opening section of the novel, spoken
by an ddentified plural voice, keeps drawing sttention to the familisrity
of the mythic code: "The brow is noble, good Christ, what else? Sroed and

noble. 4nd serens, of course, he's daad, what alse if not serens?” and:

Jewline compares favourable ta a rock formation. Impueing,
rugged, all that. The graat jaw conteins thirty-two tusth,
twenty-oight of the whiteness of standard bathroom fixtures and
four stained, the latter a censequence of addiction to tobacco,
according to lagend, this beige quartet to be found in the
centre of the lower jaw,

And again:

The red full lips drawn back in a slight rictus, slight but not
unplessant rictus, disclosing & bit of mackerel salad lodgsd
betwoen two of the stained four. Ve think it's mackerel salad,
In the sagas, it is mackerel =alad (all quotations DF 3).

mythic, ox p is ne longsr the sdven-
ture of meaning it was for modernist writers and resdors. Maloy seems
sadly insensitive to tha shift of register betweon modernism and
postmodernisn when she reads the description of "a bit of mackerel yalad™
&s & suraightforvgrd allusion to the Fisher King., "We are thus”, comments
Maloy, "given an {mmediste and strong use of the 'fish' image".’?? I agree
with Maloy's ddentification, but any attewpt to enlist the allusion in

the service of a totalising meaning is misguided. The blague of the
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allusion s surely that it registers but does mot_gignify. The reader
does not noed to ongago in the elaborate research Maley undertakes,’**
Barthelne takes for granted that wo gs resders are as familiar with mythic
¢ishers dnd fishar kings as we are with mackeral salad, Indeed, one of
the reasons why it is funny - doss one really have to mxplain the joka?
-:\sb«:uusa the reforence implies that thers is no distinction between
culturslly prestigious myths and the wmythologies of consumerism, Both
are oqually fragmentad "bits of mackewel ulald”. "High" eulture snd “low”
calture come together, bocause the distinction botwsen them s no longer
tensble. Jameson asserts that “modernist styles ... bacome postmodernist
codes",?%* and one of the characteristically pestmodern responses to the
authority of a code 1s parodic fragmentation. The "bit of mackers) salad"
mdy then well be what Eaglston calls @ "sick joke at the expemse of ...
{the) revolutionary avsnt-gordiss”.??* It may also be a joke at the ex-
ponse of any totalising paradigm (Eliot's conservetive Anglicanism,
Eagleton's doveut Marxism). One critie's “sick™ is another reader's
Mentertaining", and the eroding of &ystems of authority seems politically
useful in a way Edgleton ignores. Be that as it may, Barthelms's "bit
of mackerel salad" demonstrates the differcnce between modernism'’
cantripetel mythological signified, and the demystifled fragmemts of
postmodernisn, which deny depth. The reference is immediately thers, and

not outside in @ system of value.

Bagleton s perfectly correct in his assessment of postmodernism as a

parady of vha of ped The quest as & grand

xet or master narretive is dead ("but still with us"), but Barthelme

has playfully shored thess fregments against its ruins,
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Ono should acknowledgs, however, that a wore appealing srgument for
postmodern myth than Maloy's can be found 4n Molesworth's Donald

Barthelme's Fiction, After a close reeding of “At the End of the Me-

chanical Age" (A) as "a:parody not cnly of tha opithelamion but also the
3tory of Genesis, and the Miltonic version of Adam and Eve's marriage from
Paradisa Lost,*?? all "cenceled, as it were, by [the structures] of the
woman's magazine story",’%® Molesworth suggests that thare may be more
than deconstruction involved in Barthelme's treatment of mythic forms,
The "recycling” of tha residuss of myth "comstantly offers to contemporary
consclousness the detzitus of the past ... on the assumption that the
half-romombered visions will serve to keep alive sowe glimmer of a

transcendent belief'.?2?

Reworking Molesvorth's {nferences, one can simpse & version of Barthelme
as & collagist on tha verge of bacoming & my~hmeker, sugaged in 4 ver,
specific mythopoesis for tha "and of a mechanical age",  Whatever
mythologies will ba produced from the leavings of history, consumer eul-
ture and literature, they will offer entirely new, &s yet unreadable
texts. The only equivalent is the graffiti artist Keith Haring who de-
faces billboards and subways with an elaborats signese, part hieroglyph,
part diagram and part comic strip, oddly familiar, yet indecipherable.
The new myshs, ¢ they do emsrge from the fxagments of our world, ss the
sposker of "Sse the Moon?" implies, will be imstructions for decoding

and transcoding the futura:

You see, Oog of mine, Gog o' my heart, I'm just trying to glve
you a lityle briefing here.. 1 don't want you unplessantly
surprised, I can't stand a startled lcok. Regard ma as 4 sort.
of Distant Zarly Warning System (UPUA L68)
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But the time has not yet come for a mythopoeic readi. .r Barthelm:, for
the dominance of mythic narrative as institutionulised by modernist
writers and critics is still too much with us. Perhaps that is the reason
for postmodern attacks on paradigmatic and syntagmatic axes, Thoe two axes
lie at the very heart of narrative and constitute its most secrst grammar.
4s Shlonith Rimmon-Kenan summarisss the outcome of the quest for
narratological gramar: “Whereas the curface structure of the story is
syntagmatic, i.a. [sic] governed by temporal and causal principles, the
deep structure is paradigmatic, based on static logical relations among
the olements...."??® To dacompose the structures of narrative while
maintaining their outlines, such is the project of Bartholme's texts.
Can postmodarnism ever rid itself of the Dead Father, the god of myth and
narrative, while it clings to, in whatever fragnented form, the ghost of
narravive grasmar? Remomber the aphorism of Nietzsche which has gained
such prominence in postmodern roadings: "I fear indeed that we will never

rid ourselves of God, since we still believe in grammar".®?!

The breakdown of hoth

sequence and

"deep structure" is noticesble in the lapidary "bits" of story of which

The Dead Father consdsts. Some selactions: "The roadside. The tablecloth.
Ringle of dinnerbell. Toasted prawns’ (DF 7), or "Thie Daed Father plodding
along, at the end of his cable. His long golden robes, Mis long gray hair
to the shoulder" (DF 80}, the entire oponing of section 15 (DF 84-85),
or "The jolting of the road. The dust. The sweat. The lu’les in conver-
sation" (DF 147), and, mest spectacularly, the extendod sexual de~

ceription:

The trees. The stars. Each trea bohaving well, each star behaving well,
Porfune of nightscent.
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Thouas lying on his back, sruciform.

Julia prowling the edges.

Julie kisses inside of Thema,'s left leg.

Thomas remains in Positdor &.

Julie kisses Thomas on the mouth,

Thomss remains in Position A.

Julie back on her haunches with a hand botween her legs.
Thomas watching Julie's hend,

Glistening in the hair between Julia's legs.
S1light movement of Julie's stomach.

Thomas watching Julie's hand (neck craned to see).

Julie kissing undarside of Thomas's dipstick (DE 159)

In the citation above, the dearth of finite varbs, the use of presant
participles, and the fragmentation of esch action by its appearace as a
selt-cnolosed paragraph, evphasisdy by the high degres of perataxis,
should ba resdily observable. The description continues for two more

pages, (Soe DF 159-361).

What we might seem to have here is a tight-lipped narrative minimelism,
in which actions and events are simply designated, but neither olaborated
nor described, It would seen that the text suddenly tries to give access
to & pure signified, sidestepping the mediation of tho signifier, Such
an ateitude should bu familisr to ue 4s the quintessential Americen dis-
trust of language, evidenced spactacularly by Hemingway's lacenism or
Burrough's belief thet lenguage is & virus,’* Dut s Barthelme's text
really withdrawing in front of an extratextual "reality" (blzarre as that

xeality may appear, in The Dead Father)? Or is & more complex strategy

t stake?
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In $/7 Barthes describes the actions of & narrative 2 texms in what he
calls the proairetic coda.?®* In other words, sat in & text iy not
50 much a description of an action cutside languaye ss it ds a "eirle"
bestowsd on a recoguised set of terms that is alredy familiar, already
read, For exampla, the reader groups a seriss of movafsnts or gestures
in a text under the heading, sey of gizoll, murder or yendezvous (Barthes
uses these three examples).’*® No action exists outsida language: Barthes
asserts thet "the sequence [(of actions in & narrative] exists when and
because it can be given 4 name”,??*

Barthelms'a succinctness daes not strike one as evidence of & desire to
erase writing in front of a seli-avident reality, ss wight have basn the
case for Hemingway., It is almost as though Barthelme's naning of a se-
quence of actions is so explleit that the reederly acy.vity of uncon-
sciously entitling what Barthes mockingly terms "very natural actions”’?¢
becomes forizounded and self-conseious. We are not given & homogencous

syntaga in The Dead Father; instead, we have a display of tho

alroady nemed, cverly familiar "naming" codes of familiar marrative. And
the emphasis is not on the action but on the codo: we have already To-
marked on the irritated question "Christ, what else?” in the deseription
of the Dead Father (OF 3); Julle end Thomas's love-making concludes with
the words "And 50 on end so on and so on and so on"(DF 61), which clesrly
signal the utter predictability, the {meluctably coded charscter of amy
such description. Susan Sontag has moted the readiness of pornography,
for exanple, to signsl the rigid codification of its apparently rew ma-
terisl: "it is in the nature of tha pormographic {magination to prefer
ready-mada conventions of character, setting and sotion,...Indeed, parody
1is cne common form of pornographie writing”.*37 In Barthelme's case, the

titles of sctions are "given™ directly, so that in the process of reading,
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all one ean ' 18 to neme and re-name itage of the proairetic code, with
the rasult that “actiens" shimmer and rocede in . network of langwage.
Tho sexual activities of Thonss and Julie merely reinforce the familiarity
of the degignation Msexual activities”; the sctivity of the reader in the
classic realist toxt, uamely naming actions, 4z forsclosed by the
explicitness of the prosiretic coda in Barthelms. Barthes also argues
thet prosivetic "noming” on the part of the resder causes “everything
{to hold] together™ " in the readerly text, for the cohereat piecing
together of micro-actions into a recognissble sequence makes a logical
"paste’ (Barthes's word).’’? It is exactly this kind of cehersnce that
has bscowe ynstuck in Barthelma's text: both on a micro-level (individual
actions float in isolation) and on a macro~leval (the quest itself, as

overall texn, no longer signifies, or signifiss only its own

fragmentation).?** ALl that is left, in tho postmoderalst interim, as we
vainly wailt for the Desd Fathor of narrative to disappesr, is the
jouissance of transforming narrative actions into material signiffexs

with «hich we (Darthelme, Julie, Thomas, the resder) can play.

Frederic Jameson states that "in the cultural text, the isolated Signifier
18 ... something tloser to a sentence in fres-standing isolation.**! This

s, <f course, sxactly what we have seen in The Dead Father, the only

difference baing that Barthelme's fragmwents of narrative are simply
phrases. sentences without verbs, residues of proairesis that lack lin-
guistic designaticns of action, Jameson 3llnstrates how widely-spread

this tendency in pestmoderufsm dsi

Think, for axampls, of the exnerience of John Qege's music, in
which & cluster of maverisl sounds .., is followed by a silence
so intolersble that you cantiot imegine ancther sonorous chord




coming inte existence, end cannot imegine remembering the pre-
yious one wall enough to make any connection if it does. Some
of Beckett’s narratives ars also of this order, most notably
Watt, wheve a primacy of the present sentence in time ruthlessly
disintegrates the narrative fabric thet attempts to reform
arownd it.?**

The dual process of fraguenting en overly familier narrative and then
ceifying the “bits" of narrative is particularly striking i Barthelme's
"The Glass Mountain" in City Uife whers the fairy-tale guest becomes onme
hundred lexiss, literally narrative sction by numbers. We also find the

smme process at work in iticdem, most in

Barthes's §/7 or his "Textual Analysis of Pos's 'Valdemar'",’*? or even

in Barthelme's own i of Balzac's Eugenje Grandet in his

“Eugenie Grandet" in Guilgy Pleasures.

Furthermore, according to Barthes the code of truth (harmensutic) and the

code of action ( ) are Narrative, like the quest
itself, is & one-way ticket. Because Barthelme's writing collapses the
syntegmatic axis, reversibility can enter his text, while it is fimly
excluded from traditional narrative. One of the great irreversibles of
storytelling is the death ot a charaster. Death is irrevocable, and &
charactex may only return from it under exceptional circumstances that
refer to soms cemmon cultural sssumption (the existence of ghests, or
reincarnation). Specific models of “probability" have to be invoked,
Such & kind of one-way plausibility is flouted by the premise of
Barthalme's text, namaly, the Dead Father himself. All mamner of semantic
ungranmaticalities are gencrated from the reversal of the irrevocabls,

for examplat "Great to be alive, sald the Dead Father" (DF 15).
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Even tha sxact status of the italieised opening (DE 3-5) is questionable.
It can either be read enaleptically, as ¢ reference to the condition of
the Dead Father before the actual voysge, or be interpreted prolepuically,
s & description of the Dead Father after his ostensible burial in saction
23 (dead but stll with us, still with us but dead).

So fragmentation breaks sequence aud syntagmatic limksgs. But the
paradigmatic axis, too, i utssttled by ubiquitous fragmentation.
Brooke~Rose discusses “axcoss” as one of the ways in which postmodernism
"{parodies] and [burlesques) and {tests] the metaphoric and metonymic
poles”.74%  Barthelme’s most frequently used devics is the inventory.
Inventordes are paradigns: they sre also, usually, lists for classifying
reality, As such they seem to rely on a direst correlation batween word
and thing, signifier and referent. In Barthelme's world, such a corre-
lstion no lenger exists; indeed, this correlation has become problamatic
in the entire postmodern sphere. Barthelme's inventory consists of pure
language, and pushes the linguistic struckure of the paradign itself to
breaking point, & breaking point which is achleved precisely by overdoing
the paradign. (Later T shall ergue that all postmodern practices are
characterised by the parodic excess with which they push dominant forms
- modernism, capitalism - to their limits and beyond, In other words,
the postmodstnist tries to push a particular system to the point wheze
it self-destructs, rather than trying to msks a clean break with the

system. This is obviously another mode of paresitism.)

Gonsider the Following inventories, culled only frow The Dead Father:

I fuchered upon her ... the poker chip, the cash register, the
juice extractor, the kazoo, the Tubbar pretzel, the cuckoo
Glock, the key chain, the dime bank, the pantograph, the bubble
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pipe, the punching bag both light and heavy, the inkblot, the
rosedrop, the midget Bible, the slot-machine slug... (DE 36).

P
In reply to Thomes's pronouncement that "the first step [in making & R @
: WAL1] fs the tnventory” ( OF 163), the Dead Father lists these, and many W
i ot ez possessions: e

' ’»‘S};
A nut-brows maid, he resd. Regina, The stereo. A pair of e . g
chatterples. Hy ravams. A palr of rental projerties. Elsven
o rogue slephants. One albino. My cellar. Twelve thousand bottles
more or less. Lithographs to ba swallowed for sickness. Twe
hundred examplas, by print collaction, nine thousend items. My
sword (DF 164).

The Barthelmean inventory has already been discussed in & previous chapter

as & paredoxical collapse of the classificatory (or pazadigmatic) cepec-

ities of language, Lat us once ageln note that these inventordes quite

spestacularly shore fragments in @ way which ruins tha very act of enu-

maration. They stzain paredigm while rupturing syntagm.

What happens to words, or isolated signifiers, yhen the signifying chain g

. which is meant to subtend their coherence, breaks down? We have glimpsed

same of the results of the fracturing of the signifying chain in Chaptar

Two: meanings cannot be located, identities shatter, preper names undorga v

ol metamorphosis. Another result that is particularly svident in The Dead

Father is the decomposition of grammatical tontexts, end their re-

ticulation in wildly 1 ways. Such ity can be

adduced to further the of the axts,

a In the discussion of Lacan and "la chafne du signifiant™ (Chapter Two),
. it became clear that the syntagmatio axis controls syntactic-semantic

Wrenching signifiers out of any context must

therefore be another instance of fragmentation, In the mockingly
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eponymous Dead Fathar the signiffer "father" {s rendered semantically

"deed", Outside its 1 lexical relati "father" PP

1n unlikely paradigns liko the following, drava from the table of contants

in Peter Scatterpatter's manualt

1. Mad fatners

2. Fathers as teachers
3, On horseback, stc.
4. The leaping fathor
5, Best way to approach

6.
7. Names of
8. VYolces of

9. Sample voice, A
]

10, Fangad, ste,
11. Hivam or Saul
12. Colour of fathers (DF 113).

4nd so on. Scatterpatter’s name can be dacoded as "seatter-patter”: the
dispersal of "father" ss signifier, the dismemberment of the patriarchal

Symbolic Order. Of course, this is exactly what The Dead Father does as

& text. Yox Lacan's 1 and monolithic » The Doad

Father finds & plethora of diffused signs:

The nanes of fethers. Pathers are named:
Atalbiel

Aerial
Aaron
Aba
Abubsloy
Abaddon
Aban
Abarthur
Abbot
Abdia
Abion
Achsah
Adan (BE 121),
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Again, the list is too long to guote in full. Derride calls the sct of

scattering tho paternal nignifier "disseminstion™:

Germination, discemination. Thore is no Eirst insemination. The
semen is already swarming, The "primal” insemination is dis-
semination, & trace, @ graft whose traces have been lest,
Whetlier in the case uf what s called "language" (discourse,
text, ete.} or in the cate of some "real” seed-sowing, sach texm
is a garm, and each germ u term. The term, the atomic elemunt,
engendere by divieion, grafting, proliferation.’*?

To continne Derrida's tocation of "what is cailed 'language'" in tha frame
of a wider text, consider what the deconstruction of paradigm and syntagm
might mean in tho text of culture, Jonathan Culler suggests that
pataxnity is structured on the base of paradigmatic substicutian - “2dke
father, like son”, replacement of father by son - while maternity is
structured on the basa of syntagmetic contiguity - mother and child,
physical proximity.’*® Tentatively, one could suggest that the way in
which Darthelms's texts fracture hoth syntagm and paradigm can be read
ac sn attempt to unsettle dominent patriarchy in the text of culturs,

Rocall Levi-Strauss's analysis of how cyclical structures in myth become

sorial ones as the myth becomes 47 yhat Peter s

Manual for Bons proposes is nothing other tham an attenuation of the pa-
triarchal paradigm: "You must become your father, but a paler, weaker
varsion of him..,.Fatherhood can ba, if not conquerved, at least 'turned

down' in this generatfen - ..." (DF 145).

Paxt of tha process of "turning down" the phallogocentric order of
fatherhood consists of shattering the signifying chain, and disseninating
the debris. But this dissemination cnables yat another way of bresking
down meaning: as signifiers are scattered, they are alao recombined into

unexpected, fragmentary totalities., Once stsble syntagms are fragmented,
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one can re-assemble signifiers in an aleatoxy manner, and 5o cruate in-

termittent and impessible, ludic and ludicrous meanings.

For sxarple:

Red £athers, blus thers, rose
geay-eolousad fathors, grilla-colourad fatlisss are mick noted
for bawdiness,....Spo paints, pintos, plebalds and

Appnloasas {all "fachexs"] have a swest dignity....Ths colour
of a father {s not an absolute guide to the character and con-
duct of that father but tends to be a self-fulfilling prophecy

(DF 132-133).

There are tweaty-two kinds of fathers, of which only nineteen

are important.
lionlike father (rare) is mot i{mportant.,

The drugged father iy mot important. The
The Holy Fether is

not imporcant, for our purposas. Thers is & certain father whe
is falling through the eir, heels where his head should be, head
whera his hesls should be (DF 136).

The dissemination of Eragments, not only in those particular examples,

but throughout Barthelme's work, participates in the postmodern decon~

struction of the antimony between part and totality,

"Former" wholss axe

decomposed, but the fragmonts achieve an sutonoty which denies the pri-

ority or primacy of the whola,

Barthalme has sa{d in en interview:

The point of collage is that unliks things are stuck togather

o make,

in the best case, a new reslity. This new reality, in

the best case, may be or fuply a comment on the other reaiity

f£rom which it came, snd may be also, much else,’*?

As Jameson suggests "much else" is something "for which the word goliase

is stil] only a very fesble name'

CRTY)
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Objects: Commodities, Fetishes, Signifiers

Barthelme's pages &re crowded with objscts which lack context and use.
A rendom selection of these objects includes "purple plywood spectacles"
(34 51), “buttoms, balloons, bumper stickers, pisces of the True Cross"
(A 126), "a blue Death of Besthoven printed dress" (UPUA 25), "gg asbestos
fuxedo" (OTMDC 69), "photographs of the human wl" (6B 153), "besutiful

shoes, black as black marble" (OTMDG 171,, a “fifty-five pound

reinforced-concrste pork chop” (GD 95), a wire which consists of "a string
of quotations, Tacitus, Herodotus, Pindar" (4 126), "tiaras of red kidnay

Leans, polished to the of Lians" (QTHDC $4), "s mirvor

pie, & splendid thing the size of & poker table ... in hich raflections
from the kitchen chandelier exploded when the cxey rolled it from the
aven® (QTNDG 154), A "toothpick scale model of Heinrich von Kleist in blue
velvet" (UPUA 30), "tosnails painted with timy scenes representing God
blessing Amexica™ (CL 7), a "pistol-grip spring-loaded flyswstter" (QTMDC
148), “dead women by the hundreds [painted] in passionate imitation of
Delacroix” ( G 168), olectric flowsrs (CL 134), “tyo young men, wedpped

85 gifts, ... codpioces stuffed with credit cards” (QTHDG 68), & "new

machine for printing smoke on smoked hams"

and a "new machine for printing
underground poles” (A 93, the balleon of "The Balloon" (UPUA 13-23), &
“yault designed by Caspar David Friadsich, Garman romantic painter of the

last century" (OTNDG 35), the shower curtain om which the esthatictan

zemarks (S8 123), ond o "genuins Weegse, cer crash with prostrate forps
long fomale hair in 8 pool of blood shot through boted cop legs. In a
rope-moylded frame™ (QTNBC 132).
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Even otherwise repellent things can suddenly become invested with desire
in Barthelme's world, so that a figure in “The Wound" can say: "I want

this wound. This ome. It is mine™ (4 17).

Food, tften touted as evidence of "universal human need, does mot remain
untouched by these transmogrifications, so that it bacomes desirable and
inedible, simultansously. The Seven Dwarfs produce 'baby food, Chinese
baby food" and cbserve that "it is amazing how many mothers will spring
for an sttractively packagad jar of Baby Dim Swa, a tasty-looking potlet
of Baby Jing Shar Shew Bow” (S 18). ‘There are "four welded-stesl

arcichokes” (6D 91), a "glass of chicken livers flambd" (4 112), “dan-

gerous drugs, but enly for dessert” (4 126), "Blua Whale stuffed with Ford
Pinto" (GP 98), "Moholy-Nagy cocktails™ (CL 134), "a pornographic pastry"
(8W 35), “glant (boiling] aygs, seated in ved plush chairs" (QTMDG 70),
and a "speciml-together drink, nitroglycerin and soda" (8P 16). Such
foodstuffs appear under tho sign of positive affest, unlika the

nightmarish nouristment offered in Burroughs's writing,?®*

In addition, objects assume a life of their own altogether beyond the
confines of the pathetic fallacy: & "thick smile spreads over the face
of each cupcake” (CL 5), & bull "begins to ring, like a telephone™ (4 17),
snd, "after a slight hesitation [the pisno strikes} him dead" ( GBDG 22).
On the other hand, commodification can occur in utterly unexpacted areas:

"Hubert gave Charles and Irene a nice baby for Christmas" (CBDG 41).

Dlstinctions betwaen Mabstract' and “concrete" are suspended, so that a

balleen cen be a "

1 disclosure™ ("The Bal-
loon", UPUA 22), sins are "preserved in amber in the vaults of the Library

of Congress, under the managament of tho Reglstrar of Copyrights" (UBUA
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139). Thare are Mmovels 4n which the f£inal chaptex is & plastic bag
£illed with vater, which you can touch, but not drick” (CL 108),
Barthelme is particularly fond of similes which forcibly comnect "ab-
stract" and "concrste". Snow White says, "Like the long-sleeping stock
cortificate suddanly slive in its groen safety-deposit box baceuse of new
investor interest, my imagination is stirring” ($W 59-60), Barthelme's
Gosthe produces metaphor aftar metaphor on the following lines: “Music
o is the frozen tapleca in the fce chest of History" amnd "Art is the
four por cent intersst on the municipal bond of life” ("Conversations with

Goethe", DIMDG 74-75).

Objects, foodatuffs, machines, even analogies, sll are disconnected, di<
varced from any concelvable centext. Bech fastasmatic "thing" lights up
in isolation: 4t does not signify & larger social emtity as did pos-
sussions and objects in the classic realist text. Molesworth can only
sense a duplicity in Barthelme's objects: "Barthelmo uses encugh of the
realist mode to fwply that physical details are & trustworthy guide to
peychological axperience, but he elso wisuses the details in such a vay

45 to imply that thexe is no scheme of A

But o fow pages later, Molesworth reads things as pevchological and social
indices: "...cbjects thamselves become registers of their ownezs’ (or
would-bo owners') anxiety..."3%? Which s it? One has to concede that
Barthelme's "things” are neither satirical distortions of real oblacts
nor tongue-inschaek figurations of actual social tendencies. Whet can
one say sbont Chinsse baby foods or "baffs" (SY 55)7 Listing objects does

not dispell thedr , becauss 1 cannot

restors 8 stable refe ‘ential function to language. MNolesworth admits that
"the stories often resort to lists, which can be seen as attempts to 'add

up' or point to some overriding significance, but always end up as merely
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e 4 collection of things".’®? But these 'things' ars more than 'merely'

s that: 4f a neminalist concept of language trests words as labals stuck

on phenomens that are real, then blatantly

non-existent ertefacts must crst some shadow on the putative ability of - “,
words to pame pre-existent things. Langnage producss its own purely

samiotic world, and the gap botwean things and words bacomes aver wider. : C e

5 - One could even argue that abjects in Darthelme's multiverse perforn in ),
exactly the sama way s the fragments Blanchot snvisages: like tha frag- s

ments, these objacts do not sllude to any etsrior or original or future 14

whole; 1fke the fragnents, these objects shiould be meconywies of e larger
context, but spaak stubbornly only of themselves, They ressmble nothing
[ 50 much as Melanie Klein's "part-cbjects", which Elizabeth Wright de-
seribes #s "what an adult would parceive 8s parts of other things or

parsons but which the child invests with powerful fantasies both pleasing

in a sense no history. Nothing follows from what has gone be-
) fore, He iz constantly surprised. He canuot predict his own :
L resction to ovents. He is constastly being pysrbaken by events.

: 4 condition of breathlessness and dazzlement surrounds bim. In :
consequence he exists in 8 tertain freshness which seems, if I i

x, N o .
. and frightening”.’®® 8o {ntense is the appearance of cbjects in these i \
texts, and 8o koen the detail with which they are presented, that a clear
BRI psychic investment or cathexis is signalled, which steeps Barthelme's
part-chjects i1, affect even as it singles them out. Hany commentators
N saa the "Marivaudian being" from "Robart Kennedy Saved from Drowning as :
susentiall or The of the ‘\
‘ "Mariveudian being” s also highly spplicsble to Barthelmean, or R
7 ;
Lo .‘ postmedern gblects; W
X The Marivaudian being is, gccording to Poulet, & pastless : n
. futureless man, born anew at osch Instant, The instants are
painty which organise themsslves into s lina, but whot is fm- W,
portant is the instant, not the line, The Marivaidian being has :
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may sey so, very dasirable. This freshne:s Poulat, quoting
Marivaux, describes very well (CL &

Sunstitute "objeet" for "being" or "man" and "it" for "he", and the pas-
sage becomes a wonderfully appropriate comment on the objects we have
seen, The sese with which "objeet” can replace "being" is very telling:
Molesworth writes of “Robext Kennedy Saved From Drowning” that "K, himself

becomes an 'snxious object'...."?"" But bolesworth finally re-affirms

quite traditionzl concepts of "character" in the particular story, fox

he claims "the character is nov simply an objest among other objects, for
in some sensa he reflects, evun epitomises his environment. This ra-
flaction iu one of the main characteristics of the reslist hero".?®®
Remember, however, that part-shjocts can be parts of eithar things or
people, and Deleuze and Gusttari enshuse about part-objects in terms which

clearly recall t e "Marivaudian being™:

There is no sort of evolution of drives that would cause these
drives and their objects to progress in the direction of an
integrated whole, any more then thore is am original tatality
from which they cen be derived. Melanie Klein was responsiblie
for the marvellous discovery of partial objects, that world of
explosions, rotations, vibrations.’

They leave little doubt about the process of fragmentation invelved in

the crestion of such objects, Molesworth staves that "psople [in

Barthelme's texts] are ... dowinated by a neurotic relation to

objacts" T*%  Taking his diagnosis further, one could say that objuets,
part-ohjscts, ave invested by en intense desize, @ carhexis thet does not
scem to emsnata from the "characters" or even from the author. To re»
phrase the crado of "Seo the Moon?" - "Fragments are the only form I da~

sire". Fragmant bacomes partisl abject, whiclh becomes fetish in its turn,
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But at the same time, part-objocts, as ome finds thew in Barthelms, are
also commodities. An early text, "To London and Rome”, is slmost a
shopping-1ist, a racord of purchases punctuated by silences: a “sewing-
machine ... with buttonhole-making attachments", "s purple Rolls", "a
handseme race horse”, "a large hospital", and so on, until the story
¢limaxes with "a Viscount jet", bought for "an undisclosed sum" (CBDC
161-169). 1Indeed, all the objects Listed st the beglaning of this section

are purchesabla,

Having noted the shesr insistence of these vesbal objscts, one finds
onesalf asking, like the general in "A Picture History of the War™: "hy
are objects preferable to parables?” {Gh 139). If these objectz are in-
deed commodities, may they not be interpreted parsbolically, as
signifiers of yhat Jameson somowhat heavy-hendedly calls "the ecultural
togic of late capitalisn?**' In his analysis of what makes postrodernism
different from modernism proper, Jameson contrasts Van Gogh's modernist
Bauernschuha (Peasant Shoes) with dndy Warhol's Dismond Dust Shoss. He
decides thst while Van Gogh's painting refuses copmodification, Warhol's
Shoos 89 art ~ object sod as footgear, have becoms “claarly fatizhes both
in the Freudian and dn the Narxian sense”.’®’  Fetishism is the

postmodernist perversion par excellenca. For Barthes, the test itself

is & fotish;?® QGrogory Ulmer finds &n axemplaxy fetishism in Derrida's

postreriticism:

A roview of Derrida’s texts turns up 4 small collsction of such
borrowed theoretical objects, including, besides the umbrella
{from Nistzsche], a pair of shoss (fron Van Gogh) [the
already-encountered Bauernschuhe], a fan (from Mallarmd), a
matchbox (from Genet), a post card (from Froud) ... cach of
these objocts occurs in 4 discussion of fetishism, Let it suf-
£ice to say that the “example” in post-criticism functions in
the mamnar of & "fetish object'.... %2
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We must nots that Derrida does not originate his own fetishes, he “bor-
tows" cbjects from other writers, which he then puts to a perverse use.
Evan more importsntly, Derrida’s borrowing results in a plethora of

fotishes, unlike the dominant and detsrmining object (or paradigm of ob-

jects) which nundane fotishi For eaxly

theory, the solitery fetishivt was bound to a single object, which makes
the fetishist both "individuel" - he is eccentric - and “case history" -
te {s typical. In YA Pioturs History of the Yar" we resd that sins are
"proserved in amber ... under the ménagement of the Registrar of Copy-~
rights” (UBUA 138). Psychological theory, too, in its dealings with
fatishists tries to reify their "sins” or "pecversions" by kesping them
in the praservative of theory. Moreover, rigid delimeation of "types"
maincains a kind of copyright over sach perversion, so the quotation from
"4 Picture Histary of the Wer" seems & particularly apt remark on the
josition of fetishists in psychological thought. Remamber that copy=
right, i Derzide’s view, ensures uniqueness, establishes origins and
guards the legltimste owners of property. Each "sin" is unique and
jealously guavded. But Derrida‘s own assygeing sppropriation of fetishe
objects and Barthelme's playful multiplication of things deny any sup-
posed uniqueness. Postmodern fetishos are mot indivisible, matchless and
protected by copyright; they are borrowed cbjects, part-objocts, instants
in an endless series.

The following quotation demonstrates what differences exist between ob~
jescts uhat are solidly thers, and postmodern fetishes: " Weat %o the
grocery store and Neroxed a box of Engl. th muffins, two pounds of ground
veal and an apple. In flagrant violation of tha Copyright Act" (GD 21).
The "£legrant violition of the Copyright Act" has alresdy been considered

as a symptom of the postmodern assault on mimesis, but there is more to
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the "violation" than that. Unauthorised duplication of "things", objects
and language infringes copyright: Dervida borrows the fetishes of otiress;
Barthelme's spasker Xeroxes mundane groceries, and, doing so, lifts them
out of the realm of usefulness. The Act of reproduction becomes perverse
and the humdrum grocorles bacome traces of objects, photocopind fetishes,

desirable goods at second hand.

Frederic Jameson argues that under capitaliss proper the function of
technology is production, but in late cepitalism, technology is directed

is embodied, quite

8t ge 383 Such u proliferatl
precisely, in the Xerox. As the catelogus of objects from Barthelme's

writings indicat nd define

and its com nlley fetishes. No ome item is singled out for fixation;
Barthelme's s ¢ abounds in objects that hold one's attention fox a wmoment
before they are replaced and effsced by others. Verbally, Barthelme's

objects are immadiately disposable.

Whaterer else it might have, the postmodern fetish lacka the eriginality
of a “classic" fetish. Sometlues it .s & borrowed objech, often it is

an gbiat trouvd iike the whole text of "The Question Party" (GD 71). Like

the photocopied muffins, the postwodern ferish is a copy, or more pra-
cisaly & simulacrua, which Jameson defines as an "fdentical copy for which

no original has ever existed", %%

Tha simslacrum hes enjoyed comsidersblc piominence in theories of
postmodernism, reaching its zenith in the writings of Jean Baudrillard,
who sumarises the whole of contemporary axperience s followss ... il
n'est pius lui-mne qu'un gigentesque simulacrs - mon pas irrdel, mals

simulacre, clest-d-dire ne s'dchengesnt ylus jameis contre du réel, mais
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s'8changeant en lui-mdme, dans un circuit inimterrompn dont ni la réfdr-
ence ni la eireonférence ne sont nulle part"*%% [,,. it la nothing more
than & gigantic simulscrun - not unreal, but & simulacrum, which is to
say that it does not exchange itself for what is resl, bub exchanges it-
self within itself, in an uninterrupted cixcuit of which both the refer-

ence and are lost. My translation.] Baudrillard even lists

ways in which "reality" has bacome a simulacrum, some of which recall

aspects of Barthelme's writingt

I. The decomstruction of tha real into details » closed
paradigmatic daclension of the object - flattening, linearity
and seriality of the partial objacts.

II, The endlessly reflected vision: all the games of dupli-
cation and reduplication of the objact in detail,.,.this ln-
dofinite refraction is only another type of seriality.

II1, The properly sevial fomm (Andy Warhol). Here not only the
syntagngtic dimension i3 abolished, but the peradigmatic as

Echoing both the proliferativn of signs snd objects discussad earlier,
and the wncanny repetitions noticed in Ghaptex Two, Bavdrillard statea:
"For the sign to be pure, It has to duplicate itself: it is the dupla~
cation of the sign which destroys its meaning. This is what Andy Warhol
domonstrates alse: the minute replicas of Marilyn's face are there to show
at the seme time the death of the originsl and the end of
representation™.?*7  Michel Foucault also discusses the simulecrum in
terms of an endlessly ongoing sories. He drays a distinction batween what
he calis "resemblance", & representation which stends for a reality, and

Psimiiituds”, the ¢ of simulacras

Resen>lance has & "model", an originel element that orders and
bierarchises the incressingly lass faithful coples that can be
struck from it. Resemblance presupposes & primary reference
that preseribes and classes. The similar dovelops in serdes
that have neither beginning nor end, that can be followed in
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8'échangsant en lui-mme, dans un circuit Inintervompu dont ni la réfer-
ence ni la circonfdrence ne somt nulle part™¢* [... {t is nothing moze
then a gigantic similecrum - not unreal, but & simulacrus, which is to
say that it does not exchange itself for what is real, but exchanges it-
self within itself, in an uninterrupted circuit of which both the refer-

ence and are lost, My translation,] Baudrillard even lists

ways in which “reality” has become & simulacrum, some of which recall

aspacts of Barthelms's writing:

I. The deconstructlon of the real into dstails ~ closed
peradigmatic declension of the object - flattening, linearity
and seriality of the partial objects.

II. The endlessly refl.eted vision: all the games of dupli-
cation and reduplication of the object in datail,...this in-
definite refraction is only another typs of seriality....

1II. The properly serial form (Andy Warhol). Here not only the
syntagnatic dimension is abolished, but the parsdigwatic
well, *4¢

Echoing both the proliferation of signs and objects discussed earlier,
and the wncanny repstitions noticed in Chepter Two, Bavdrillard states:
"For the sign to be pure, it has to duplicate {tself: it is the dupli~
cation of the sign which destroys its meaning. This is what Andy Warhel
demonstrates slsc: the minute veplicas of Marilyn's face are there to show
st the same time the death of the original and the end of
representation”.’*?  Michel Foucault also discusses the simulacrum in
terms of an ondlessly ongoing sexies. He draws a distiaction between what
he calls “resemblance”, 4 representation which stands for & reality, and

"similitude", the ( of simulacza:

Resemblance has & "model", an original element that oxders and
hierarchises the increasingly less faithful copies that can be
struck from it. Resemblance presnpposes ¢ primary referencs

that have neither beglnning nor end, that cen be followed in

that preseribes and classes. The similar develops in series
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one dirsction as easily as dn another, that cbey no hierarchy,
but propagate themselves from small diffarences among smell

serves whick rules
ever it; similitude servas repetition, which ranges across it.
Resenblance predicates itself upon a model 1t must return to
and reveali similitude circulates the simulacrum as an indefi-
alte and reversible relation of the similar to the similar.?®*

What could be more repetitive than tha endlessly reiterated imags of a
soup can? What could be a more perfact illustration of the postmodern
tetish, of the disseminated sinulacrua? like Baudrillard, Fouceult al-
ludes to Warhol: “A day will come whem, by means of similituda relayed
indefinitely along the length of a series, the image itself, along with
the name it bears, will loss its identity. Campboll, Campbell, Campboll,
Campbell".?%? Repetition marks the simulacrum, Just as it gives rise to

an uncenny intermittence in the subject (see Chaptor wve).

From Warhol's soup can to Barthelme's purple plywood spectacles to
Derrida's borrowed umbrella, thers is &n acdless swarming of things in
circuits that have neither origin nor goal nor point of referance, And
the movement of the simulserun is not confined Just to literary texta:
in obedience to Derrida's dietum that nothing fails outside the text,’’®

the simulacrum alse becomes thn sign of postmedern political economy.

Here a brief digression on Marx and exchange may be necessary to pin down
exactly what mekes postmodsrnism different, Nary ssserts that the capi-
talist systsm of exchange is deeply unfalr, hecausa It fs not based on
exact squivalence: surplus valve cen only be prodwsd if exchanges ars
unequal. The exchangs value of commodities, or their salability, masks
the "intrinsic” use valua of things.?’' But the soclal formation of
postmodernism, lats cdpitalism, goes aven further. It does not simply

obscure use value With exchange value; it performs the trick of making
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any consideration of value disappear altogether, How can a simulacrum
hove value? What is the value of an asbestas tuxedo, & Naroxed muffin,
awirror ple, & tiava df kidnoy beans? As kouceult argies, the simulacrum

floats in 6 ceaseless axchange, devold of value.

Baudrillard adnirably summarises the difference between high espitelism
and late capitalism. In tho formex, the commodity and its price have &
function sinilar to that of the sign, which signals a referent. For the
ninstesnth century bourgoois, value, of whatever kind, still referred to
a £iged systom of meaning, Describing this situatdon, Baudrillard stetes
that the "finalities of prestigs and distinction stili correspended to a

traditional status of the sign, in which a signifier referred back to a

signified, in yhich a formal 2 [
out of a piece of clothing, the styla of an object) still referred back
to uhat ona could call the use value of the sign, to a differential pro-
fit, to a lived distinction (a signified value)...."’’? On the other
hand, what Baudrillavd calls the "form sign”, or floating signifier,

dominates postmedernism:

The form sign describes an entirely different orgenisation: the
signified and tho reforent are now abolished to the sols profit
of the play of signifiers, of & generallsed fermalisation in
which tha coda no longer refers back to any subjective or ob-
jective "realfty”, but to ics own logic. The signifier becomes
ita oun referent and tho o value of the sign diseppears to
the benefit of its commutation and exchange value alone.

1f one accepts B udrillard’s suggestion that the political economy of
postmodernism s best understood in verms of semiology, and may wall bs
indistinguishable from :emiology, them one can propose @ resolution to
and late capitalism

the dispute about the diff betieen capitall

For Danlel Bell the postindustrial society bresks with capitalism proper;
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L " i for Fraderic Jameson and Ernest Nandel, late capitalism simply intemsi-
5 " fies itall 7% The takes an 1y textusl form:
postniodoraisn parodies capitalism by pushing it to such an excess that ‘L
cepitalism is voidsd of meaning. This is precisely tha procsss of | i .
" v darthelms’s text "The Rise of Capitalism" whick wittily amptiss its titls “
; of any content: N o
Capitalisn asose and took off its pajawas, Another day, snother T o N
Lo dollar, Each mon is valued at what fe will bring in the mex- ¥ e
katplaca, Meaning hos been drained fxom work end assignad to N

the world of the unem-
ployed individual. Cultuzal underemployment of the worker, as

. a technique of domination, is found everywhers under late s
- capitalism.  Authentic self-determination by individusls {s L
. chuertod. Tho felse sonsclousness crasted and cstered to by " L
i mags culture ignorance and p scm\ns Pl
o of raven hair floating on the surface of P i ot ®,

can't they claan up the Ganges? If the wealthy capitalists who
st operate the Ganges wip fsctories could be forced to um:nll
B sieves, at the mouths of their plants ... (§ 147, Barthelme's . o
ellipses). #

Evidently, in the course of the quoted paragraph, a slippage ccurs in

\ which capitalisw and its loss any 1 value. Take

the opening of the text: i E

‘The first thing I did was make a mistaka. I thought I had un~ L
dartood cepitalism, but what I had dore sas essume an sttitude R
- melantholy sadness - toward it. This attirude is not correct, R
Fortunately your lottor cams, st that instant. “Dear Rupert, I
love you every day, You are the world, which is life. I love .
you 1 adore you I am arasy sbout you. Lovo, Narta'. Reading
between the lines, I understood your critique of my sttirude ' il
tovard cepitaliam. Alvays mindful that the critic must

"studiave da un puato di vista jormalistico § sem.{ologlcn 41
rapporto fra Lingua di un testo o godificagions di wn But
hore a big thumb smudges the text - the thumb of upmmm,
which wa are all undor (§ 143), .

Although the excerpt begins with & aeuse, "capitalise", and its effact,

the attirude adopted tewards it, "melancholy sadness’ (and here one de-

. -
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tects an echo of the title of the collection, Sadness, as well as a hiat

of the rasson for this emotion, “apitalism"), questions of political

dotermination ara repidiy collapssd into matters of semiotics: the lek~

ter, reading batween the lines, a "formalist and semiolegical podnt of
view", "eodification", another langnage, the thumbprint which Interrupts

the text. 0dd, therefore, that Molesworth should insist tnat in "The Rise -

of Capitalisn™ "the narrator tries to comprehend how social forces and

individual identity are welsted”,’”® or even that "many of Barthelme's e P

bizarre foxmulatdions can be traced back to some recopniscble, even plau- ¢

sible, mimetic roferent”,?’® The opposita 4s true, for both Barthalme and .

- the political economy of postmodernism. Cspitalism reifiss value as

something to be exchanged, not used, end postmodernism makes an absent o P
abject a fetish, a simulacrum, which can only be axchanged ox dissem- oy

inated,

It cannot be sufficiently emphasised that the objects in or of Barthelme's

writing do not represent or mime & particular political economy. I have

already claimed that cne cannot think of these partial objects as pointing : : -

R to any totality, thersfore it would be unfortunate to try and think of
them as signs of the "selations of production”. Barthelme's texts do not

tigure & "truth" of the base structurs, To suggest saimply that

Barthalme's objects ara of the that assail us in

everyday life will not take one very far.?’'

o Words, discourses, In Barthelme's tests are as much fetish cbjects as the

commodities which these words present, and the discoursesare as widely

exchanged as any commodity. Molesworth intuits the process: "But it is

* not only meterial objacts that meke up the saving remnants of Barthelms's

¥
|

world, Words are also used in the collage techniques, and they often basr




‘» By

the marks of thelr status as things".'’® He adds that Barthelme "shows
hoy words and things are similar’. Tho dfalogues between Julie and Emma

which punctuate The Dead Yather exsctly how units

of language are recycled. Here is one such dinlogue:

Break yoir thumbs for you,
That's your opinion,

Take a walk,

Snowslekss, by ochoes, by tumblewced.

Right in the mouth with a Four-by-four.

His basket bulging.

1 know that.

Hunger for perfoction indomitable spirit zeminds me offord

Baden-Povell at times (DF 147, ses also 23-27, 60-64,
85-90, 147-155),

To pe-stste some of the arguments of Chapter One, what we have hero is
less “dialogue” in the sense qf comunication, than &n outbidding, a game
in which one utterance (regardless of mesning) calls forth & countexr-
utterance, (again, with no respect for meaning}. E£ach particular enun~
cistion has becoms a counter which repsys, or is exchanged for, snothex
enunciation, The actual content of the statements is irrelevamtj what

matters is that the exchange continues.

For Regis Durand, the zeplacement of textual use valua with exchangs value
unites such ostensibly dispazate postiodernists as Willlam Gaddis, Truman
Capots, Barthelma snd Andy Warhol (whosa name crops up in every discussion
of the phenomencn). Duvand writes: "Use value has been drained sut of
al1 objects and signs, to be repldced by pure exchangeahility and circu~

lation - exchange and tirculation as value".®’¥  {n other words, the
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postmodern text {tself can no longer claim axemption fxom the businesses

of exchange which the diei Both

Baudzillard, and, following him, Durand, axgue that the ompty but
exchangeable signifier is the foundsiion, as far as such @ concept has
any weight for postmedernism, on which all other transactions ave predi-
cated. Such an argument revezsos the conventionl Marxist strass on the
economic base as an ultimately determiniug instance of which writing could
navar he mure then & reflestion, But this reversal of what is tradi-
tdonally viewed sy the bose and what ss the supevstructure is already
visible in the post-Althusseri

on the of lan-

guage, which {mplies that language, tho sign must be what finally deter-

mines a soeisl zeality,’*®

8till, postmodernism, as Molesworsh notices, takes this to an extreme
dagree, refusing to discriminste betwesn signifier and commodity. No
sondaz that the ideal text is an gbjet trouvd, & wecycled commodity, &
"Babe Ruth Wrapper" (UPUA 137), dascribed as a potentizlly parfect work

of art, an know ledged bi ing, & tatl Basthelue's

toxts ave packed with discursive sinulacra, For cxample, a spesker in
"Great Days" describes another's discoursa as "nonculmimating kind of
ultinately affsctless activity” (@D 159): the statement has been lifted
from Susan Sostag's well-known essay, "The Pornographic Imagination" in
which it is offered as a definition of sex in'pornographic texts.?®!
{Pornography, sccording to Sontag, is itself highly intertextusl, as we

have slready noted.) All the enunciations in a Barthelme text have this

uncenny quality of some not lmmediately localiseble dbjd yu. They may
well all be or even more s that loek
sike , Patar 's Manual for Sons
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is Mtranslated from the English™ (DF 111); any postmodern discourse is

always-already a translation, a quotation, a copy, an exchanged signt

The confessions are taped, scrambled, recomposed, dyamatised
th

and then appear in the city's theatres, a new feature-leng
Film every Friday., One can recoguise moments of ons's own
Sametines (OF 4).

#nd even this description recalls Burroughs's "scrambling technique”, as
well as the procedurss of Laurie Anderson's performance plece Americans

on the Hova.'**

Danguaga can only be recycled or raiterated - Molesworth cbserves that
"one of the affecta of the texture in & Barthelme story comes from this
URT

recycling of clinhes and conventional wisdom' end calls the process

8 "salvaging”.?'*

Mora importantly, text and economy, or word and commodity ars now adja-

cant, and no term enjoys priority over another as politieal econcmy and

textuality bacoma indistinguishable. The relationship here is truly what .
Foucault calls "similitude", for word and commodity are like each other,

but do mot resemble each other in 4 hierarchical way: the utterance does

not represent tha commodity.

Warhol wittily exemplifies the inscription of the text in ever~ i

accalerating cireuits of exchenga. In his autoblography he discloses:

When Picasso died T read in a megazine that he had made four
thousand masterploces in ) is lifetims and I thought, "Gee,

could do that in = day”. Jo I atarted. And then I found out,
"Gea, 1t takes mors than & day to do four thousand pictures™.
You see, the way I do thom, w/th ny technigus, I really thought
I could do four thousand in & day. And they'd all be master-
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pleces because they'd sil be the same painting. And then I
started and 1 got up to about five hundred and then I stopped.
But it tock more then a day, I think it took a month. So at five
fwndred o month, it would have taken we about sight months to
do four thoussnd masterpieces....lt was disiliusioning for we
to realise it would take me that long.?%?

Pioasso's prolificity is a sign of his artistfc stature and his individval
“greatness"; Warhol, i~ cypicelly postmodern fashion, emulutes or

pastiches Picasse's productivity by an active rg- tivity, which

strips the " of fta by multiplyy., {t. To asaume
that "they'd a1l be mssterpieces bscause they'd all ba the samwe painting”
posas an unanswerable challenge to the bases of modernist High Art. Four
thousand identical mastarpieces would be four thousand simulacrs, while

the mastarplece {s amnounced by its presence, its individuality, its

singular authority ss & masterpiece, Can a photocopied Picasso be a

Once mora, 's "flagrant violation of the Cop-

yright At confounds us. The striking similarity between Warhol's
practises snd Walter Benjamin's predictions of “The Work of Art in an Age
of Machanical Reproduction” has been moticed by John Noyes, whose paper
on Warhol and Benjamin is essential reading,’®*

Terry Eaglaton brings a politicsl to bear on the

batween modernism and postmodernism which we have just seen so engagingly
denonstrated in the encounter between Warhol and Picasso. Gaglston’s
summary of the moderist project is useful, bacause it encapsulates the
modernist pesition, while pointing out its latent concradictions:
“Modernism is among other things @ strategy whersby the work of art re-
sists commodification, holds out by the skin of its testh against those

social forces which would degrade it to an sexchangesble okject". Th

213




b moderaist work of art does everything in its power "to forestall instant

consumability”, so that it becomes s self-contained, self-sufficient and

self-rsferential artefact. But, ironically, there is a price to pay for
this status: "If [the modernist work] avoids the humiliation of becoming
- an abstract, serialised, lnstantly exchangeable thing, it does so only

by virtus of reproducing the other side of the commodity which is its

Eetishism". 7

| Eagleton's diction batrays his nostalgia for modernism, as well as h®.

tacit identification with its values, evident in the way he describes
- exchange as "degradation" and "humiliation'. He distinguishes between
fotish and exchange cbject as far as the work of art is concerned, but,
as we have seen, postmodsrnism makes any distinction between artefact and

comnodity difficult,

On the other hand, Esgleton characterises postmodernism in terms that echo

Benjamin: “the commodity as mechanically reproducible sxchange ousts the

commodity as magical sura [the of Bl
. technology (re)produces circuits of sxchange in wh'ch empty signifiers
move without interruption, S Warhol talks about his “techniqua" instead

of his “style", for techmology replaces unique stylistic "handuriting".

Warhal is identified chiefly with silkscreening as & medium, which evi-

e dently enables "mechanically reproducible sxchange”, something that could
’ describe Warhol's vorks and Barthelme’s words.
o Barthelme's "Paraguay” produces & Warholian glut of masterpilsces: “fre
ol xationalised art is despatched from central art dumps to reglonal .rt
P dumps and £rom thare into the 1ifsstreams of citiss. Each cltizen is piven i

as much art as his system can tolerate” (CL 23). The entira section en-
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titled "wationalisation" in "Paraguay” deals with » stresulining of

"problems of art" (CL 22): "Production is up. Quality-control devices

kave boen installed at those poluts whers the interests of artists and
audience {ntezsact. Shipping and distribution heve been improved out of

all recognition” (CL22-23). The result is the following:

Revionalisation produces simplor circuits and, therefore, a
saving in hardware. Each artist's product is then translatod
into a statement in symbolic lngic. ‘The statement is then
"minimised" by various claver methods. The simpler statoment
is transisted back into the design of & simpler cireuit. Foamed
by & number of techniques, the art is then run through heavy
steel rollers, Flip~flop switches control its further devel-
opment. Sheet art is generally dried in smoke and is dark broun
in colour. Bulk art is air-dried, and changes colour in par-
tieuler historical spochs (L 23).

Warhol extends the idea of reeyeling to its absoluta limit, givi , us a
vision of & world in which everything fs "bulk art" end everything can
be s0ld. Tven more strangly this global supermarket recalls Daleuza and

Guattari's sulogisation of the ¢ irouits of desive. Warhol writes:

There should ba suparmarkets that sell things and supermarkets
that buy things back, and until averything equalises, there'll
be more wasts then there should ba. Everybody would alvays have
something to yell back, so everybady would have meney, because
evarybody would have something to sell....Psople should be able
to seil their old cans, their old chicken bomes, thelr old
shampoo Luttles, their old megazines .., I think chout paople
eating and going to the bathroom ail the time, and I wondsx why
they don't have a tube up thelr behind thet takes all the stuff
tliey 6at and recyoles it back into their mouths, regenerating
dt....4nd they wouldn't even have to ses it - it wouldn't even
be dirt,. If they wanted to, they could artificially colour it
on the way in. Pink.?*?
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Regional art dumps which Fuse art und junk, recycled excrement dyed pink,
as much art and as much selling as one's constitution can bear = such is
the postmodern covdition,

The Strange Ubject Covered with Fur, or, The Loglc of the Fragtrish

The fragment becomes fetish, and the fetish is this idiosyneratic useless
object covered with fur (DG 14). Stated bluntly, the fetish ia a plece
of pragh. Critics insistently idemtify both the will to fragmentation and
a fascination with the “trash phenomenon" as defining Ffeatures of
Barthelme's writing.*®* Fragment, fer W, trash: fragtrish,"Fragtrish"
is an unrepontantly ugly neologism I have coined to telescope all thess
meenings; "fragtrish" is a verbal fetish and a trashy word. Moleswerth
wefines the short story as a genre which "recycles junk",?®! and writes
that "Barthelme's stories may offer us some discovery that will explain

the junk and the signs, aven if we have to consider the possibilit; that

01

they are one and the sam When littering and semiosis cannot be told

epart, anything ran heppsn.

The postmodern commodity undergoes a strange transmogrification, ~f which
the fantasmatic commodities which open this chapter are exemplary: pieces
of trash, dispossble words, left-overs from an apocalypse that never
happened. Sncw White presents the most overt statement of the postics

of trash. Dan, one of the dwatfs, says:
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You know, Klipschorn was right I think when he spoke of the
"blanketing" effect of ordinary language, referring, as I ra-
call, to the part that sort of, you know, "fills in" betwean
the other parts, That part, the "filling" you might say, of
which the sxpression "you might say” is a good example, is to
me the most ‘ateresting part, and of course it might also be
called the “stuffing” I suppose.,,.But the quality this
"stuffing" has, that the other parts of verbality do not have,
s tyo~parted, perhapsi (1) an “endless" gualivy and (2) a
"sludge" quality....The " aspact of stuffing is that
it goes on and on, in many different forms and in fact our ex-
changes are in large measure composed of it, in largar measure
aven, perhaps, than they ave composed of that which is not
Pstufiing® ... (SW 96).

Barthelme's language becomos "sludgy" itself, gs is evidenced by the mu-
morous quoted phrases and by its hazy prolixity, It does what it says,
in an uanerving parody of the Naw Critical verbal icon. fThe "exchanges"
of postmodexnism are “in large measure composed of {stuffing]™, in all

possible ways, from the cireuits of commereial exchangs, Which rework

Junk, in Warhol's vision, to the of "sludgy"

which reiterste empty signifiers, 1ike Derrida's gram.???

A kneajerk critical responss defends the sacred text from any encroachment

by stuffing or sludge. Gass: "Barthelme's method fails, for the idea is
(Perhaps bhis s an unfaiv oig,bacause Gass

to use drack, not write sbout it",¥®" Similarly, the reader scon finds refers to «

" Spraific
K " jhstance.

Noleswerth talking of Barthelme's stories es attacks on the "false con~ gij |, the
attibude

sciousness” (now there i & bit of a verbel ansachronism!) generated by ‘v:‘g;‘g,.“; '
the me'ia.?** He makes it the goal of Barthelme’s fiction, as he sees
1t, explicit, couching that goal in the langusgs of salvazion and sani-

M58 and po B

tation: to "[rodeenm] flctional
Junk zud fragments, to make them safe for literature”.’®? Even the oth-
stwise perceptive Couturier and Durand claim chat "Barthelme conmstantly
denounces what he calls thig

'blanketing' effect of ordinasry

langnage".1'? Oritics sppear to have an urge to claim that Bartholme




- himself s or must be free of the taint of trash. The text in front of
us has to dencunce evaryday lenguage, to thematisa it, to make it underge
e & wsea-change in the "art gallery" and in the “lsboratory of

. discourse”,’?® tha two realms to which Couturier and Durend would like

to consign Darthelme's writing.

But Dan's remarks sbout mundane discourse do not seem to be denuncistory

fu tone at alf. The admission of blanketing, sludgy, stuffing, useless

' langusge intc any discourse has discomforting results,  Presumebly
° T ,‘ Couturier and “t-und see their own critical enterprise as belonging itself

PARREN to tha galle. 1 laboratory, loci which could dignify and authorise ;

their words. What doss one do in the face of linguistic devaluation? ! ' »
"“"/ Hlow does one analyse drack? P

o \ )
Bear in mind thet one of the dwarfs in Snow White says: "We like beoks .
thot heve a lot of dreck in them, matter which prasents itself as not ) oo 1Y

wholly relevant {or indead, at all relevant)..." (84 106). Dreck is

marginal end treshy, impossible to enalyse, not bacause it is irreducible, .
but becawse it draws analysis into fts orbit, What nighmindsd exitic /

would willingly pay attention to the trivial end useless?

i Dzeck poses a threat to the logocentyic edifice of museums and labaratory. b

‘rash menaces "Literature” and its accomplice "Amalysis". An enalysis

must have a worthy object; for otherwise a reading of dreck may ot keep
its distance, and could puffer the fate of bacoming as trashy as its obe

Ject. Linguistic inertia presents insoluble difffculties « all the dis~

courses i¢ encounters may be deawn into its trashy spell (my portmanteas

word, "fragtrish®, for erample), How can one mppeal to any validity if

language has become useless? Couturier and Durand try to exercise the
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spectre of wasts by implying that Barthelme's recyclings of linguistic
zubbish, much 1ike Yarhol's sellable trash, leap from quantity to quality;
Molesworth insista that "these storiss ave highly sophisticated cultural

obfects”*?? that trangform pulp into poetry.

Dac pursuas his diseussion of the "'blankating' effest of ordinary lan-
guage™: "... there is a relation between what I have been saying and what
we're doing here at tha plant with these -lastic buffalo humps" (8§ 97).
The ease with which Dan moves from linguistic to commadity exchange proves
my suspicion that word and commodity ave interchangeable: like discourse,
the buffals humps are meeningless. Ye have taken note of Baudrillaxd's
beliot thet semtotics falfils the role wnder late capitalisn ¢t - poli-
tical economy .. ' in the nineteenth vantury heyday of capitali.m. The
circuldtion of 5., sers now provides the referent. Dan slmost seems
aware of this reversed relation of language to object, for he says that
"wa pay particulsr sttention to thoss aspscts of language that may be seen
s & model of the trash phenomenon” (3 ¥7-98). The concept of language

as a model is, of course, the structuralist deam.

D openly concedss that the injection of trash duto any practice, whether

discuraive, sconomic o textual, has unsettling citfusts:

New you'ze probably familiar with the fact that the per-capita
production of trash in this conntry {s tp from 2.75 pounds per
day in 1920 to 4.5 pounds per day in 1965, the lsst year for
which wa have figures, and is incressing at the rate of sbout
four percent a year. Now that rate will probably go up, because
it’s baen going up, and I hazard that ws may very well scon
reach @ point where it's 100 percent, right? (Obsezve tho de-
construction of authenticity implicit in the concept of pure
funk, of something 100 percent trash.] And there cen no longer
La any question of “dispesing” of it, because it's all there
is, and we will simply have to learn how to "dig" it - that's
slang, but peculiarly appropriste here. So that's why we're in
Iplastic buffalo] humps, right now, more really from a philo-
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sophiical point of view than because we find them a grea:
moneywaker. They are "trash", and whet in fact could be morc
useless or trashlike? It's that we want to be on the leading
adge of this trash phenomenon, tha evertsd sphero of the future,
and that's why we pay particular attention, too, to those as-
pacts of language that may be seen @5 & model for the trash
phenomencn (SN 97-98)

1 collar yhen templati,

Terry Eagleton gets hot under the
the same phonomenon with less than Berthelmean “sguanimicy".*
"Reification”, ha urites, "once it has extendsd its empire across the
whole of social reality, sffaces the very criteria by which {t can be
recognised for what it is and s6 triumphantly abolishes itself, returning
averything to normality". From this, he deduces that "postwodernism is
thus a grisly parody [!] of socialist utopie, having sholished all al-
fenation at a stroke™.*°? after all, "it's 100 percent, right?” No wonder
that faced with thio alaxming devalopment, Couturior and Durand feel the
need to resutrect the ghost of Iiterary valus, as a denunciation of or-
dinary language. No wonder thet Eagleton appsars as a socialist voico

calling his refusul to "dig 1t" in a postmodern wilderness.

In itz confrontation with & miso production of "langusges”, ihe modarnist
text reluctantly inssrted its own discourse into the linguistic market
place, not as another ldioloct among the many, but as the Logos or the
lost word of "trush”, Everyone knows that Eliot's Waste Land was first
entitled Ho do the Police in different volces; the voices of mass culture
mist be made different,translated and transliterated.*’? Whatever else

it may be, The Waste Land is no easy plea for pluralism. Its linguistie

impasto, and {*s disfigurations of other texts and of everyday language

make The Waste Land a contorted master discourse, The ease with which

Tireisiss' voice subsumes the others, indicates s drive towaxds a
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normative, Lf not s normal language. Even the polyphonous disconrses of
Ulysses ultimately fuse, in the readar's mind, ta form a single language,
which becomes normstive by its very abnormality end which is unified by
its resolute rejection of snything that smacks of the undisfigured
vernacular, Reworking some of Walter Ong's insights, Sandra Gilbert and
Susan Gubar contend that since the seventeenth century all Western male
writers have had as their singleminded aim ths transmutstion of everyday
langusge into Literature (exemplified by Milton's struggles tu produce a
classic epic in the mother tongue),*?* Litaraturs, in the form in which
we have constructed it since Mallarmé, has had the denunciation of ev-

aryday language as its only goal.

Yot, when Couturinr &nd Durand, and Molesworth try to impose the antinomy
betwaen ordinary language and literary langnage on Darthelme's writing,
they are misguided. Both Russian Formalisn snd Ney Sriticism pursued the
chimerical distinction between lirerary discourse and otier utterences,
But postmedarnisn robs the text of its privilege as a verbal icon, and
transforms it dnto another comuodity on equal and familiar torms with
plastic buffalo hwaps. Warhol provides a succinet deseription of the

transition from capitalised "Art" to late capitalist "business art

Business ast I8 the step that comes after Art, I started as e
commercial artist, and I want to finish as a businsss artist.
After T did the thing calied "srt" or whetevar it's called, I
went into business art. I wanted to be an Art businessman or &
Business Artist....Business Art. Art business, The Business Axc
Business.*®

On the other hand, Gouturier and Durznd presuppose some aesthetic hier-
archy, since Literature or Art must be superisr to other discourses if

it is to oecupy 8 position from which to denotnce them, Here the familiar
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" rodernist notion of an ancagonism between high art and populay culture

. reappaars. All wodernist writing is based, in some degrse, on the schism,

As Mallarmé testifies, the poat's duty is the following: donner un sens

plus pur sux mots de la tribu (to give & puror meaning to the words of B P

et the tribe, my translation).'®* g c

3 Plerre-Yves Péiillon retells a revealing amecdots from Barthelms's

- childhood, DBarthelme's father, a Tekas architsct who was trying to in-

troduce severely modernist architecture inte Americs, had built a house

in the style of Mies van der Rohe for his fomily. Every Sunday, ordinary
R “Texans out for a lelsurcly drive would stop in front of the alien con-
struction to sape at it ia bewilderment, at which point the Barthalma
children would dash out and perform & cancen for the onlookars, Patillon
comments that this memory determines all Barthelme's subsequent attempts o

to turn furopean high culture into a "music-hall spectacle™:Le reecours

de Barthelme, transformer teut cels en spectacle de music-hall'.*®’

,w Following the persistence of the high/low antithesis turns up some sur-

‘ prises, for the opposition lingers in unsuspected places: the writings

: of Rolend Barthes, for example. The antimony between sexiptible (liter- . #

ally "writable®, but translated by Richard Wright ss "writerly") and

lsible (literally “readable"; given ss "readerly" in Viright's versien) B
scans to be ohe of the most porsuasive binaries of late structurelist
} thought *?* Bagthes states what he prosumes to he the yay » embedded in
] the "writerly” with an uncharacteristic degroe of ccercica. "lay is the

1 writerly our value? Hecsuse tha goal of literary work (of literature as [
{ work) 4s to make the reader no longet & comstmor, but & producer of the I

i text".*?? One glimpsos, behind the readerly and the writerly, the consumex

P and the producer, snothar incarhation of the passive/active doublet,

i
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Even in a late vork by Barthes, like Tha Pleasure of tha Text, it is clesr
that the codes of jouisssnce exclude the mass text.*}® Julis Kristeva,
in a recent piece entitled “Postmodernism?” says the following: "Gompared

to the medis, whose function it is to collectivise all systems ci signs,

even those which are iting Timits
individuates”.*'* So the writerly, the blissful, writing-ss-experience~
of~limits, despite its beterogeneity must constitute o superior discouxse
which can give the lie to ordinary languego. Literaturc is never a pop-
ular art, Writers as diverse as Eliot, Barthes, Milton and Kristeva ars
all united in some way by the dream of a mesterful language, the potent
patrius sermo, or "father's sermon” in Ong's term, which redeems its rew
material nasely the materna lingus, or mother tengue” in Ong's term,“'2

Pive yesrs after 5/Z, in Rolond Darthes, Basthes concedes that "writerly"

and "readerly” & nondialecrical AL s
he ssems about to move away from the opposition, for he writes that he
noy believes in something on the other side of the readerly and the
writerly: "alongside" them "there may be a third textual entity,..," Will
thie third term conflatae nr synthesisereederly and writerly? Ne, beceuse
At turns out to be an incensification of the writerly. Barthes calls it

the "recaivable":

The zeceivable would then be the unreaderly text which catches
bold, Ehe red-hot text, a product continuously outside of any
1ikelfhood and whose function - visibly esstgud by its scriptor
~ would ba to contest the mevcantile constraint of what is
written; this text, guided, armed by a notlon of che
ungublighable, would roquire the following respomse: I c
Tolther read nor write what you produce, but I recedve it, o
& fire, & drug, sn enignatic disorganisation.*T®




What Barthes articulstes hero is the familiar avant-garde drosm of a text
which is not a commodity, and which remains "continuously outsids" both
Mikelihood" and "mercantile constraint”. Kis ideal gift cen only be
racolved ss gift, something that {a not an exchange. By the tezm
“unpublfshable” Barthes designates the calculated withdrawal of such a
text from the circhits of commercial exchange. 4 very common modernist
myth deals with the unpublished or unpublishable mamuscript: from
Baudelairs to Genet, from Joyca to Hurroughs, tha modernist text s sup~
posedly surrounded by scandal. Barthes leaves us, then, with a nermative
opposition, publishsble versus gsceivable, which incarnates that wmost
stultifying of norms, literary valus, and repeats a central tenet of

modernlsm.

On the ather hand, Barthelme’s taxts are eminently publishable. His
stories have been published in periodicals like Esquire, Mademoisella and

The New Yorker, as the verso of the title page of each collection of

Barthelme's work shows, Glossy publications form an appropriate diseur~
sive site for late capitalism. Barthelms i entirely aware of the

lationship batween the and the contempos

xavy magazine: "[I] asked her in the nicest possible way what magezine
she read, w.at magazine she identified with, whet magazine defined her
™ (6P 19). That this particular story is called "fhet Cosmopolitan
Girl" and appeared in The New Yorker should not be lost on the reader,
Such @ reliance on established channels of publication marks a telling

difse between and moderni, Barthelme avolds the

alternatives of tha "little megazine" or clandestine publication. To
misquote Barthes, Barthelme's texts are products that appear "contine

uotsly within likelihood", on this side of the "mercantile constraint"

of postmodernism.
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comments on the botwsen Barthelme's stories and the

. way they are Dublished:

Vo

-

N The stories in some sense reflect their place of publication,
. namely the modern magazins, Addressed to an avdience with a

S rolatively wide exporience of travel, en acute sense of fashion
- and chango, as well s a consclousness formed in part by a

purposely pliant cultural context, these stories must con-
. stantly widen, shifs, and quicken their reader’s senss of
" timely details, In & sense, Barthelne's steries must compate
E with, oven as they ironically commont on, the advertisements

i

and nonfistion "fearures” that surround them,

. It is indeed tempting to suggest that the texts "reflect thelr place of
publication”, or even that the exigencies of perisdical publication have
produced the texts, but such a suggestion would run the risk of giving a

detormining prierity to an economic base,

8y staying inside the processes of textual commodity exchange,

Barthelme's stories have caused doubt and confusion on at least ons oc-

casion: Jerome Klinkowitz warns us that there is a "name-sake plagiarist”
of Barthelme's,*}® Nouotholess, Barthelue himself has written tevts, in
18 own style, for The New Yorker, under the pseudonym "Lily MeNeil".
Either someons alss coples Barthelme, under Darthelme's own name, or

These texts have nc value

Bartholne, &s somecne else, copies himself.
becsuse they are not part of the "suthentic' Barthslme canon. But despite
) their lack of valua, they are publishad iike any “true" work: they rep-
resent tho sxchangaability of the empty signifisr in o gemeral aconowy

of axchange.

Barthelme's texts ars mors tham publishabla; in their owun way, they are

highly F

as well, Does g relationship exist between the wxiterly,

the readerly, and the readable? (This is a distinction which one cen only
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draw in English, thanks to Wright's translation of lisible and seriptible
by those well-known neclogisms, “readexly" oad '"writerly’. In French
lisible simply meens "readable™.) Barthelms's texts are addly readable

in 8 popular sense, while retaining vestiges of writerliness: why?

Jameson isolates "a new kind of flatness or depthlessn's, a new kind of
superficiality, in the most litaral sense - [as] perhaps the supreme
formsl feature of all postmedernists".*? According to Jameson
"wodernist styles become postmodernist codes”.“}® The glossy surfaces
of postmodern works certainly opesk of a flattening-out of modernist
notions ef preiadity and originality; signifying style turns into some

thing that I3 =&l for granted. To Juxtapose a section from Finnagans

Wake and un evcerpt from The Dead Father, whir, esrlicicly pastiches

Joyee's style, might be informstive.

Margot Norris offers the following a3 "s typical Wakean sentence [whick]

sarves to illustrate how contiguous associstions creste a vertical depth

along a paxrative line” (my emphasis):*'®
g a pacrative y

It was of the Grant, old gartener, gus gold meddlist, Publius
Hanlivs, fuderal private (his place is his poster, sure, they
said, and we're going to mark it, sors, they said, with a carbon
ceustick manner) bequother the libersloidor at his petty
coporelezzo that hung caughtnapping from his baited bresth, it
was of him, my wife and 1 thimks, to fesl to every of the
younging fruits, tenderosed like an atalantic's breastswells
oz, on a second wraathing, a bright tauth bight shimmeryshaking
fox the welt of his plow."!®

Turning to Barthelme, ane finds that his writing lacks both depth and

narrative line:
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AndI. EndI. Great endiferce testertecterteertottering, Willit
wrt. 1 reiterats. Don't be cenacle. Conscientia mille testes.
And baving made them, whers now? What now? Mens agitat wolem
and I wanted to doitwell, doitwell, Elegantemente. Ohe! jam
satds, Andl, Pathetiqularly the bumgrab night and date through
all the heures for the good of all. The Father's Day to end ell.
Andl understand but list, 1list, let's go back. Te the

Pt oy,

o the d dadl &
just itke the rest of them. Pitterpatter (DF 171},

The Yake is indisputably writerly. It sends its reader scurrying into &
thicket of clues, puns end tangied signifiers. Umberto Beo makes the Wake
o paradigmatic "open" text: the "open" text activaly creates its own
reader, unlike the “closed” text, which passively presumes a reader.'??
(Evidently the "open"/'closed" antithesis can be linked to all the other
oppositions we have seen so far.) The quotation from The Dead Father
looks writerly, but there is a very veal difforence between Joyce's lam-
guage and Barthelme's wordplay, Barthelme substitutes, for example, @
slightly distorted version of the "normal" word or phrase; "willit urt®
for "will it hurt" or “cenacle" for “cynical, His substitutions have a
£acile quality quite wnlike Joyce's varhal lebyrinths, which raly on an
ever-widening spiral of cultural refarence, “atalantic’, for instance.
Once the one-to~one relstionship bastween Barthelms's verbal inventiens
and the conventionsl version of those words has baen deciphered, the joke
is up. Joyce's writing has a kind of immediate presence as & unigue

style, while Barthalme's text connotes, as part of its signifying effect,

# Joycean-ness.

At the same time, Barthelme's writing is superficial in every way: the
quotation from The Desd Father reads like a deadpan copy of Joycs, &
feroxed pege of the Wake which appesrs as a perfect simulaczum in

Barthelme’s text. The comparison of "original" (Joyce} and “copy"
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(Barthelma) shows how postmodernism perodies modernism, with neither sa-

tirical nox normetiva purpose.

The movement from Joyce to Barthelme perfectly exsmplifies the
xeaderlificatdon of the writerly. Everyone now knows Joges, so Bavthelme
provides ns with an exact copy of Joyce. But Barthelme is no Fierre
Menaxd,*?? ha does not open the work o1 his master to new meanings, but
deliberately curtails its density. Joyes, all considared, is simply un-
other item in our emcyclopaedia or museum. Therafore, to produce a new
writerly text merely continues Joyce's original project, but to reproduce
Joycs, while smoothing out his fable writerliness, unsettles the very
notlons of readerly and writerly. That is why Joyce becomes so raadable

in Barthelme's vexsion: The Dead Father offers a Reader's Digest version

of Finnegans Wake.

As it wallows uncritically in secondhand sigas, postmodernism seems una-
ble to distinguish between the esoteric and the popular. 4 striking in-
stance ds In His Oun Write by John Temnon, which belies its title with

i rel pastiches of the manner of Finnegens Wake.*?? The

of anything bling an may well relata to

the loss of cultural mastery which Graig Ovens, following Lyotard, sses

as a defining of the dition.*?* Ritsch and
high art come together in & process that may even have begun with Joyce:
"Finnegans Yake carriss the tendencies of high axt and of popular culturs
to thelr outer limits, thare whero all tendencies of mind may meet, there
Where the epiphany ond the dirty joke become one™.%#® But whatever its
initially populist intentions might have been, Finnepans Wske was

sybsumed inte the canon: "an but unread the

least dogreared book on every graduste student's shelf, a cult item conned
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by footnote hounds and citstion grubbers".“*¢ The Dead Father, on the

other hand, bslongs to both academic trestise and glossy magazine.

Is postmodernism kitsch? Eco defines kitsch as bhe reiteration of mes-
thetic effects that have alraady been successful slsewhere,*?” so thet
kitsch 45 & kind of neutral styiistic  quotation: "I

' (BE 171). By dts

hollow reiteration of the modernist flourishes that have enjoy d a suceds

de scaudals elseyhere, postmodernism performs the final transgression of
transforming transgression into kitsch., High and low collapse onto each
other: thers is truly no longer any difference between popular culturs

and high art.

Even when postmodern texts sppear to be what Barthes calls "enigmatic
configurations™, one still has the semse that postmodern enigmas are
marketable commodities. Barthelme's regular contributions to mainstresm
Anericen periodicals is a case in hand, but Laurie Anderson’s recorded
performance pleces sre foatured on hit parades, and Werhol's influemce
an popular culture has been immensa. Consider the rise of the pop video,
complete with Godardian jump cuts and imegery borrowed from Un Chien
Andelou, The gap betwean art, supposedly timeless icons, ond fashion,

conventicnally ephemeral commodities, narrows and disappears.

How then doss one analyse greck? Whet is the appropriate rasponse to a

warld that is no lenger en imaginary museun but a global junkyard? Sur-

prisingly, Roland Barthes adumbratss the most appesling position:

Stupidity is a bard and dadivisible kamel, o grinisive: oo vey
t t1fically (A€ “analysis of
Stuplatey were pmxbla, "IV venld antizely aallapse), What s




1t A spectacle, en sesthetis fiction, pexhaps & hellucination?
. - Parhaps We want to pit ourselves into the picture? It's lovely,
P oo it takes your breath away, it's strange; snd about stupldity,
¥ I oo entitled to say no more than this: that it Eeascimates me.
Fascination is the correst fealing stupldity must inspire me
with (1f we roach the point of speaking the nawe): it grips me J a
{it is intractable, nothing prevails over it, it takes you in N P
i an endless hand-over-hand race).*¥* :

So Barthes does have the last word. Perhaps Barthelme’s strange obfect
coverad with fur, his fragbrish neither glsddens nor bresks one's heart: : . .

the fragtaish fascinates.
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CHAPTER FIVE

PATERNITY, ANXIETY, PASTICHE, ALLEGORY: "THE FATHER'S DAY
TO END ALL"

Paternity

Barthelme's work 15 full of fathers: "The man sitting in the centre of
the bed looks very much like my Fether....But perhaps it is not my father
weeping thera, but another fathar: Tam's father, Phil's father, Pat's
father, Pate's fathar, Paul's fathex" (“Views of My Father Waeping", CL
5). They turn up in surprising cilrcumstances: "Kellermen, gigantic with
gin, runs through the park at moon with his nzked father slung under cne

arm' ("A Picture History of the War", UPUA 131).

The Resd Father concorns itsalf most single-mindsdly with the
amnifresence of fatheshood, su much so that one might fesl thet The Dead
Fasher is less a tale of potential patricide than an instance of paternal
overk{ll, .ui Couturier and Durand aro quick to reprimsnd the more
literdl~minded among Barthelme’s readsrs for taking the “omnipresent
figure of the father" st face valus. What concerns Barthelme, they

maintain, 1s "

not the thematlc aspact of the father", nor the “question
of the father ... [as) meraly ... [a] fascination with origins, apother

version of the old {dentity problem", No, according ts Covturier and
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Durand, what is 4t stake hers Is au issue of psychosnalysis: o mstter

of the self, of the ego and its relstion to tha supsrege.'%®

Parhaps one should heed Couturier and Durand's advice about the signif-

icance of psychoanalysis #n resding The Dead Father, but ignora their

readiness to soe the fathar &s just another symbol, or even as the symbol
of the Symbolic.®?® After psychoanalysis, it ia not very hard to guess
that a text entitled The Dead Father will he a retelling of the Oedipus
story. We can usefully essume that if the Dead Pathor is a symbol of
anything, he will be a synbol, or better still, & metonyn, of fatherhood
and its ralations to storytelling. So the Dead Father is ancther Latus,
and Thomes s latterdsy Oedipus. At the Father's request, Thomas talls a
story, in which he, like Oedipus, comes across a hybrid creature, not the
Sphinx, to be swie, but the Great Father Serpent (D 43-44), (Is there
an allusion to the Sphinx in the portmantesi word "sphinxeries", which
seems to combine mad diminutives of Maphincter" with “sphinx"? DF 65)
Like the Sphinx, the Great Farher Serpent has s riddle to ask (DF 43-46).

As everyone knows, the Sphing asks Oedipus "What goes on four feet, on

tuo feet, on three, but the more foet it goes the waakar it be?".**! Ag

averyone knows, the snswer is "Man'. The Graat ¥ather Serpent's riddls
is "ghat do you really feel?" (DF 46), to which Thomas replies with the
word he has glimpsed on the polishad sheat of tin which the Father Sorpent
either carries in his mouth or uses &5 a mirror: "Like murderinging" (DF
46), ("...because that is whas T had read on the underside of the tin,
the wording purderinging inscribed in a fine thin aursive", says Thomas
i explanation, DE 46.) Thamas is astonlsted at how closely the word
“laccords] with [h{s] feelfngs, {his| lost feslings that (ke has] nevar

found before" (DF 46), After listoning to Thomas's story, the Dedd Fathexr
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wants to know: "fhet is the moral?". Thomss reiterates: “Murderinging",
And although Thomés prevaricates "I mentioned no names", tha vead Farher
immediately draws a conmection betweon that 'morsl” end himself.
"Hurderinging 1s not corraect....The sacred and noble Father should not
ve murdered. Never. Absolutely not”, he rants (DF 46). It is directly
ufter this thet Thomas confiscates the Father’s bult buckle, First of his

symbols of authoridy ta ba stripped (DF 47-48).

Although Peter Scatterpatter's Manual for Sons warns its readers agajnst
patzicide ("a bed tdea”, DF 145), one cannot help Ffeeling that if
Barthelws's sovel has any "moral” it must also be "murderingivg', for the
novel ravorks the story of the arch-patricide Gedipus, and ends with the
Father about to bo buried. Betty Farmer goes so far as to claim that
Bu:thelmo.hlmsali. at the end of the text, calls For a “fotal darkpess
for the gods rather than Just a "Twilight of the Gods'".**? An end to all
patriarchal deities, nothing loss then a "Fathex's Day to end all" (DF
171y,

Somewhat lost in the welter of allusions thet Faxmer's essay uncovers,

is & thet Thg Doad Father draws and perhaps in-
evitably on Freud: she registers the sipilarity botween Barthelme's novel
and the story of the slaying of the Ur-Father by tha "primal horde”, which
Fraud recounts in Totem gnd Taboo.*’® When one turns to Freud, parallels

between his text and The Daad Fathoer are quite and more ex-

tensive then Farmer ailoys. The version I am quoting comes from Hoses

and Monotheism, not from Farmer's source, Totem and Taboo, (Freud wes

drawn to the story of the Fathor's deoth more then once in his career.)

Froud hypotiesises that “the ovents [he is] about to describe ocstrred
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to all primitive men - thet is, to all our ancastors". Although ths

avents have been made into & single coherent narrative, both by Freud,

and the primel storytellers who handed them down, in howsver mediated a
form, Froud reminds us that the "story is told in an enormously condensed
. form, as though it hoppened on a single occasion, uhile in fact it coversd

thousands of years and vas repeated countless times during that leng pe-

riod"*?%  (Notdce how corsfully Freud osteblishes his vext gs a story.)

Freud goes on: "The strong male wes lord and father of the entire horde -

and unrestricted in his power, which he sxercised with violence. All the : . °

- females wera his property - wives and daugliters of his own horde and sume,

perhaps, robbed from other hordes", Gloomily Freud conjectures that 1 o

i the lot of [the] sons was a hard one: if they roused their fa-

. ther's jealousy they wers killed or castrated or driven out.

oir only resource was to collect together in small communi-

ties, to get themsalves wives by robbery, and when one or the

other of them could succeed in it, to raise themselves into & N
position similar to their father's in the primal horde. i

K But a decisive change took place when the brothers who had been expelled,

came together, overpowered the father, and "as wes the custom in those

days, devoured him rew".®?® Freud explains that the sons

AR hated and fosred their father but also honoured him as & model,
o | and ... each of them wished to taks his place in reality, We B
can, if so, understend tho caunibalistic sct &s an attempt to Y
gnsus, identification with him by fncorporeting & plece of -
.

.
4 synopsis of prenistoric history, sccording to Freud, is then providud. w[
1

Somewhat taken aback by thelr own transgressive daring, the sons vho kad
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muzdered thels father forged a rudimentary socisl vontract, enforcing
[ exogamy and forbidding incest, which served as the basis for

. Yoiyilisation".%?"  Thousands of years later, a msssive and worldwide
foaling of guilt heraldad & return of the repressed (the original killing
of the fathor): "It appears that a growing sense of guilt had taken hold
of the Jewish people, or perhaps the whole of the civilised world of ths

time, 85 & precussor to the return of the repressed material”.*’' Tt 4s

to St Paul that Froud sscribes the inventfon of “original sin" as & way

of naming that guilt without actually recelling its "resl” content, and A B

Frend credits Christicaity with the task of dealing with these matters, 3

in a culturally palatable way throvgh . .aals of atonement and the myth

g of & son's rademptive sscrifice, v y
i What one must bear in mind is that Freud has found in his farfetclied =
pooeg
" enthropological fietion not only a heuristic tool for explalming virtu-
T
- N ally anything, but also a wey of making the story of Osdipus exceed the 3 7
\ 1inits of the merely ontogenetic, or of individual blography, to bacome =N R
~
v @ phylogenetic, a universal and sil-oncompassing myth of origins.“’? The &
o ") iterary" qualities of Frevd's story are quite obtrusive, so that it is .

S quite predictable that Freud will sttempt to ‘. proof for his hypothesis

ia litesature, In the beginning was the Ds "o asserts at the end of
‘Totam And Taboo,**? twisting tha words of St Jonn, and this deed must have

determined litorature. He finds in unconseiously recallected guilt for

the killing of the fathcr

\ the true basis for the "tragic guilt" of the hero of drema,

B whick is otherwise hard to explain. It can scarcely be doubted :

that the hero and chorus of Gresk drams represent the same ro- "

PR belliots hero and company of brothes; snd it is not without |

s significonce that in the Hiddle Ages what the theatre startad ‘

h afresh was the stoxy of the Passion.*®! 1
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Already {n Totem and Taboy Freud emphasises the omnipotemce and

omnipresence the primal father acquired in death: "The dead father became

stronger then the living one had been ,,.",*** once he was internalised

and rituals,

as guilt, remorse and attendant
killed, the father contintes to come back. That can stand as & swmmary
of Darthelna's "Views of Ny Fathor Weeping”, as well, which 18 a "modern
[or postmodern} Oedipus™ as W.S, Doxey suggests.**® The Dead Fether, too,
axplores precisely how poverful s desd fathex can be: "Dead but stili with

us, 5t§11 wirh us but dead" (BF 3).

Barthieme’s novel shows quite & few correspendences with Freud's
phylogenatic fable: there is the exact lexical similarity of "dead fa-
ther", there are further semantic simjlarities. Like Freud's primal fa-
thex, Barthelma's character issues impsrious dacrees: "Nobody disobeys a
nkase of mine, sald the Desd Father. le chuckled” (DF 9). He exporiences
implaceble rages - the massacre of tho musicians (DE 11), or the titanic
slsughter of the animals (DF 52-53), Satuynlike, the Dead Father devours
his offspring: "I had to devour them, hundreds, thousands, feefifofum ..,"
(DE 18). ¥rom a Freudien perspective myths and fairytales concerning
violent fathers or brutal patriarchs kesp an astaviatic memory of the
primal father alive. Tha Dead Fathar mekss his inhibiting influence Felt
in his attempts to intervens in the sesual activitdes of his children
(DF 9, 15 and elsewhere}. The lot of his sons is indeed s “hard one",
as Froud has it,«the sons are forced to wasr the caps of jestars as tokens
of their inferdority (OF 7); the Fathar boasts: "Punishment is a thing
T'm good at" (D 82). Like Freud's narrative, Barthalme's text tells of
the overthrow and death of the Fathexyonly in Barthelme's noyel, the death

1s tautologous (DF 175).
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Hindsight makes Freuc seew slightly like Barthelme 8s well: & glance at

tha entries under "Father" in the Index te The Standard Bdition of the

Complets Psychological Works disclosas the protean features of the Fa-

ther, and the of sueh as an al 1

catalogue reminds one irrosistibly of Barthelme:

anbivalence towsrds; and castratlon threat; and incest taboo;
end Oedipns complas; as bears: in hesting-phantasies; ss
ehild's rival; as girl's first seraal object; &5 protoupa of
bogies; boy's hostility to; boy's identification with; boy's
fncestuons  fosling for; [qudte a feu entules folloy under

y's"| ...} carries ovt ritual dafloration of daughter;
kil s relations to; doath of; death of, and disavowal;
doath-uishes against; ... equated with animal in animal phobia;
equated with enimal in fairy tales; equated with animal totem;
squated with forces oi nature; equabed with God; equated with
hers of lugand, squated with King; fear of; fear of baing eaten
byi (. g and "bad"; humility of hysterics traceable toj
Joo "inner"; kuung of (m Father, primal; Parricide); ...
overcome by haro of legend; phantsies concarning; phantasy of
resculng; seduction by; substitutes for; stpereno inhoxite
authority of; - symbols (see under Symbols);.

There 8 no role the Father canot play; "Pather" is bast describad ss &

tloating signifier. The Conordance o The Standard Edition of the Com-

plate Paychological YWorks revesls thst the woxd "Father" appears a stags
gexing two thousand one hundred and eighty two times in Freud's weiting,
while derivatives such as "fatherless", "fatharly", and "fatheriand" are
tsed three hundred and eighty nine times. (Froud's most famous term,
"Osdipus” anly turne up & modest three hundred and eighty five times in
total.)**® The enormity of Freud's concern with fathers is incontestable:
whav 8 magisterial Hapual for Sons he compiled, cslimustive bayond the

wildest dreams of Peter Scattarpatver)

Lacan, the most dutiful but the least tractsbls of Freud's sons, reduces

al) of Freud's werk to & single question: "la question d'ch Jul-wéme est
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parti: qu'est-ce qu'un Pdre?” (the question from which ke himeelf wet out:

MU what is a Father? my tramslation) Tha answer to this question should not
‘o surprise us: " - Clest lo Pire mort, répond Preud ..." (It is the dead
.t Father, snswers Freud ..., my translation). Lacan sdds ther he, Lacan,

' has taken up the very same question "sous le chef du Nom-du-Pdre" (under
the heading of the Neme-of-the-Fathes).**® So Freud, Lacan and Barthelme
wgree on one thing: the true Father is & Dead Father, “stronger than the

o

1iving one had been....

SWith Lacsn's recotmulation of the question of the Dead Father as a ques-

tion of language, le Nom-du-Pdre, it mey be to pass from what

has so far been largely a sementic consideration to an investigation of
the langusge of The Dead Father. Wost commentetors notice the strongly
Joycesn quality of Barthelme’s text: Plerre~fves Pétillon alludes io
4t,%%7 and Farmer deduces the clese relationship of The Dead Father to
Pinnegans Weke ("Bartheime’s main source for this sovel") from "an overt
parody" of Joyca in Chapter 22,*' the Dead Father's mock intarior di-

alogus, (In Chapter Feur 1 contrasted an extract from that passage with

. 4 sentence from the Wake.)

But Joyce's influence is wich more pervasive than Farmer recognises. It

makes its presence felt even in the verbal minutiae of Karthelme's novel:

P : lexical items 1ike the following all ssem derived from Joyce - “risgle”

(7), "flang" (10), the repetitions of "if if if" (18), "neonate" and

- "weakwick" (34), the desoriptive compounds lavished on the Grear Father

b

Serpent: "fine smallclothes of

taffete” (44), odd portmanteau words 1ike "aphinxeries" (65),

Ycastigatorious" (79), "scotomising” (91), "deballock", "beardescules”

105), "nonflogitiousness" (119). There are also instances of twesis such
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" " and " lieveble" (38) where

I or what Pétillon calls "yigglish new yorkais",**' end the lexicon of

Einnogens Wake coincide.

. One can find endless other between Finnegans Wake and The
. _-‘q Dead Father. As its title indicates, the Wake may be a text of motrning, 1 X
4 for a dead father, of course: "Dauncy a deady o! Deod dood dood!™ (EW °

499) %%° It 45 ahout "the fail ... of a once wallstrait oldparr [which] v ‘
is retaled sarly in bad and later on life doyn thromgh all christian
minstrelsy" (EY 3). Anthony Burgess supplies two meanings for "oldparr": H

"a perr is a young salaon....0ld Perr was the oldest men who aver lived, , “

guilty of begetting bastards in his hundred-and-fiftieth year",* but

he misses the obvious ome: "old pa". And the "oldparz" ("old fart™? DF . P

78) 4s "tha big cleanminded giant H.C. Earwicker" (EW 33). (Compare that

f with The Dead Father: "... you are an old fart ... and old farts must be

d notably clean of mouth In order to mitigate the disgustingness of being . .
old farts" DF 52.) Like the Dead Father, H.C.E. is a partriarchal giant, 5, ('\
"Doublends Jined" (FY 20), "Immensipater" (FY 342), the "fafafather of ),‘

81l schemes for to bother us" (FY 45). He even has a "buckler" inscribed

with the lettexs F.E.R.T (FY 127); Darthelne’s Father has a belt buckle,

"gift of the citizens, many Father's Days age” (DF 47). |

The "£all" of H.C.E. is i.cold in many different forms in the cougse of |

. Finnegans Waks

i The principals are always the same: en old man, two girls, and

i three soldiers - representatives of Earwicker snd his children.

. The girls tempt the old man to commit assorted indecencies that

the three men witness; in some versions, they then rise against

. the fathex Figure. These indeconcies form an almost complete
drray of sexual perversities.*®?
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(The somewhat diminished cast list of The Dead Father comsists of the

father, two girls, Emma and Julie, and two sons, Thomss and Edmnd.)
Like the fathers of the Nenual for Sons (DF 140), H.C.E.'s perversities
include exposing his "drawn brand", "shagsome and all beastful” to his
daughter (Isabel, FW 366), In fact, the Hake shows the same obsession
with the father's penls as Scatterpatter's Manual does; the latter devotes
an entire section to the "sexual organs of fathers’ (DF 140-141),
4.0.E.'s "propendiculous loadpeker" (FW 493}, his "stark pointing pols"
(FYf $66) seems yet moTs proof that "ths penises of fathers are in every
respect superior to the penises of nonfathers ... because of &

1 11y, as assures us (DF 141). The

Deed Father's most phallic weapon, his sword, is called a "maulsticker",
4 very Joycean term (DF 79). The Deed Facher claims to have crosssd the
$uyx by "uncoiling [hls] penis, then in dejected state”, making "a long
cast scross the river, sixty five meters where it snagged most conven-
lently in the cleft of a rock in the farthar [a pun?] shore", He then
hauled himsedf “hand over hand 'midst excruciating pain ... through the
raging torrent to tha other hank" (DF 38), H.C.E. rivels such phallic
potency ~ one of his sppollations is Human Conger Eel (FY 525) which makes

him "an animsted penis", as Burgess observes.*®?

Like the Dead Father, H.O.E. is constantly subject to attacks and
insurrection., Roland Maclugh "[distinguishes] seven main aress of direct
sttack” in Book 1, Chapters 2 to 4 alone.’** The most explicitly “Oedipal
story"*®® in Finnegaus Wake is the shooting of the Russian General by
Private Butt (F¥ 340-348, Chapter Nine dccording to William Tindall;**s

Book 2, Chapter 3 by Edvard Kopper's caloulstions}*?) But even fsels

"there was fear on ma the sons of Nuad for him" (Fif 344), to underscors




the transgression against & patriarch. Like the sons of Noah, he, Bute,
1s spying on the father's nudity: "Nuad" = "Noah" + "nude”, %he Russian
Ganeral hus 1iterally boen ceught with hils trousars down: ha is defacating

(FY 363-344),

Barwicker may even be dead: Burgess, in what 3eems to be purs coincidence,

dubs him the "dead father".’®' Eerly in the Yake a funeral procession

for the father takes place: "the tesk coffin, Pughglesspane!fitted, feets

to the east, wes to tern in later, and pitly patly near the porpus

{E¥ 78, it seems to go to 80). '"Porpus" = "eorpse”/"corpus”" + 'papa”,

st least; think of tha explosion of paternal /p/ plosives in the lest
mouologue of Barthelme's Dead Father (DF 172-173). \When Earwicker speaks

towards the end of the tast, he is "

"a ghost, ... [having] his say through
£314al 1ips",**? and in his medium-mediated menologne, he pleads: "Pity
poor Heveth Childers Evarywhere ...t (FY $35), This passage resembles
the monologue of Barthelme's Dead Fathar structurally - it occurs three

quarters of the way through the text - and semantically - the "sir

ghostus" (P 532) of the Father has his (elmost) final say to beg pity.

verd oh please " (DF 173). Neadless
to say, the Walks shows svidence of the "eatupus complex” (EY 1263, and
hails Dedipus: "God serf yous kingly, adipose rexi" (R 499). (Some of
the other parallels between Tha Desd Father and Finnegans Wake will be

noted later.)

Ore of the most intertextually and phonetically resonant recollections
of Joyce in Barthalme's novel must be the nggressive signifier
“murderinging, the snswer to the Great Father Serpent's riddle. That
the "moral” of Thomas's droam should be "murdering” is not in itsalf re-

markable, given the Oedipal dimensions of the text, but what does merit
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attention is that this moral should be couched tn Joycespeak.**® There
are fathers in chundance in Joyce's work, not only H.(.E., but Dedalus
paye from whom Scephen must actempt his Ioarus-flight in A Portralt of
the Artist as a Young Yan, and Leopold Bloom, the father manaue of
Ulysses, Yet when one gous beck to the astansibie source of Serthelma's
paternal fixation - Joyce - one finds very little certainty, but rather
doubts and complexities that prefigure Berthelme's trestmeat of

patrnity.

The relation of fathers to soms, ond of sons to their origins, is fraught
with shxietiss) in a vivid essay on Portraiy, Haud Eilmann has che fol-
lowing to say shout Stophen’s voysge Gack ta hia clity of origin, Cork:
"This {s a First time masquereding ss 8 repetition. It recalls the first
sentencs of the whole autobiography; 'Once upon a time and a very good
time 1t was', whore the first time turns out to he not the beginning of
Stophen's story, but of a story told to Stephen by his father",*¢! She
stnses that the taxts of father and son "[gra¢t]" themselves on one an-
other, in an act of competitive mutual pavositism. “We begin to suspuct
some relacion .atween the father and false starts; snd to suspect, perhaps
the very forion of beginaing’*®? So buth Froud and Joyce, 0s "sovrues"
of The Dead Fathar, tan only affer more repatiticns at the origin, more
verbal act~ of viclence, more doubts about the proverance of stories and

... where ara the

words. A propos of Joyce, Valentine Gunningham asks
fathers of langiage, of toxts? And the chrious snswer returned is, nowhere
really. Mt leust Joyce's texts try herd to banish the idea of fathers
as genarators of the word, tha toxt, che Eiction. Thnir Oodipal contont

1s high, both manifesely ond latently".*??
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The most virtuoso rhapsady on the topic of fathers, sons, and litorature
in all of Joyee's writing must be Stephen Dedalus's endeavour to use
Hamlet as a key to Shakespeare's life and work. (As for Fraud, the story
of Oedipus solves riddies.) "A father ... is a necessary evil",
expostulates Stephen, "Fatherhood, in the senso of conscious begetting
1s unknown to man. Tt is & nystical estate, an apostolic succession, from

only begotter to only begotten.

Paternity may be a legal fiction. fho
is the father of any son that eny son should love him end he any son?"
w zun’ﬁ“ Freud, too, alerfis us to the fictitiousness of fatherhood!
according to Freud, the growing child saon dircovers that "'pater semper

incertus est'vhile the mother is 'certissima’

(Transiator James

Btrachey notes "An old legal tsg: 'paternity is always uncertain, mater-

nity {s most certain’",)**%

The Manwal for Sons, 1iike Stephen, concerns itself with the
incomprehensibly slaborate forms of fatherhood, hence the intricacy of
its dostructions: "If he {the mad father] cries aloud ' Stomp it
emptor)’ then you must attempt to figure out the code” (DF 116). Its
advice grows even more abstruse: "wo leaping fathers together in a room
can ceuse accddents® (DF 119); "The best way to approach a father is from
behind" (DF 1203; ™Meny fathers are blamoless in all ways, and these fa-
thers are sither sacred rellcs pecple are touched with to heal imcursble

illnesses, or texts to be studied ..." (OF 1223.

The father is to be dacoded, a text to be decrypted: just by resding the
“father", despite Couturier end Durand, the reader can go quite Far. Yet
whore do the b

betwean in Joyea and in

Barthoelme leave us? We can take Freud's word that all ctlture is deeply

obsessed with the Father, Oedipal at heart, snd conclude that in their
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own ways, Joyea and Darthelue testify to the universality of this ob-
session. 4n inference like this, howevar, reduces any stylistic differ-
once batween the two, for now they seem joined by s oldfashionsd 2
critical commonplace as a thematic concern. Or, even worse, by & shared
autebiographical impulse, Porhaps one could srgue that while Joyea lg
"guthontically" concerned with paternity, the same interest has been
volded of significance by Barthelme, 5o that it has bacome, in the lat-
ter's case, simply a second-hand stylistic flourish, like the lexical
concoctlons cited earlior, The "theme", then, is not & proper thems, but

anather item of post-Joycean debris.

But we have still not soived the riddle of "murderinging". Remember that
Stephen Dedalus's maverick misreading of Hamlet mekes Shakespeare the
ghost, the dead father, in his own text, disclosing both a primel scene

end a father's murder:

- Is it possible that the playsr Shakespears, & ghost by ab-
sencs, and in the vesture of buried Denmark, a ghost by death,
spesking his own words to his own son's nawe (had Hemnet
Shakespeare 1lived he would have been prince Hamlat's twin) is
it possible, I want to know, or probable that he did not draw
or foreses the logical conclusion of those premises: you are
the dispossessed son: I am the murdered father: your mother
is the guilty queon Ann Shakespears, born Hathaway? (U 189).

Stephen's perverse interprotation reminds one of the femily romances
spun by neurotics and unravelled by Freud, in which the mother is cast
in the role of villainness, plscing her in narrstives of "secret infi-

delity and ... sexual lave-affairs”.®®® Stephen declares that in Humlet

“through the ghost of the tnquiat father the unliving son loocks forth"

(U 239): {s it not possible to reverse the utterance, and say that in The
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. !
. Dead Father "through the unliving son the ghost of the unquiet father
A looks forth" The "wnquist father" in this case must be none other than

the ghost of Joyee, who, in the tale told by a stuttering son, Barthelms, ’

el (SF 46), denounces his own textual murder: "Wurderinging”, & signifier P

which simaltansously mocks and recalls Joyce. Stated simply,

] . . g
| "murderinging”, uttered by the son's text, speaks its desire to murder E .

the (pre)textual father,

b Anxiety

No critic has davoted amors emergy to mapping "the hiddex roads that gr

from posm to poem” (A1 96)°%7 or text to text, nor has proved more adept

at weaving literary family romances, nor has celebrated intertextuality .

as filial sggression mors forcafully than Harold Bioem. - (The colncidence
. which glves hiz the same surname as the considerably meeker but no iess
fanedful father in Jogca's Ulysses is too delightful to pass unnoticed:
swmy % @ family romance? It makes Bloom's unwillingness to consider Joyce in
The Anxiety of Influence all the more oxtraordinary.) Bldom has made .

wilgul misreading 3 1a Stephen Dedalus the basis of his entire litsrary a

system, which Charles Newman describes as eminently postmodern, "one of

Sy the most fashionable contemporary critical theories"”, before dismissing
it as "a highly exaggerated notion of the necessity for the Artist to rid

himself of his progenitors « & Freudian version of Yarx's nightmare of

f,atn

4 i history weighing upon all genarations!




Bloom's theory of first arciculated in The Anxiety of 1ih

ence, concentrates on what Bloom believes to be the profound belatedness

all post-Miltonic writers in English experience. The sense of being &
latacomer oxpresses tself as anxiety, wl.ch hecomes aggression directed
st the work of soms precucsor so that all yriting is Oedipal, determinedly
“murderous”. (Bloom's gonealogy goes something like this: Milton is the
procursor, particularly for Wordsworth, Milton and Wordsworth are pre-

cursers for Keats, Kests for the Victorians, the V'etoriams for the

and the for the say, for example,
Stevens for Ashbory, AL 11-12.) Ephabes and precursors, in Bloom's ter+
minology, are textusl sons and textual fathers in an agonlstic relation-
ships "Battle batwean strong equals, father and son as mighty opposites,
Lafus and Oedipus et the crossroads; enly this is my subject here .,.",
writes Bloom (AL 11), Bloom turns to Freud as his own precursor, and
specifically to Freud's work on family romance: Blaom, in fact, mekes
poetzy and family romance ono snd the same thing: "Postry (Romence) is
Famlly Romance. Postry is the enchentwent of incest, disciplined by re-

sistance to that enchantment” (AL 95).

is of its

its post-ness, as we
have soen in Chapter Four. After Joyce, it seems that there is very
1ittle for wrdting to do. David Heyman and Elliot Andersen entitle thelr
collection of "postmodern” and "post-Wake"'** polemics and wriring In the
Wake of the Wake; Nowman gives exactly the same title to & section of his
Postmodern Aura;*'® at the heglnning of his own carser &s a writer, in
1964, Barthelma wrote an essay eallad "After Joyee".'7! Aptly, John Gage
calls cne of his varbal experiments Yriting for the Second Time through
Finnegans Wake,*’? which seems to be what all postmodernist writers,

consciously or unconsciously, are doing, Philippe Sellers summarises the
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{ake-belatednsss of postmodernism with elegant hyporbole: "Since
Finnggsne Wake was written English no longer exists. It no longer exists
as self-sufficient langusge, no wmore indead than doos any other

language",*??

To ratura to Blocw, o detail that desarves memtion iz that the cssay by
Freud, from which Bloom derives the notion of "family romance", has, in
its German original, the title "Der Femilicnroman der Neuroutker”. "Der
Roman” ¢an be transisted in a variety of ways: "novel, (work of) fiction;
v+, romance”.*?* Tie dustjacket of the 1975 edition of Barthelme's work

leaves the reader in no doubt sbout the genre of The Degd Father: on both

Eront and bock covers one reads, under the title, "& noval by Donold

Barthelme", gin Roman, a family romanco. Fathers provide sn inexhaustible

source of narrative in Freud and Joyee, {n Rlicom and Barthelwe, even if
this is only & retelling, a writing thraugh for the second (or thousandth)

time.

Tiow rich the father is s a solrce of stories may be seen in Chaptex 5

of The Dead Father:

1t wes on @ day much 1ike this, said the Dead Father, that I
fathered the Fool Table of Ballambanglang.

The what?

It is a ratber interesting tale, said the Dead Father, which T
shall now teli(DE 35).

In the hodgepodge of incidents that follow, Fawmer notices metamorphosis
which 1s "common in Hedieval stories™,*’® as well as typical of tales
about Zeus's sexual advontures. (Zeus is, nppropriately, father of the
gods.)  She remases on the achoes of "the story of Orpheis and

Burydics";*7% bur there is o host of allusions unremarked by Parmer:
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Dante, Peraephone, Faustus (OF 36-36), It coues &5 no su  .e that

Farmer should £ind The Dead Father & cornucopin of litsrary ret...nnes.

In support of tha richly textual, pretextsal snd intextextual character

of paternity, Boland Barthes has written:

Death of the Father would deprive literaturs of many of its
pleasures, If thore is no longer a Fathar, why tell stories?
Doesn't every narrative lead back to Oedipus? Isn't
storytelling always a way of scarching for one's origin,
spaaking ome's conflicts with the Law, entering into the
dialectic of tanderness and hatred. Todﬂy, e disdss Oedipus
and narzative ot one and the same time.

What if, in telling the story that is meant to take one to one's ovigins,
one finds the fathex's word already there, as Stephen Dedalus daes 4t t \

begioning of Portrajt of thy Artist gs a Young Man? Barthelme seems to

be engaged in the even s of p

marratives for an ora after the Death of tite Pather. "Tell me a story,
{says) the Dead Father" (DF 40) and what can Thomas do but toll the story
of Oc 'lpus? In his story, it is dwporeant to sote that the Great Father

Serpent bears the shest of polished tin in his mouth, locus of utterance

{DE 44). The word that chimes so well with Thomas's most secret feelings
is written on that mirror "in a fine thin cursive [seript]" ( DE 46).

The mixror must recall, for all perusers of Dacan, tha stade du miroir,

the moment when the infant {s constituted ss & subject by glimpsing, for
the firat time, its reflestion in & looking giass. &nd indeed, Thomas
in his dresm and his story seems to discover his origin and his ideatity
in the mirror: as & potential muxderer of the father, s snother Oedipus.
So Barthes is perfactly right in his assumption that “every narrative
[leads] back to Oedipus”., Yet whst the mirror shows Thomas is not his

oWt face, himself, but someone olze's word (the Father’s, the precursor's,
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pechaps no-ona's). Any return to origins, or sny story for shat matter,

is troublesome, as Bloom duly camcedes, MNe writes thar his theory makas
& "return to origins inescapable, though distasteful® (AL 58-39).

(The roader cen sense some of the difficulty of making stories in en spoch
that is skeptical of fathers and origins in the uncasily simultansous use
and sbuse of narrative structures in most of Barthelme's texts. I have
alresdy, in the previcus chapter, pointed out how the code of proairesis,
or the motif of tho quest is deconstructed in The Dead Father, and I never
feal entirely comforteble designating any text of Barthelme's uncondi-
tionally ss & "tale", "story”, or "narrative", a reservation that must
be born in mind throughout this chapter. It may also seem unwarranted,
even by the standards of postmodernist textuality, to spply what is so
axplicitly & theory of postry to prose works by Barthelms and Joyca. But
Bloom himself, despite his focus on postry, drews no rigid distinctions
bewwaen criticism, poatry, aud prose. On eccasion he cites novelists,

or evan critics er theorists as evidence for the emxiety of influspce.

See AL 9, 59, and 9405.)

What is surprieing is that Bloom's Anxfety of Inflysnce does more than
simply sxplain The Dead Father, the way works of literary theory aza
conventionally supposed to do, As & fiction In its own right, it shows
quite & few sim{larities with Barthalme's novel. Bloom returns agaln and
sgain to the notaphor of the quest: "All quest-romances of the post-
Enlightenment

weaning ell ) are quasts to re-

beget ona's own self, to become one's oyn Groat Original” (AL 64, see 10

and 36). Howaver doeonstructed, The Dead Farher stfI! retains the out-

s of 4 quest, & "grand expedition” (DE 6). What ssems to be a quest
q

to "re-buget" or at lesst rejuvenate the Dead Father (DF 39) becomes the
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son's trinmph, ALl quests aim to make one ona's own father, according

to Bloom. Freud: "All instinctual drives, the temder, grateful,
lascivious, stunbotn, self-axalting, are setisfied in this one wish: to

be the fither of oneself".’*

Barthelme's text comically fulfils that fantasy in the form of the Wends:

Let me tell you about Wends, the Wand said, We Wends are not
like other people. We Wends are the fathers of ourselves.

You are?

Yes, said the Wend, that which all mon have wished to be,
from the very beginning, we axe.

dmazing, said Thomas, how is that accomplished?
It 4 accomplished by boing a Wend, the leader said. Wends
lave o wives, they have only mothers, Each Wend impregnates

his own mother and thus favhers himself. We are all married
to our mothers, in proper legal fashion (DF 73).

Bloom ponders pompously on the literary equivalent of the Wends:

But what ds the Primal Scene, for a post gs poet? It is his
Postic Father's coitus with the Muse. Thare he was begotten?
No - thera they failed to beget him. He must be self-begotten,
he must engender himself upen the Muse his mothar (AI 38-37).

Thare are several other overlsppings between Dloom and Barthelme. Bloom
identifies & blocking-agent in the wey of vextual production which he
calls the Covering Gherub, a pale Sphinx (the term is derived Erom Blake
AL 35-36); Barthelme's "Sphinx” is also male, & Great Father Serpamt.
The Manual for Soms tells us this about fathers:

[They] are like blocks of maxble, giant cubes, highly polished,
with veins and seams, placed squarely in your path. They block
your path. They camnot be climbed over, neither can they be
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= slithered past. They sre the "past", and very likely the
slither, if the slither is thought of &s that accommodating
[ manosuvre you maks to escape netice or get by unscathed, If
1 you attempt ta go around ome, you will find thet another
. {winking at the first) has mysteriously appeared athwart tha

trail. Or maybe it is the same one, moving with the spaed of
patorntey (DE 129).

oo For both Bloom and Barthelme "father” and "son" are mutually defining.

The Dead father insists: "No Fatherhoad without childhond” (DF 17), while

@

-9 Bloom writes: "The strong poet ,.. must wait for his Son, who will define
him even &s he has defined his own Poetic Father” (AI 10}, The son is
inescapably doomed to belatedness, something which gives postry its pa- : “

thos for Bloom. The ephebe "from his start as a post,..quests for an N A
impossible object as his precursor quested before him”(4110); for finally
the "strong peet fails to beget himsaif” (Al 37). Although Thomas has
fathered a daughter, Ifke Peter Scattarpatter (DF 57 and 134), and despite .

his spparent victory over the Dead Father st the and of the quest, the

Dead Fether still claims that s son cen never gain priority: "4 son can

never, in the fullest sense, become a fether" (DF 33). From the very

B beginning of the novel we have been told that tha Dead Father "controls . n

+ vhat Thomss is thinking, what Thomas has always thought, whet Thomas will

.l sver think, with exceptions” (DF 4).

Asked by Julie f he ever harboured any smbitlons to peint or draw, the
Dead Father answers: "It was not necessary ... because I am the Father.
AL) lines my llnes. All figures end all ground mine, out of my head. 411 |
colours mine, You take my meaning”. Julie can only respond: “We had no )
choice” (DF 19). ("Figure" and "line" have precize literary equivalents.)
As Pletre-Yves Pétillon writes, "le Pdre fHort est le maftre des mots et

sen bon tlaisir en sémantigue sussi fait loi" (the dead fathex is the

master of words, aud irn semsntics too his wish iz law, my
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translation).*?" The Dead Father monopolises meaning. There is none but
his to take, and aimilarly he controls language; ail words, lines, figures
are his, because language can only ba tho fathor's: la Nom du Pare, the
"Nayn" of the Father,'!? (Remembar how exbaustively the Manual for Sons
tries to list the names of fathers, DF 121-122, 130, 141-162.) Julle
ploturos the affacts on the as yeb unnawed and unspeaking child of the

father's language:

The whelpling s, efter agoniss I shall not describe, uhelpad.
Then the dialogue begins, The father speaks t . RETT

a paroxysm of not understonding., The "it" uhsrung as da a
centrifuge. Looking for somsthing to tie to. Like & boat in a
storn. What is there? The father (DF 77).

The father's monopely on language can be adduced as a fanciful reason fox
the effects of Joycesn influence specifically on the vocabulary of
Barthelme's taxt. It s as though there ars no other words in which to
write excapt those coinagas already used by the precursor. Tha frequency
with which Barthelma's "Joycean" words show cnomatopoeic "scho” effects
- *murderinging”, for saample « may be viewed as an attempt to inscribe
styldstic "echees" in the words themselves. On the subject of echoes:

Anthony Burgess cites " " from a 1932 of Joyce's

as a typical example of Joyce's style, and Burgess alsc points out that
the letters ECH are, of course, an anagram of H.C.E., the father's

nape.**?

Por Harold Bloom, toa, the langusge in which anyone - post or eritic =
writes, is alveady "inhsbited”, “imherited”, "a language i which postxy
already is written, the langnage of influence” (Al 25; see 32). One never

sees oneself in the Grest Father Serpent's wirror, one only glimpses
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someone olse's writing. DPeter Scottarpatter's Manual assures us that

"text-fathers® dare aasily recognisable, as they are "usually bownd in
blue” (DF 123), but text-fathors and father-texts cannot be thet readily

identified and lsolsted,

In The Anxigty of Inflyence, Bloom's first Manual for Sons, he identifies,
or clalms to identify, six revisionary ratics or six strategies by means
of which the belated scrivamer can enjoy the illusfon of having made
language his own. As the term "ratio" indicates, thase are ways of po-~
sitiining the sphebe’s text vis a vis the precursor's, so that it seems
womentarily s if the effects of influence have been overcoms. The ratios
have flovid appolscions: ciinamen, tessers, keposis, deemonisstion,
sskesis and apophrades (AL 14-15); Bloom hinself concedes vhat his ter-
minology is "arbitrary" (AL 11). In A Map of Misreading, Bloom elsborates
those terms cansiderably, edding corresponding trapes and paychic defencs
mechanisms,***  For veasons of econsmy, I am Mmiting my discussion to

the zatios as set ot {n The Anxiety of Influence only.

The Dead Fother can be scanued for illustrations of Bloom's ratics, which

do, in & way clarify the relation between Joyce's writing and Barthelme's.

Yet, despite Bloom's of and d of
somsone 1ike dshbery (AI 10, 143-148) ho seems unsble to account for an-
ything postmodern bour postmodernism, since, given his out].ne of 1it-

erary history, postmodernism can be nothing more than snother turn of &

spiral of infl 1dke most wholehsarted to
the Ocdipus story, Bloom dooms himself to finding the same (old) story
everywhare. Cest {n Bloomian terms, the Joyce-Barthelme ralation would
be interesting in itself, but much more intriguing, and more postmadern

then the strategles by which Barthelme's text deals with Joyce's infiu-
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enca, is the w.y in whick Bloom's ratios can be applied to the relation
betwaen his own theory, as expounded in The Anxiety of Influence, and The
vl Dead Father.

2 .
I shall define and discuss the ratios one by one, suggesting how they
relate to Barthelme and Joyce, ur Barshslme and Bloom. The Flrst one is
elinamen, which means "swerve" (AL 14), or "postic misprision" (AL 19),

or the "post's deliberste misinterpretation, &s a post, of the precursor

poem or of peetry in gemeral” (AL 43). By clinamen, Bloom seems to un-

o derstand, folluwing his spatisl metephor of swerving, some displacemont,

:,' or whatever introduces & differance between the work of the precursor and
A

w that of the sphebe, Clinamen is the way in which the latter revises what

T he has inherited from lis predecessor. As ap instance of ruch swerving

one cou'd cite the "misinterpretation" of Joycean concerns in Barthelme's

fiction, which, even when it duplicates those concerns exactly, inevita-
bly resambles parody, presumably because of the temporal lapss botwesn
the two. (Too much stylistic water has flowed under the critical bridge
for Us to see paternity simply es an unmedisted "theme".) Also, one could

argue that questions of semantics in Joyee are displaced into matters of

. form dn Barthelme, Whoress fathers in Joyce's writing send commentators
scurrying for biographical clues, even when Sarthelme makes a direct
“autobiographical disclosure’ (UPUA 22), such as the one sbout ds fa-
ther's house, it seems more like an issue of style, of modernism against

postmodernism.

The entire movel, The fead Fsthar, can be seen as & wilful misresding of

the problem of paternity in Joyce, Freud, and particularly in Bloom,

While Bloom uses the desire to be one's oun father as & metaphor full of

pathos fer the grandicse perversity of “strong" poesry (AL 5, 10, 11, 23,
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30, 6u) as he sees it, Bavthelme makes the same desire mundans - the
Wends, with their insistence of doisg sverything in "proper legal fashion”
(DF 73) and their painstaking exposition of their status, The Dead Father
makes fiction, or aven nomsense, out of Bloom's theory by (mis)resding
Bloom's myth in a precisely literal way. Bloom is still on the side of
the canen-nakers, the arbiters of Grest Traditdons, the adjudicators of
literature in terms of strength or weskness. Barthelme's writing is

wilfully "slight", part of & "minor literature®.®’¥

Bloom’s next ratio is tessera, or "completion and antithesis" (A 14 and

49), Bloom explains: "a poet antithatically 'completes’ his precursor,
by 50 reading the parent-posm es to retain its torms but ta mean them in
anothar sense, as though the precursor had failed to go far enough" (AL
14). Barthelme retains the terms of his forerunners, sometimes directly
&s in the case of "dead father" which overtly links Barthelme's novel to
psychoanalysis, sometimes indirectly as in the use of Joycean devices,
such &s paronomasia, to generdte a "new" Joycean lexicen. Yet the terms
now mean different things. As far as Joyce is concerned, Barthelme's text
manages to do what Finnepans Wake never could achieve, namely, to embed
itself entizely in consumer culture, Remember Joyce's fond belief thet
the Walke would be ganerally sccassibla.*®* And it iz enactly this ez
plotion" of the pracursor's work tha: mskes the two toxts seem to stand

in an h 1 relation: Finnegens Wake belongs to high eulture, The

Dead Father occupies o mo man's land betveen high and popular eulture.

1n Barthelme's use of Bloom one finds another tassera, for although the

sams discourse is used, 4 shift from metaphor and mythopuesis to
1iteralness has taken place. Considexing that Bloom cautions against “the

deathly danger of literal meaning™,%’ Barthelme's literal misprision of
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i Bloom's patetnal myth seems a most effective way of "murderinging” this

predacessor.

The etymology of tessera, according to Bloom, derives "not Erom mosaic-

making, where it is still usaed, but from the ancient mystery cults, where

it meant a token of recognition, the fragment say of o small pot which

with the other fragments would re-constituta the vessel” (Al 14). Later

Dlcom offers & dense waave of quotations which + sces the term tossera o
. to Becan, who, in his turn, employs it in the w...ext of & remark mada

by Mallsrwd, which, in its tyrn, links "the comion use of language to the 4

. exchange of & coin whosa obverse and reverse no longer bear amy but worn

effigies snd which people pass from hand to hand ‘in silence'” (AT

67).*'%  From this, Lacan deduces that words, sven when almost entirely

worn out, rstain their value as fesseras, or as passwords, things to be

exchanged, Metaphors of potshards or coins snoothed by use ara partic- .

ularly apt for Barthelme's writing, which asbounds in fragments, whether A
from pepular culture or from what was once the discourse of high culture,

(It is charming that the word tessera itsslf has been handed down in o o

haphazard vay.)

Kenosis, the third revisionsry ratio, Bloom defines in a number of hazily

mystical wags. (The word comes £row no less an authority than St Paul,

. AL 14.) Bloom sppears to be thinking of a kind of subvarsive "undoing" i ;
(AL 88-89) in which the epheboe repeats the work of the precursor, but in
curtailed form, so that the epfgone 1s able to undarmine that work

zesxospectively. Kenosis, or "undoing in cneself? is thus a "liberating

- discontinuity" (AL 87-88). There is no cledrer statement of kenosis &s |
Aot strategy vhan the final advice of Ssattarpstter's manual: l
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If your father wes a captaln in Battery D, then content yourself
with a corporalship in the same battery, Do not attend the an-
nual reunions. Do not drink beer or ning songs at the
unions....choose ons of your most deeply held beliefs, such as
the bellef that your honours and avards have something to do
with you, and sbjore it (DF 145).

Such repetition of a forerumner's glories with diministment and
abjuration is kenosis.

Bloom's terms grow more bizarre, Daemsnisation, the Fourth ratio, is “a
movenent towards a parsonalisad Gounter-Sublime, in reaction to the pre-
cursor’s Sublime" (AL 155, To demoastrate the presence of any sublimity,
ox counter-sublimity in postmodarnism way seem a hazardous, or even
foolish, undertaking, Yot in Frederic Jameson's perceptive tabulation

of the sallent features of he identifies the

of pestmodern texusality, wh.ch makes the world a “glossy skin®, with
camp, or oven better, with "a camp or 'hysterical’ sublime".*®” Bloom's
Sublima still seems to bo the modernist sublime of mystical awe: note his
reverent cepitals. No wonder thet Bloom derives deemonization "from
gonoral neo-Platonic usage’ (AL 15) whexe it rafers to the adept's

of spir{tual, demonic

To apply the torm "zamp"
to Bloom's posturing theoretical machismo would be mieguided, but
Barthelme's writing is unmistakably the product of what Susan Sontag
fhaited as the "camp semsibility".“*® Think of yhat I have dascribed as
a fascination with stupldity, in Chaptar Four; bear in mnd Gore Vidal's
dismissal of Barthelme's "chilling heterosexual camp”;*®® think also of
Baudrillard’s "ecstasy of communication" or Barthas's “testasy".'** By
making Bloom's concern with paternity and textual authority into caup,
or by offering a demystified sublime wads of leftovers, The Dead Father

teaches us not to heed the voices of fathers any wore. (The Manual for




Sons gives thrae "sample voices", DF 113, witty pastiches of masculinist
dissoursa, DE 122-129. When Bloom has to come up with an example of the
anxiety of influence in contemporary prose, he thinks of Ernest Hemingway

and Normen Hailer A% 28).

The next ratio, gskesis, seema quite closs to kenosls, for under gskesis

the belated writex

yields up a part of his own human and imeginative endowment,
50 as to separate himself from others, inciuding vhe precuzsor,
and he does this in his poem by so stationing it in regird to
the parent-posm a¢ to make that poom undergo an gskesle too;
the pracursor’s endownent is also truncated (AL 153.

Leter Bloom glossos askesis as "purgation", a deliberate paring down of
one's own particular “genius" in order to reflact negatively on tha
"genlus" of those who are for Bloom tha “Sreat Originals" (AL 128).

Again, the Manual:

Your true task as a son, is to reproduce every one of the
anormities touched upon in this manual, but in attenusted form.
You must become your favher, but a paler, weaker version o him,
The enormities 3o with the job, but close study will allew you
to perform the job less well than it has previously heen done,
thus moving toward & golden age of decency, qu’.., and calmed
fevers (DE 143),

8o Barthelme, acting on the advice of his own manual, deprives the lan-
guage he has inhorited from his modernist msster of any depth, or recasts

Bloom's agons s slapstick.

For Bloom the ratiss form 4 sequence in the incarnation of a stropg poet
ond thay culminate in & resurrection (AI 7-8). The final ratio iy

apophrades or "thu return of the dead": "I take the word from the Athenian
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dismal or unlucky days upon which the dead roturned to reinhebit the
houses dn which they had iived" (AI 15). Barthelme intended writing a

novel called Ghosts, only to discover that another novel, a murder mystery

- what else? = by Ed NacBain lroady had that title.*?' Hloom writes that
“strong posts keep returning from the desd, and only through the quasi-
willing mediumship from other strong poats" (AL 140-141). Tindall writes
that H.G.E. in the course of Finnesans Woke bocomes a ghost whe has "his
sy through filial 1ips";*!? one of tha last words is "mememormeo” (FY
628), which recollects Hamlet's father, with his parting cry “Remember
me" (1.V. 91). What better instance of a spectre than Barthalme's Deed
Father, who i{s the shadow of Joyco's ghosts? Stephicn Dedolus has already
defined gpophrades far more eloquently than Bloom: "through the ghost of
the unquiet fathor the unliving son looks forth", Now the reason amerges
why Chaptor 22 of Barthelme’s novel, the interior monologue of the Dead

Father, should be written in & pastiche of Joyce:

To the bicker end, 1 don't
want to undertake the 0ldPap yet. Let's have a party. Pap in
oh a few friends. Pass the papcorn. Yield my papponheimer once
again, Old Angurvadall Companion of my finest hours| Don't un=
dorstand! Jon't want it! Fallo fallere fafelli falsunl My broad
domanasterxias. Pittarpatter.

was a of mina,
I was Dest 1 cud
1 did! Absolutely! No dubitatio about it! Don't iike! Don't
want. Pitterpatter oh pleass pittorpactor (DF 173).

Hors the obtrusivensss of the morpheme /pap/ with its evident patriarchal
resonances is tempurad by the achoing morpheme /end/. Even the Fathor's
plea "plttarpatter” (pity pater?) is oblitersted as it bscomes the patter

{pitterpatter) of tiny fest, textually emcroaching or thelr Father.




Pastiche, Parody

Jameson, in his d of pastiche as
"the imitation of a peculiar mask, speach in & doad language” (my empha-
245).%%? The Dead Father’s endspeech seoms an even mors telling instance
of the roturn of the ghosts of Joyce and Bloom as precursors. Further,

for Jameson, pastiche

is a neutral practite of [styllstic] mimicry, without amy of
parody's uiterior motives, amputated of the satiric impulse,
devoid of laughter and of any conviction that alongsida the
abnormal tongue you have momentarily borroved, some healthy
linguistic normaliry seill exists ‘'

Pastiche s doubly uoad: dead speech in a dead language, just as the Dead
Father will be doubly dead after his last spesch, puried alive even though

he is dead.

4nd it would seem thit pastiche is alse the literary nawe one could give
to Scatterpatter's strategy for the "turalng down” of patriarchy:
“Fatherhood can ba, Lf not conquored, at least 'turned down' in this
generation ~ by the combined efforts of all of us together; ost "Yon must
become your father, but & paler, veaker varsion of hin" (DF 145)

renuneistion” as well as of "de~

("Turning down" hes the meanings of
crease”, in volume, for example,) Pastiche, or sttenuation, provides a
more effactive moans of ridding ourselves of the lures and perils, the
Fears and thrests of patriarchy (to which Bloom's work is the most recent

testament) than any other,
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The Manual for Sons recommends "turming down” only after having emphat-

ically rojected patricida, Why? Jane Gallop assures us

hera must be a way out of the Preudian/Lacanian Oedipal closed
circuit, but revolt against the Pather 1s no way out. Revolt
against the Father, the violent refusal to honour and respact,
is the Oedipal complex (Qedipus ot rocognising his father,
which kills the old man).>*®

Pater Scatterpatter says almost exactly the same:

Patricide is a bad idea, first because it is contrary to ls
and custom and socond bocause it proves, beyord a doubt, that
the father's every fluted accusation sgainet you was correct:
you are a thoroughly bad individual, a patricide! « member of
& class of persons universally ill-regerded (DF 145).

Even to reject the notion of an Oedipus complex kills the theoretical

Pather, ond thereby validates his prophecy.

As a feminist Ballep a deliberate flirtation with

the father, a saduction by the daughter,®'¢ an snactment of patriarchy

&s pestiche. (By a kabl Gallop's Manual for Daughters

draws the same conclusion es Scatterpatter's Manwel for Sons,) Gallop
suggests that women should ™not [step] outside the system of marriage,
the symbolic, pstriarchy, but [should hollow] it out, [ruin) it fxom
within®.?*7 (Of course, she uses "merriage" as a metaphor here.) The De 4
Father does something similar: if one cannot tell a story without going
back to Oadipus, if one cannot write without baing mirderously aggressive
towards some precurser, if a dead fathar is stronger than the living, then
there is only ono way of avolding universsl Oedipslisation, and that is
to paredy, to pastiche the father. (To thus sidestep the onus of

fatherhood s a clinamen Bloom could not have envisaged.)




By the analogy between Gallop and 3arthelms, I am not suggesting that The
Dead Father is necessarily a feminist text, by any means. Instead, what
1 propose is that the kind of faminism forwarded by Gallop, and the at-
tenuation of fatherhaod: propounded by Barthelms's novel have a method and
& goal in common: to dispose of patriarchy by "[hollowing] it sut, [ru-

ining] it from within",

To resume the discussion of Bloom's last ratio, gpophrades is more then

the return of the dead within linesr time: it is also a reversal of the

chron, 1ngy that destines the ephebe to belatedness, Bloom writes, “the

uncanny effect [of apophrades)is that the new posm's achievement &

s
it seen to us, not as though the precursor were Weiting it, but as though
tha ldter poet himself had written the precursor's characteristic work”
{AL 18). Since Bloom does open The Anxiety of Influence with a "medi-
tation upon priority" (AL 5) it may be useful to baar in mind that The
Anxioty of Influenca was published in 1973, while The Dead Father appeared
in 1975 (the ssme year ac Bloom's elaboration of his theory in A Map of
Misreading). Yet, thoughout uhis chapter, The Anxfety of Infinencs hes
been read 45 a commentary on The Dead Father, and, built into the re-
lationship betyeen commentary and text is the assumption that commenvary

follows its object (both in time and in oxder of importance.) So the

chronological relation batween the twa texts has besn reversed.

At the same time, Barthelme's text demands to be rvead &s & parody of
Bloom's text. After The Dead Fathpr it {s difficult to take Bloom's fey
1little allegories seriously. Bloom, for exemple, makes up & story about
the "bald gnome Error, who livss at the back of a cave; end [who] skulks
forth only at irregular intervils to feast upon the mighty dead, in the

dark of the moon". Error even has two "little cousins, Swerve and Com-
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pletion” (Al 78). Once one has read Tho Dead Father, Bloom's puzple
forays into portentous prose are oven less bearable, like tha following

from an epilogue entitled "Reflections upon the Path":

Riding three days and three nights he came upon the place, but
decidad 1t could not be come upon.

He paused therefore to consider,

Tais must be the place. If [ have come upon it, then I am of
no consoquance,

0r this cannot be the place, There is then no consequence, but
I am myself not diminished.

Or this may be the place. Dut I may not have come upen it I
may have been here alvays (AL 157).

It does indeed see .« f Barthelme has written his predecessor's, Bloom's

work, in a spirir

* wad parody. Apophrades rebounds megatively on its

inventor.

4 digr -sion on parody: although Jameson poses & qualitative difference
between pasiiche and parody, parody has been less summarily dismissed
slsewhers as pre-postmodernist. Derrida sees in parody a wey of staying
outside authority, although he cautions against "s priesthocd of paredy
interpreters”;**® Linda Hutcheon snd David Bennet trest parody as the
dominant of postmodarnism;®'® Molesuorth devotes half his text to dealing
with parody in Darthelme. He supplies some interesting definitions:
"Parody begins in literature ... without any specisl ironic edge.
Strictly defined, it means the use of an acceptad forma. nr structure for
& diffevent content from one it is usually associated with." He writes
thet the "[parodied] structure might be macked and calebratod at the sama
time."* %" (The last statement matches well the amhivalence of undermining

fatherhood by means of fatherhood.) Ptillon has the most seductive view
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of perody in Barthelme. He points out that the first text Sarthelme

published was a pazody, "L'Lapse”, in 1963 (reprinted OF): at its begin-
ning Barthelms's work was parcdic, but thers is no real erigin for this
parody, nothing outside it in the discourse of postmodernism, FPetillon ’ ©

. exclaing that ... tout est dbi3 parodie" (everything is already perody, i

e my translation).®®’ This revarsal of litersry priority - making the - -
perody not a supplement, but &n origin - should appeal to Bloom. (Bloom, R v
by the way, seems to believe that parody is an essence rathex than a mode: P N R
. he eulogises Thowas Maun's "parodistic gemius", Al 54.) Petillan moves tel
: smoothly from parody to pastiche: *°* policing rigid distinetions between ”
R the two s mot very halpful,
\/ [
e / Bloom's text elucidates Barthelms's novel; Bsrthelme's novel parodies
.. ] Bloon's text. The conmection betwawn theory and fiction is a chissmus Ny
% .

i in vhich neither enjoys complete priorjty. Each in its turn becomes an
object of commentery for the other, executing & series of reversals that

is far in excess of what Bloom understands by apophrades The relation

. batween postmodern text end postmodern theory is so perfect that it sp- 0
- prodches parody: it produces excess and indsterminacy. Who can blams

Jameson for complaining about 'the sbolition of critical distance"?%®?

1f parody 4= a mode of overdoing, then postmodernism is parodic through

and through: late capitalism parodies the capitalism denounced by Marx,

Barthelme parcdies theory. Jean Baudrillard ssserts: "Ge serait notre

R mode propre de destruction des finalités: aller plus loin, trop loin dens

la mBme sens ..." (it will be our very own way of destroying Finalities:

to go forther, too far in the same direction/somse ..., Y

transiation).®’* Here we are face to face with another varient on Peter

Scatterpatter's advice to soms: £inish fatheihood by going on with it
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Just as Barthelme's novel subverts Bloom's rheory by being its perfect

illustration.

Bluom cites with qualified aopproval, Andre Malreux's dictum "from
pastiche to style" (AL 26).°°" For Bloom, it encapsulates tha caresr of

the strong axtist, It is the most audacious gpuphrades of The Dead Father

to have roversed the dictum: from Joyce to Barthelme, from modernism to

postmoderniam, from style to pastiche.

Allegory

One could write that a spectte hsunts the precading discussion: the
phantom of allegory. The most economic way of characterising the corres
spondence between Bartheime's fiction and critical theory is to call that
sonnection "allegarical®. Many of Barthelme's commeutators find them-
selves spesking of allegory, almost involuntarily, for they seem reluc-
tant to ueilise fully & term that hss suffered nearly two centurias of

opprabritm, Barbara NMalay subtitles her of

‘The Daad Father "analysis of an Allsgory”, but we soon f£ind out that she
moans, horingly, nothing more than that the novel sustaeins traditional
exegesis. BShe calls it "a modexn allegory with archatypal characters",

which ssts the tape for embarrassments like the followings

The Christ-as-hero analogy fs further accented near the end of
the book when Thouas is described, in two instances, s main-
taining a cruciform position during a sexusl episode. Thomas's
clothing provides additional evidance for this symbol. There
are repeated references to his orange boots and grangs tights.
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This colour imagory hecomes significant if we consider that
orange 1s the colour of a rising or setting sun.

Couturder and Durand notice a link betwaen postmodernism and allegory and
drop the correct names (Cralg Ovons and Paul de Man, both of whom ars
central to the following saction), but they relegate allegory to a foot-
note, in which they simply quote ona of de Men's definitions of allegory,
as though that settled a troublesome matter.®*? Holesworth lets slip a

few times that Darthelme's work may be allegorical, or "almost
allogoriesl",’*® but fails to relate his insight to postnodernism, nox
does he hava any sustained theoratical position from which to argue a
csse.  (Harold Bloom hints that Tha Anxisty of Influence may be
allegorical, AL 12 - of course it is - and he singles out Angus flstcher,

the "demonie allegorist", AT 66, as a particular influence.)

Yat, although the topic has never received more then a cursory treatment
£rom Barthelme's critics, allegory possesses an interpretstive force that
accounts for Barthelme's fiction snd makes its links with postmodernism
and litorary theory evidant, For there is & way in which criticism,
litezary or othor, cannot escape allegory: no less a critic than Northrop
Frys has claimed: "All sommentary is allegorical interpretation".®?®
Craig Owens supports the point: .., allagory becomes the model of all
commentary, all critique, in so far as these ave involved in rewriting &

primary text in terns of its figoral meaning" (4 1 69),%%°

Allegory hds recently enjoyed a remarkable renaissance in critical thaory
and creative practics (or, as we ars beglmning to ses, necessaxily in
both, because allagory knots the two inextricably), Paul de Man's essay,

"The Rnatoric of Temporality", written dn 1969, traced the critical de-
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cline of ellegory in komantic and post-Romantic aesthetics. e predicted

that Pracent

in criticiea" would be ible for resuss
cltating the term.®'’ Angus Fletcher's pregnant Allegory had appeared
£ive years earlier.®®: and indeed, one has every resson to accept de
Man's prediction, A decade after de fan, Haureen Quilligan wrote:
"having recently rediscovexed language ..., we can sgain read cllagory
properly, intelligently,..."®}? She even had a sense of willennialism:
"™e seem in the last quarter of the twentieth cestury to have reentered
an allegorical age" (L4 155). Walter Benjamin's monumental Upsprung dos
deutschen Trauerspiels, which spends half its length adumbrating a sug-
gestive theoxy of allegoty, was translated into English in 1977; de Nan
himself vindicatsd his earlier elaim with Alleggries of Reading in 19°9:
together Bonjamin and de Man have been responsible for making “allegory"
a keyword of what Gregory Ulmer calls "post-criticism".®®* Art eriticism
has seized on allegory to account for postmodernist art to such an extent
that Owent locates an "allegorical impulse™ at the heart of his anatiay
of postmodezniam (A 1 and 4 2)%'% (A movement from literature to fine
arts should not confuse us, for allogory invarisbly shuttles between the
verbal and the visnal.) Allegory ds currently everywhere in criticism,

from the vanguard to the lasa medish: Ulmer, and Jameson both characterise

ferrida's of the sign &s all 1cal} Noxthrop Frya's Anstomy

of Critieism was to have bean & primer for 2 theory of allegory,'®

Why has sllegory gained such a critical ascendancy? What mekes a strategy
of reading particularly allegorfeall Koy ean the notion of allegory x-

plain the close alliance batween postmodern criticism and pastmodern art?

In 1964, Fletcher cautiously defined allegory in a wey that retainad its

conventional literary usage, whila making the term availsble for new
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purposes: "In simplest terms, sllegory says one thing and means enother",

Ho dmmediately, and perhaps unexpectedly, conceded that allegory pos-

sessas a subversive potential: "It destroys the normal expectation we have
about langudgs, that our words 'mean what they say'". If "pushed to an
oxtrame”, ellegory could "stbvert language itself, turning everything
into an Orwollisn newspeak".®!’ Things rarely go te such extromes, at
loast according to Fletcher, for "many (allegories] ... fall far short
of {such] confusing doubleness".®*! Yat doubleness may be allagory's most
definite characteristie: Ouens, a less cautious critic than Fletcher,
says that "allegory occurs whenevar one text is doubled by another™ (A 1

68). Quilligan even designates allegory as "double-talk" (LA 27).

At a time when received critical opinion holds that even the aimplest act
of reading entails the bringing to bear on a sign of a readex's
Yancyclopasdia®,*t? allegory as doublo-reading or double-speaking must
ra-emerge. The plurality of available theorstical discoursés means that
any text can be doubled, redoubled, and doubled sgain. Nor does Owens
intend the simple substitution of transparent signified for abstruse
signifior whan he writes of one toxt doubling another. (That riocess of
substitution is so often understood as the funceion of commentary.) Al-
legory, >r allegorical reading, never turns & text simply into its own
exegesis: the conception of allegory as a thing of "levels" and univocal
figurative meaning has been responsible for much prejudice ageinst the
mode. (Maloy's concept of what to do with The Daad Father an an allegory
exemplifies this mistake.) Quilligen traces that pertieular misunder-
standing of sllegory to Dante's notorious "Letter to Can Grande" (LA
27-8), which popularised the idea of four levals of allegoriaal inter-
protation. Sha effactively dispels any such sssumption sbout the primacy

of moaning in allegory by demonstrating how desply hookish) or toxtual
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in contemporary parlance, sllegory is, and how radically concernsd it iz
with the noture of language. Quilligan aptly citss sn accusation levelled
at Oadipa Mass in Thomas Pynchon's The Crying of Lot 49 that she (Oedipa)
is "Hung up with words, words' (LA 13-14); ®2° that sccusation, says
Quilligen, is a perfact definitdon of allsgory, for "sll trus narzative
allegory has its source in a culturs's attitude towards language, and in
that attitude, os ombodded in the language itself, allegory finds the

limits of {ts possibility” (LA 15).

What one faces, in the case of allegory proper, is not a question of the
retreat of language bofore meaning, but an unlimited intertwining of signy
and ewblems. Allegory does not discloss ibs signified in the text that
doubles it: there one finds simply another toxt, dn a kind of infinite
rogression.  Like language, as Locan kaows, allegory never trades a
signifisr for a signified, but only a "signiffer ... for snother
signifiex". %! 0Of course, the sense of limitless textual dadoublement
should bo familiar to us from tha fluctuating rolstiomship between The
Dead Fathor and The Anxfsty of Influonca, where neither text can ba un-
ambiguously described as the signified of the other. Allegory brings
texts together even ss it separates them: "the mesning censtituted by the
allegorical sign cun then consist only in the zepotition ... of & previous
s4gn with which it can mever coincide, since it is of the essence of this
previous sign to ba pure anterlority”, writes de Man.*3? (This corre~
sponds ramarkably to Bloom's theory of the pracursor and the ephsbe; it

seems that allegory is always the story of a balated signl)

Quilligan aptly, if unintentionally, shows the doubla nature of ellegory

by splitting it into "good” and "sad", "Good" allegery is "narrative
gory
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allegory™, whila "bad" allegory is "a)legoresis", or tha "literary erit-

5 g icism of texts” (DA 20, 22, 25-26, 33). (Shall wa say that Maloy's work

: o d is an example of allagoresis, whers the aim iy to reduce the toxk at 41l “

costs to a stranspavent meaning?)  Quilligan rather oasily makes

allegoresis shoulder the blame for all prejudice against allegory, Yet

latex she has difficulty keeping narrative allegory and gllegovegis, now

understood as any literary criticism, apart. They appear in the same : i

Voo taxt, batcling for priority: consider an exemplory postmodern Work like

. Vladimir Nebokoev's Pgle Fira (discussed {n Quilligan, LA 145-154), Nar-

rative ailegory snd llegoresis come together, because the "allegorical 1 I R

naryative combines buth creative and critical processes by evolving a N -

g nazrative which glosses its own ... text' (LA 61). The allegorical text
is itsalf already divided or double; to double it with commentary is a

rocassary tautology.

Host explicstars of allegory fael a need to go back to the etymology of

the word. TFletcher writes: "Allegory from gllos + agoreuein (vther + .

speak ppenly, sneak in the sssembly or market)".®?* Quilligen reitorates "

) the atymology but qualifies it considsrably: "The 'other' named by the : s

i

i
e tarm gilos in the word 'allegory’ is not some other hovering above the ER SR

words of the text, but the possibility of an otherness ... imherent in ! }

the very words on the page ..." (L& 26). "There are worms in vords",

A : somecne exclaims in Barthelme's story "4 Picture History of the War": “The

worms in words are, like Mexican jumping besns, agitated by the warmth

R of the mouth” (UPUA 142). .

! {By way of a clarifying parenthesis, Quilligan does not understend “nar+

rative" in hor tern "narrative allegory" in any of the conventionai senses

i
e |
v of the term, such as 4 well-made plot, causality, closure. BEvidently,
270




81l the latter would be te for & of Barthel

Quilligan states omphatieally that narrative allegory {nvarisbly shows a
"dispensable 'plot'" (L4 68), and should be tieated 8s "a text, not pri-
narily as & story involving characters who move through a realistically
organised plot" (L4 45). The "siory" of an allegory exists as an alibi
for semiosis, for a considerstion of signs: "sll allegorical narrative
unfolds as action designed to comment on the verbal implications of tha

words used to describe the imaginary action” (L4 53).

Paxt of the "otherness" of allegory is that it languags points elsewhara.

This referemce is not referential, for it indicates gmother text.

Quilligan ecalls it the pretext: "the source that always stands outside
the uarrative ..., the pretsst is that text that the narrative comments
on by resascting, as well es the claim the narrative makes to be a fiction
not built upen snother text" (L4 97-98). Twisting Fraud's inversion of
St. John's words, une could say that dn the beginning of allegory was the

text, the gther text.

One text comments on another by resnacting it what better statement of
t1a kinghip batween litarary theory and Barthalme's w:iting? By staging
the ideologles of Freud and his literary inheritors as a novel, The Dasd
Father, Barthelme puts them into question, Barthelme's novel finds its
significance » not its signifled! - in another book. (Remember that
Bloow, too, writes thet "the meaning of a poem cen only bs arother paem”
or even "a range of posms”, AL 94-95). Of course, 4 pretext is essentisl
for all forms of pavesitic discourse: parody and pestiche, the faveured
nodas of postmodernism, rely on protexts,®® The presence of the prutest

works to undermine about originality; for a dis~

cussion of postmodern parasitism see the "Parasite/Saprophyts" sestion
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of Ulmer's "The Object of Post-Criticism: & “model for the relation of
the postcritical text to its object of study ... is that of parasite to
host",*2% Paul de Man also grants allegory en inavitably belated status,
a3 a "secondary" text: "allegory designates primarily a distsnce in re-
lation to its own origin, and, renouncing the nostalgla and the desire
to colnside, it establishes its language in the void of this temporal

distance”™.®2® The distance from origwins, from pratexts, gives allegery

its "rhetoric of temporality’. With an equally acute ayareness of its

from ) comes to allegory.
Yot allagory differs from parody and pastiche, st least for Quilligan,
because tha latter can have gny other toxt for prevext. Quilligen submits
thet allegory can only have ore pratext, the Dible: "all zllegories in-
corporate the Bibla into their vexts ... and its problematic incorporation
into the text becomes ... & defining charactaristic of the genre' (L 96).
Early allegories simply acted out Biblical sententise in the form of
stordes (LA 96); latar allegories are more complex, and s grest desl more
antivalant in their allegorisation of Biblical pretexts. Even though
texts other than the Bibie may on cccasion function 8s pratexts, they must
have a common doneminator, nanely "a legitimate language in which to ar-
ticulate the sacred” (L4 100). If one bears do Man's desctiption of al-
legory in mind, one has to concede that allegory, by its very nature, may

well signal its distance from sacred language and sacved texts.

A case can be mede for the existencn of pointed allusiens to the Bible

in The Dead Father.
Thomas'a name (the doubting disciple, wshn 20:24-28); Thomas's singing &

These have been dutifully noted by Betty Farmer:

fragnent of the Lord's Prayer, addressed to the Dead Fether (DE 157)3

allusion to Matthew 20:16 "... the last shall be first" (DF 166); the

a7z




= Hor eman as an owen (Revelations 6:2,4,5; DF 99); and items of vocabuiary

lik "slaying" (DF 11, 52, 53) and "divers" (DF 53).°*7 To Farmer's list

! wwld add the following, which seem clear Riblical echoes: the
abse lutenass of the Desd Pather's ukases, Iike God's comman’m+~ts (BF 9);
g the Jead Father's descripticn of himself ns “sacred” (DF 4.}, and his

tast umi "Mal Il Myself! I am the Father! Minel Alwdys was and alusys

#il1 ba! ¥rom yhon all blassings fiu,. To whom a1l blessings flow! Forever

A and (vex and ever and ever| Amen Beatissims Patexi" (DF 156). rany

. othe, allusivns, the passage nods in the direction of God's self- . &
defirition as Absolute Subject to Moses (Exodus 3:14, paredied, too, in

the L ltic "mishs mishe” - "I am, I am" of the first page of Finnegany

Wake, 3). The Dead Father's outburst distorts or disfigures meterial from

S r—

the Lt rd's Prayer; it is directly after this that Thomas sings: "For thine

. ... s the kingdom, end the power, and the glo-res, i
X Sox+EY VYVVVVVVVYYVWAVVIVVYYVVYWar 1" (DF 157) and the Dead Father - . J
"

comme rta ... I have alwsys liked that vme" (DF 157}, Finnepans Wake " s

matel 35 the tiavesty of the Lord’s Prayer with a few parodies of its oun:

" A farturnolser for his tuckish armenities, Ouhr Former who erred in .

havi g doun to gibbous disdag our darling breed” (E{ 530+531),

Ong f the Nomes of Fathers in Soatterpatter's Mapual is Adnal (DF 121),

4 s /acopation of Adonai, sne uf the unuttersble names of God; a seemingly (]

Oh {stian ceremony is conducted (DF 84~85) which culminates in “erotae
an . religious evporience” (OF 85); somaone, sirher Emma or Schmund, ex-
T cluos "God Almighty" twice (DF 70}; the Dead Tather hax sired deities
! {'E 373, and has busted, or at lesat cutwitted "Evil himself" (DF 38) in
« parody of one of Nilton's Christian battles in Paradise Lost; we hear i
¢f an Ali-Father "who is the sum of all desd Fathers tsken togather”, but : I

'ehis {3 not ~ definition of the All-Father, snly an aspect of his b ing"
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(BF 144). Such talk of “sspects" of an indefinable being mimics the

language in which discussions of the Trinity sre usuelly couched,

What is one tormeke of the profusion of Biblical analogiss in a postmodern
text? Discussing how “Finnegens Wake has freed itself" from the grasp

of the Bible, Philippe Sallers sayst

The question i5, can one have distance (aesthetic and intels
lectual) in relation to tha Bible? That's the question put by
my book [ Parsdis, a recent novel], In my opinion, that sort
of distance has never existed. 1 feel that the Bible is &
constant in our culture. 1t ia repressed, denied, hallucineted,
We pretend that it doesn't exist for us, but it is thare
vnavoidably, énd I think that all our ideas, whether we know
it or not, are absolutely determined by the biblical text.32?®

Dead, but still with us, how does the biblical (prejtext determine The
Dead Fgther? One response, surely the least imaginative, is Maloy's: to

see the novel as & stral treatment of archetypal Shristian ma-

terdal. The Manual for Sons itself dismisses such & resding: “The Holy
Father is not important, for our purposes” (DF 136). Only a complets

incapacity to recognise parody could have ensbled Maloy's reading.

Haureen Quilligan borrows two terms from Edward Honig to desig - the
different ways allegories can deal with their pretext: either "prophet-
1¢a1ly", in which case biblical material is handled with all dus respect
as authoritative, or "apocslyptically”, when the allegory decompnses or
inverts the sacred text on which it draws (LA 99).%%° We have scen thar
Batty Fermer opines that Barthelne himself callo for more than &

Gatterdemmerung at the end of the novel: "Bulldogers” (DE 177),*°° R.

erences to tha All-Father appear under the heading "the death of fathe "

in The Mangal for Sons (DF 144), aud these may be sly allusions to the




doath of God as proclaimed at least since 1880, Even tha title of the

5 novel surely recalls that particular Dead Father. Is Barthelme's text

then an spocalyptic allegory for an age after the apocalypsa? Ramamber .

that the portentous horseman s no herald of the Last Judgment, but only

v "mother”, ready to brine fresh supplies of groceries (DF 169-170), so hers

even the allegorical mode that inverts its pretaxt has been tood on its

« head. Sollecs makes the achievement of & "critical distance” from the

Bible a necessity for our time.5?!

Valentine Cunningham provides a novel perspective on the Wakg's attitude
to the Dlble. Read through Cunninghem's essay, Barthelme's yriting ap-
pears to have a necessary reason for using Joyce's writing as a pretext, |
oA ox, more alsboratslv, for using Joyce's use of the Bible as a pretext as ) T v

its own pretext. What makes Cunpingham's analysis of the Wake a™- the

more irresistible , in the present context, is that it is intended as & . .

parody, or at least as a reluctant emulation of what Cunninghem sess &s

the axcesses of 145, itict: does move than

. uncovar the “eatupal” tendency of the ake, he comnects that to specif- . oa
- ically Christian themes: "In his thinking and writing about fathers and

. sons/texts Joyce ves most anxious not only to have his yords and toxts

. seen as versions of Christ the Son or Logos, but also as versions of

7 Christ the self sel. Logos".31? 1y

B N domonstrating the plethora ©of biblisal mattar in Finnegans Wake,

Sunninghan writes:

| The demsity of tnis book's play with the carly books of the
Ve Bible, its endeavour tu go bayond them, to sutwit the Pentatauch
and rebuild (¢ (and the towar of Babe:) within a zealously
warginalising intent, to outdo by redoing that old Bubel
blasphemy.®??




Gutdolng by redoing, by the most

postmodernist strategy, st the heart also of Barthelme’'s sattitude to
Jogce. But more that Just a xedoing takes place, because
the words of {Joyce's] text poait and produce a chaotic exist-
ence: they undo God's creation and ordered Logos - with its
connactedly ordered syntex and gremmar and semantics - of

orthodory, tranaforning it into vhe faked parodic de-creation,
the logos of the heretical undoers of orthodoxy.

This is an outdoing that undoes: the Yake is an anti-Togos in the fullest
possible sense, in the same way that the anti-Christ opposes himself to
the true and usurps bhis place as a false double: a parody, & pastichs,
Gonsidar unobtzusive banality with which & referance to Christ is slipped

into one of the dialogues betwsen Enms and Julie:

Huch ery and little wool,
Ready again to send his Son to dia f . us.
Like sending & hired substitute to the war.
T roheazsed the argument with him (DF 62).

Hulf, one suspects, ss provecation to critics on the lookout for biblical

clues,)

Qunninghem treats the Imperative "Rsnove that bible" (FY 579) as s dis«
closure of the ambitions of Finnegans Yake, which wishes to be rothing
less than a simulacrum of a sacred text, Cromvell, Puritan iconoclast,
crisd "Take away that bauble", referring to the mace in the House of
Qommons, as Cunninghaw points out,’?*  The bible-bauble must be simal-
tanecusly removed end renovated, and Finmegans Wake is this "penoval.
(Quilligan disapproves of the faithless o unfaithful use of pretexts in

sllagory, for she cautfons that to commant on & pretext which s ot be-




lieved "can only end” in a negatavity she calls "irony", L4 135.) Like
4 false Bible, the Naks has attracted its evangslists snd axegetes - all
postmodern exponents of textuality, in Cunninghen's opinfon.

Part of his with the ists seens to stem not

50 much from what s expressly unorthodox about their undsrtaking, as from
he suspicion that their heresy sustains by inversion, like all black
magic, the sacredness of the Text. (Note that the text that usurps the

place of text-fsthars in Tha Pead Father, The Manual for Sons, dismisses

the Holy Father but teaches its resdor what to do after invoking Saten,

DF 117.) Cunningham states that

Whatever one thinks, in the end, of Saussure, or Eugene Jolas,
or Joyce, or Derrids, or whoaver, one can do worse than start
by vealising that within the zones of the modernist [ and pre-
sumably postmodernist teo, for Gunningham keeps on ludping them
together | frame that thoy, thelr follovers and imitators
variously exhibit and sustaln, thers has gone on a large-scale
set of substitutionary acts, g giant serial act of paredy or
pastiche (ny emphasis).’?®

Like mournexs at a Ygke, like porasites around s once-living host, the
nostmodernist tstecomers depend on a dead pretext. The old status of the
Bible for ellegorists of every kind has nev been usurped by textuality
in contemporary allegoresis: Cunningham discerns "a very specific ex-
ahanging of ea old planary sense of Scripture for a new but limitedly end

limitingly partial sense of goriture,®l”

I mentioned sariier that Cunninghaw intends his essay on the Wake a5 a
pastiche of what he believes to be "textual" (that is, nonrefervencial)
literary criticism in action, Cunningham is intent on beating his

poststructuralist enomies at their oun geme, only then to disarn them by

submitting that Finnegans Wske - of all Texts! - is sctually referential
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bacause it "simply would not exist wore it not for the pre-existence of
historical texts and historical phenomena anterior to itself as texe.*?®
(Cunninghan's personal geme is the resuscitation of "history" in the face
of calebrations of its demiss.) The Wake, writes Cunningham, depends an
the discourse of history ss a parasite: drewing attention to the basis
of some of the wordplay of the §ake in historical quotation, he says:

"The pun is & parasits".®??

The languege of the Wgke consists of
“ealgques”,®*! tracings or copies of other utterances. Tellingly,
Cugninghanm cannot prevent “parody”, "pastiche” end "parasite" from erop-

ping up in hds € ‘ptions of the Haks,

0f course his argument s not a8 irrefutable as he belisves it to ba: the
axistence of & protext, & host, does not mean that the sacond text
(Finnegane Wake, The Dead Father) is referential; the interval betwsen
texts opens just the kind of gap which identifies the allegorical text
for de Man, The "eatupus complex" of the Waks is best demonstrated by
the emnivorous way it devours the textual body of its forebears - the text

of history or the Bible,

What is there to say sbout & work like The Dead Fathur which hes Finnspdns

Wake for & pratext? I€ the Wake is 4 Seripturel parody, or & scription

of parody, The Dead Father must be & parody of parody, the ghest of a

ghost. Holasworth begdns his study of Darthelme by wondsring sbout tha

‘value of the forged Barthelme stories as "{parodies] of parodies” ®*!

tven in Finnegans Weke one can find a pretext fin its ordimary and
allegorical sensa) for forgery, as Shem the Penwan "[studied] with stolen
£ruit hoy eutely to copy all their various styles of s{gnature so as one
day to utter an epleal forged cheque on the public for his own private

profit ..M (FY 181) and we are asked:




Who can say how many pseudostyiistic shamiana, how few or how
many of the most Venersted public impostures, how very many
plously forged paliupsests slipped in ths first place by this
morbid process from his pelsgiarist pen? (Fy 182).

ALt allegories have & Diblical pretext, and The Dead Father has a
latterday Bibla, the Absolute Text of (Post)Nodernism, as Cunniagham

grandiosoly ealls it, for pretext.

{On the sublect of pretexts, Quilligen sees Nathanael Hawthorne's The
Searlet Jetter as sn ossentisl allegory, so much so that she wonders
whether Hester's “A" might not even stand for "Allegory”, LA 5 When
Quiltigen 1sta .. ‘mms us thet the nineteenth centwry wes e go.den aga
for allegory in . .« (LA 193}, ane begins to think that the Scarlet
lLetter st the origin of Americen litersturs may well sigaify an
allegorieally double "A": "Amarica” and "Allegory". Following the paths
from text to text, a3 Bloom advises us to do, we find that William
Faulkner's As I Ley Dying parodics Hawthorne's romance,®®? while in an
interview Barthelme acknowledges that The Dead Father reworks Faulkner's
novel, masculinising Addie, that other scarlet "A" {ito the eponymous

Father.** ¥rom & to B and back agajn: scarlet Iriless or red herrings?)

Allsgories do better than doubls, they mmltiply. rga Quilligan, A de-
tining structuzal festurs of the genre is net only the pretext, but what
she terms & "threshold text". The pretext stands outside the allegory
while the allegory rs-sndcts and comments on it; the vhreshold text forms
part of the aliegory itself (LA 97-98), It is usually found at the be-

ginning of the allegorical work, as &n smblom, or better yot, a pige-ens

abyme nf the sllegory which then unfolds as an elucidation of that
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threshiold text, MHore the overlap of criticism and fiction becomes wore
pronouncad than ever: "The allegorical author simply does what the
allegorical eritic doos; but he writes a conmentary on his own text rather
than somsone elsa's, And his 'commentary' of course is not discursive,
but narrative ..." (LA 53, sea 61). Allagory lnvents s Ziction as & gloss
on its oyn tireshold text; the allegorical oritic glosses other texts by

inventing critical fictions.

In The Dead Father the italicised opening, separated by its temse and its
typeface from the Yest of the novel, is such a threshold text, The

Ystory" of Yhe Dead Father, for all its disturbances of syntagm and

proairesis, unfolds sedstely ia the naxravive preterite. Parhaps that
story tells how the Doad Father came to dominate, physically and emo-
tionally, the vanamed city and the unidontified "we": "Mo one can remember

when he was not hera in our cit: rtke a slceper in s troublad

slaep ..." (DF 4 4), and how the Desd Father came to contral Thomas sb-

solutaly: "Gomtrols whst Thomss is thinking, what Thomes hag always
thought, what Thomas will over think, with " (DF 4). 1In other

words, the ostensible narrative of The Dead Father s a parfact narrative
sllegory, a commentsry on and onactment of its opening text (which may
itself be seen as s drametisation of Freud's phrase: "The dead father

becams strenger than the living one had been .. Barthelme’s threshold

text also acknowledges Finnegans Wake - Betty Farmer cannot be the only
reader to notice 2 vorrespondence between Barthelme's patriarchal giant,
sprawled aeross & clty, and Joyco's Finn MecCool, or Humphrey Chimpden

Eerwicker, dreaming Dublin.®** Horeover, the threshold text In this in-

stence makes the reader part of and eccomplice to its Oodipal urges:

want phe Dead Father to be dead. We sit with tears in our eyes wanting

the Dead ¥gther to Ye dead - mesnwhile doing amezing things with our
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threshold text. Hers the overlsp of criticism and fiction bacomes more

pronounced than ever: "The sllegorical suthor simply doss what the

i .
- allogerdcat sritie doss; but he writes & commodtary on hiis own text rather

L than someone elsn's. And his 'commentary' of course is not discursive,

T .
a but narrative ..."(L4 53, see 61). Allegory invents a fiction as a gloss

ot 1ts cwn thrashold text; the allegorical critic glosses other texts by “ i

Inventing critical Fictions.

In The Desd Father the italicised npening, separated by its tense and its ! @
typeface from the reat of the novel, is such & threshold text. The
"gtory" of The Dead Father, for all its disturbances of syntagm and
proniresis, unfolds sadately in the nerrative proterita. Perhaps that
story tells how the Dead Father cams to dominats, physically and swo- s

tionally, tha unnamed city and the “we": "No one cen remember

when he was not here in ouy city like a sleepar §n a troubled

sleep ..." (DF 3-4), and how the Dead Father came to contyol 'Thomas abde

solutely: “Gontrols what Thomes {3 thinking, what Thomas has elvays

thought , what Thomas will evar think, with " (OF 4). 1n other

P words, the 4ble nerxative of yhe Desd Father is a perfect narrativa .

.. sllegory, a commentary on and endctment of its oponimg text (which may

itself be seen as a dramatisation of Freud's phrase: "The dead father

7 ia strongex than the 11y ing one had besn ..."), Barthelue's threshold
- text slso acknowledges Sianegans Wske - Botty Farmer canmot be tho only

reddor to notice a correspondence between Barthelme's patrisrchal gisnt,

sprawled across & city, and Joyce's Finn MacCool, or Humphrey Chimpden |
o Eatwicker, dreaming Dublin,*** Mereover, the threshold text in this in-
stance makes the reader part of and accomplice to its Oedipal urges: "o

[ want he Dead Father o be dead. We sit with tsars in our eyes wanting

she Dead Father to be dead - meanwhile doing amazing things with our
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hands" (DF 5). We are inscribed in the Eirst person plural and its doubly

patricidal wish, so we, tos, wist ba doing "smazing things with our
hands”, Maloy asks stumblingly "The question cccurs after resding this
as to yhat is being dona with the hands - Fraying? Clapping! Garesaing?
Wringing?"$*® To Maloy's rather prim catalogue one must add wriring,
making obscene gestures and throatsning signs, masturbating: all toll-
tale tokens of insurrection ogainst paternsl authority, By an odd re-
versal, the threshold text also ccmments on the rest of The Dead Father,
for it warns us that to destroy the Father is to parpetuate his influence
indefinitoly. Round and round go threshold text, narretive 1d commentary
in the spiral of metolangnage emd object-languags so typlcally

postmodern. {Remember Chapter Two).

Barthelme's sllegory embeds not ona, but three threshold texts din its
textuze, Tho first has just been examined, and although the two othsrs
are not located at the beginning, they play a role similar to that of the
threshold text as described by Quilligan, The second thrashold text of
The Dead Father must surely be Thomas's droam, which presants in minjatnre
the Freudian and Oedipal. pretexts of which the novel itself wiil stags a
critique, Indeed, the word "murderinging” is more then the "moral" (DF
46) of Thomas's tale: it can stand as the motto of the wholo text. The
dredn is a threshold text, albeit a lictle displaced, for it tells us how
to rsad the surrounding narrative, (Owens says "the allsgorical work

tends to prescribs the direction of 1ts own commensary™, A 1 69.)

Thomas's sunmary of his own story as "the dream of a stutterer" (DF 46)
reminds us of his own stutter, ("daratata”, "bbbbbbborn", ppppppperiod”,
DE 57). Dut one of the pretoxts, or rather the pretext of The Dead Pathrx

can alao be called "the droaw of a stutterer” - it {s Finnegans Wake, {n
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which poth father, H.C.E. (FW 36, for example} and son, Shem the Peaman
(FW 186, for example) stammor, and vhich has been described as the "dresm"
of H.C.E. by Tindall.**® So The Dead Father incorporates its pretevt inta
one of its threshold texts, and thersby hangs its tale. Ingesting the
procursor 1s ora way of dealing with the Fether 6s the primal horde knew

(eatupus|). [Einnspsns Woke does exactly the same: it refers, famously,

ta "an intvepidation of our draams" (FW 338), or Freud's Intorpretation
of Dreams. Tindall goes su for as to assert that the Wake “[includes
Freud's) books on wit and dream...."**7 The Wake refers to "traumscrapt”
(EW 623): "Traun", German (appropriately, for Freud) "dream" + “scrap" +
"seript”, Joyce is recycling the detritus of Freud's language of dreams
as his oyn (stammering?) dreamseript. Late in the Wake, the son (Shem?)

wakes from & dveam of fathers to be reassured b, his mother:

You were draamsnd, dear. The pawdrag? The fewthrig? Shoel Hear
are no phanthares in the room at all, avikkeen, No ba
faathern, desr cme..,.Sonly all in your imagination, dim (FW
856).34%

The third threshold text of The Dead Fgthey is The Manual fox Sons. The

Latter plays a dual xole: .t is a thrashold text which the rest of the
novel casts in torms of a story, but it is also a commentary on that story,
Agein, like the dresm, or the openlng, it is 4 part of the novel which
can usurp the whole: The Dead Fathor ds nothing 4f not & Memual for
Sons, translated from the English (DE 111) of its paternal precursors,
not the least of which is Joyce's "Joysprick". The appearance of the

Mani

11 in Barthelme's text evidences a particular tendency in allegorical

narzative, somothing Quilligan calls "the pretext reified" (LA 121). Hera
the pretext is made iato an "sctual' book in the story which the

allegorical characters éncounter and read, (Quilligan cites as examples




the Bible in Book I of The Faeris Qusens, or the Bible Christian takes
with him in The Pilprim's Progress, DA 118-122,) The Manual is of course

fictive, pratext and threshold text.

The Doad Father provides its veader with thres thresholds, three weys into
the text, and three texts on which tha "sction™ - such 8s it may be - acts
8s elucidation. Qullligen derives her notion of a "threshold text" from
Edward lonig, who takes tho word “ehreshold” from Hawrhorne's allusion
to "the threshold of our narrative” at tha beginning of The Scarlet Letter
(L4 51-52 and §L 76);°'* it is alsoc tho doarway of the prison through
which Hester Prynne is about to step, Hawthorne's narrater affers the
readar an allegorical rose from the rosebush which grows "almost on the
threshold" as a "sweet morsl blossom™ (SL 76)., When Hester does present
horself, the nature of her appearance is undecidable, for although she
is & "[malefactress]” ( SL), literally a scarlet woman in the eyes uf her
community, the narrator suggests that "a Papist” would have seen an "image
of Divine Maternity" in her, if “only by comtzast" (8L 83): Nadomna or
Great Whoze? Hore is at stake here than Quilligan allows cne to Suspsct
- she concedes that the imaginary Catholic's response, "like all the in-
terpratations of the letter, is noither right nor wrong" (1) but tries
to cover the emerging indetarminacy by saying that "thase interpretations
function simply to reveal the perticular spirit in which characters com-
ment on the lstter's significance", L4 56. On the threshold of American
Allegory stands another "A", Ambivalence. Yor Angus Fletcher, for sxam-

ple, allegory tends to be ambivalent.*®?

A1l thres threshold texts of The Dead Father sre as ambivalent as Hester's

first appesrance. The opening section ol Parthelme's novel can be seen

as a moment bufore Thomas's jourhey, or else as the culpination of his
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quest} Thomas's dream lesves us unsure whethar ox not to murder the Fa-

ther; this s how Julie aad Thomas respond affer they have read the

Hague

Seems a little harsh, Julle sedd, when they had finished read- o . .

g
Yes {t does seom a 1ittle harsh, said Thomas,

0z perhaps it's not harsh onough? -
It yould depond on the experience of the individusl making the .
Judgement, as to whothor 4t was judged to ba coa harsh or judged
to ba not harsh enough.

I hate rslativista, she said, and threw the book Lnto the fire e
(DE 145-6),

‘Thomas's ., +st statement sounds axactly like Quilligan's comments on the i

doublenass of The Scarlet fetter.

In all these thare 1z 2 "ralativisn", sn Impossible cholce batween axtreme KE
altornsbives, which in the ease of the Mnuel far Soms s so intense that
it consumes the toxt. Quilligan, as I have shown, is willing to agree, DR .

within limits, that allegory offers its interpreter 4 choice batweer ex-

clusive possibilities. What she cannot tonceds is that this chrice is : g

tnpossible, yet unavoidable: liestex cennot be whore and virgin, the Hanual

must be sither too harsh or not harsh enough; the first sectlon of
Barthaime's novel has to be either ond or beglaning; one must aither N
avercome the Father (and so 6ffiym the Father's "sccusation”, PP 145},

or one must romaln a son forever {and so acknowledge the ¥ather's power).

This doublonoss contaninates tho language of allegory. Quilligen writes
that "sllegorical aation” either "radeems” ov “sbuses™ language (L4 79
and 86)! in the cose of the formey, language creatss "truth, in the evant
of the lattar, it is duplicitous, But these two slternativss become in- H

corgyorated into the gams text: "Lungsuge in Graviry's Rainbow, as in other .
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allegories, has a powar to cause evil as well as good, and ambiguity can
cut both ways” (LA 214). Indeed, Allegory cuts both ways, teo, by
forcing a “binary choice" (LA 262 and 263) upon readers and characters
alike. Quilligan views the outcome of that choice as the xesult of &
didactic process by which the allegorical text has shaped the reader. (LA
264-265).

Other reedars of aliegory have been less convinced of their ability to
choose correctly in an allegovical reading. Craig Owens finds a simple
allegory in one of Laurie Anderson's performances. In it, a garage me-
chanic comments en signs: "In our country, we sand pictures of our sign

language ints outer .

ve. They are spesking our sign language in these
pletures”. (The pictitess ais sine drawings of a neked nen snd woman, with
the man raising his xight arm, palm outward; they were drawn on ths Apolle

10 spasecraft., Anderson has the images project:

vidod ner.) The
character then asks: "Do you think they will think his hand is permanently
attached dn this way? Or do you think they will read our signs? In our
country, good-bye looks just like hello™.®*! OQuens's gloss on what is,
in true allegorical manner, already a commentary on signs, is highly ap~

plicable to the choices of The Dead Fathez:

Two aither the 1 reeipient of the
nzsage will mssuns that 15 ls slply a pletate, that 45, on
analoglcal likeness of the human figure, in which case he might
logically concluds that male inhabitants of Earth walk eround
with their arws permanently raived. Or he will somshow divine
that this gesture is addressed to him and attempt to read it,
in which case he will be stynied, since a single gesture sig-
nifies both greeting and ferewsll, and any reading of it must
oscillate between these two extramas (4 2 60-61).

Owens points out that the raised arw could equally well represent the

command to halt, or swearing an oath,
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but if Andexson’s text doas not consider thess altarnatives
that s because it is not concerned with smbignity, with mal-
tiple mesnings engendered by & single sign,; rather, two
clearly defined but mitually incompatible readings are engaged
in blind confrontation in such a way that it is impossible to
choose between them (A 2 61).
.
wans atgues that silegorical signs ure radically indeterminate, so that
allegory "works to problematise the activity of resding, which must yemain
forevex suspended in its own uncertainty’ (4 2 61), The threshold texts
of The Dead Fether - opening, dresm, manual - onforce & binary choice the

reuder cannot make. R

Barthelme's texts often tura on an irresolvable conflict betwsen two op- i
posing interpratstions. Consider the weli-known declarstion in "He sad
Miss Mandible" that “signs are signs, and ... some of them are lies' (CBDC
109y, Like the extrsterrestrial sbout to read the drawings on the
spaceczaft, we mey realise that these signs address us. We may resliss
that they nesd not necessarily be true, but which signs are false and
which true? Umberto Eco makes untruth that which dofines a sign: "Thus

jotice is in principle the diseipline studying which can

be used in order to 1ie®, He adds that "lying" may be e prerequisite for

"taliing": "If something cannct be used to tell & lie, convexsely it
cannot be used to tell the truth: it camnot in fact be used 'to tell' et
411,552 " Shower of Gold" ends with the character Petarson's outrageous
claim "My mother was & royal virgin.,. and my fathar 2 shower of gold"

{CBDC 183), yvet the only guidance the narrator gives is the terse remark:

.., although he was, in & sense, lying, {n & sense ha was not" (CBDG 183).

Paul de Man provides support for the semiotic indeterminecy of allegory:
1in what he calls “the allegory of unrsadability, the imperatives of truth

snd falsehood oppose the nerrative syntax and manifest themselves st its
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oxpensa” (AR 206) and these allsgories are cheracterised by the “struc-
tural interferences of twe distinct value systems” (AR 206), Where tw>
weanings - falschedd or truth in "A Shower of Gold", patriarchy or anti-

darchy fa The Dead Father - interfere with ome snothayx, one has al-

legory. As Owens cays, the reader is "stymied".

Oné of the most jussly famous passages of pos.medern allegoresis comes

£rom de Men's Allegories of Regding:

The paradigm of all tests consists of a figure (or & system of
figures) and its deconstruction. But since this modsl camnot
be closed off by a final reading, it engenders, in ifs turn, &
supplementary figurel superposition which narrates the unzead-
abiidcy of the prior nerratioa, bs distinguished from primary
deconstructive narratives centred on figures and ultimately
atways on metephor, ve can call such narratives to the second
(or the third) degres allegories. Allogorical narratives tell
the story of the failure to read whereas tropological narra-
tives ... tell the story of the fsilure to demominate (AR 206).

Yet the allegorical narrative is in a certain semse parasitic on the

tzopolopinal natrative and mot its cppoment:

"the .ifference ds only a difference of degree and allegory does
rase the figura [uncovered by the tropological
narratsive). Allegories are alweys allegories of metaphor and,
as such, they sre aluays allogories of the impossibility of
reading - a sentence in which the genitive "of" has itself to
be "read" as a metaphor (AR 206).

(I take it that by the last, rather mystericus pronouncement de Man means
that the preposition “af" can efthar desigrate possession or concern, the
"

literal genitlve, or the more metaphoric, extanded sense of “about™. So

allegories are pary of metaphor, but they are also gbout wetephor; alle-

gories are part of the impossibility which pertains to resding, they are

alse gbout that impossibility =~ as an allegory "of" vice concexns vice.
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Typically, do Man f£inds an impossible allogory in the very designation

i . of the phenomencn.)

By way of glossing de Nan's comments, it should be moted thet

< "tropological narratives” and "allegorical narratives" both pose the

question of Figurative langusgs, Thus, the "fallure to denominste”, which

tiopological narratives exposs, consists of an dnability to recngnise

: »%{ metaphor, while the allegory of unreadsbility, in its turs, teils of how N
_,‘,:‘ & metaphoric resding becomes impessible. Owenz explains that "de Man - N
socognises allegory s the structural interferance of two distinet levels R
ot or usagss of language, litersl and rhetorical (metaphorc), one of which ! .
B _w} denies precisely what the other affirms” (4 2 73). (Do Man hinself schues x
/ Quilligsn's notion of binary choice, albeit in a more radical tome: al- -

legories "compel us to choosa while destroying the foundations of any
choice”, AR 245.) What happens, de Man asks, for example, if the last " .

line of Yeats's "Among Schoal Children” - “Hew can we know the dancer frem [, - a\

the danne?” « were read literslly, and not &s a ghetorical question (AR
. 11-12).  The conventional, metaphoric reading of the line vindicates .
’ metdphor as the perfact mstch of tenor to vehiela, while the unexpected, :

litaral interpretation puts an end to any such metaphoric composure. At

a push, one could say that the first reading is a tropological "narra-

/. tiva", end the second allegorical, an allegory which produces an unread

. ability,

"Readable" texts, for de Mam, are, or appesr toc be, referential, becrase :
: ‘ the reader can vork out the rhetorical status of whac has buen written"
L { (AR 201). Do Man observes that usually ‘we [are not) helpless whén con-

i
fronted with figures of spesch: as long 2s we can distinguish between J
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* litorsl and figural meening, we can translate the figure back to its

propar referent". Ay illustration, he gives the following:

We do niet usually assume, for exemple, that someons suffers from
hallucinations merely because he says that e table has four
lsgs; the context of common usage separates the figural meaning
of the catachresis (which, in this case, leads to the refersnt)
irom its literal denotation (vhich, in this case, is figurel)
(4R 201). ”

E So, concludes de Man, “any reeding always involves a cholce betwaen

signification and symbolisation, and this choice can be made only if ena ‘

postulatss the possibility of distinguishing the litexal from he fig- e
ural" (AR 203). The typical Barthelme character or readsr is someons who i
does balieve that the table has four real legs, 4 notorious ingtance of

the “hallueinatory" {nability to tell literal from figural comes from "Tha

Piano Player”: ! f

3 *... Now get up and go back out to the amokeroom. You're sup~

Vol posed ta be coring a ham.
\\ he hem died," she said., "I couldn't cure it. I tried “
everything.,. The peniciliin was stale” (CBDG 19). i,

‘ Barthelmo's tale "The Glass Nountain" engemders snother unreadabl. alle
| gory. The story conceins someons, a man, who is climbing a glass mountain

N "at the corner of Thirteenth Street and Eighth Avenue™ (GL 59). (The text -

is divided fnto exactly one hundred nunbered loxias.) Teasingly, & slight :
delay occtira whei we are told what the goal of his elimb is: “At the top
of the mountain, there {s & eastls of purs gold, and in 2 room in the
) castle site,.," (CL 61, Barthalme's eliipsis). By the tima the santenca

is resumed, two lexias later, the reader who is thoroughly scquainted with

with "a baentiful princess". But this is not how the interrupted sentenca

i
PR the codes Of falry tale - {ts chetorical status - has £illsd the ellipsis I “
289 [




continues, What the reader finds {s "... a beautiful onchanted symbol"

(CL 61, Barthelme's ellipsis).

The text has changed register - it has switched from a presentation of

the 11y literal toa ulution on the metaphor that underlies

o

he seemingly literal. Of course everyons knmows, consciously or uncon-
sciously, that the princess at the end of a fairy tale quest i: a "sym-
bol", in the same way that the happy ending is & "symbol”. But readers
ave; almost never required to think about stories on this "metafigural"
leveli. (Do Man uses “metafigural’ to designate the level at which the
text comments en its own tropes, AR 14-15). From this point onwards, "The

Blass Mountain™ is a ati for it its own

figure ox "symbol" by drawing attention to it. The reader must see the

princess as ¢ metaphor and mot as a real charecter,
Yet the tale swarves one more tima st its end:

96, At the same moment & door opened, end I sef & courtyard
filled with flowers and trees, snd there, the besutiful en-
chanted synbol,

97. I approached the symbol, with its layers of meaning, but
when I touchsd it, it changed into only & bsautiful princess.

98, I threw the beausiful princess headfirst down the mountain
to my acquaintances.

99, Yho nould ba relied upon to deal with har,

100, Moy axe eagles plausible, not at sl}, not for a moment
(EL 664 65)

(The eagles axa meaut to bs the "eenventionsl mesns of attaining the
castla", L 63, for they 1ift the climber of the glass wountain onto a

balcony of the castla.)




At the moment of "symbolic" consvmmation ~ here, literally the climasx of
the metafigural - litoralness asserts itself again, in such & way as to
deny what the previous reading hes affirmed: the story is just a story
end the metaphor is just a princess. Nothing in the text is "plausible",

nelther metaphor nor lstter: tha interforence between the two makes "The

Glass Mountnin" unreadsble, an gllegory as de Man understands it.

Bafore ono dismisses de Nan's sccount of allegory as a distortion of al-
legory proper, one should note that Quilligan also assumes that allagory
pite literal against figurative, even though she is unaware of de Han's
work. Contrary to received opinion, allegory is mot the apogee of figu-
zative meaning. Quilligen rowadly ssserts that allegory concerms itself

with literal, legtoral, meaning (LA 67-68).%%7

It presumably takes readers a while to decide whether to read "Dead Fa-
ther" in the opening sectlon of The Dead Father ss a "symbol" or not.

Like the children, later, readers must ask:

What is that? the childran asked, pointing to the Dead Father,
That 45 a Dead Father, Thomas told them (DE 16),

Once the isaders opt for a literal reading - in the same way that readers
of a fairy tale accept the "princesa” gs princess - the text catches them
out: the Dead Father's right foot "is naked excapt for s titanium steel
band around ankls, this linked by titaniun stesl chains to dead men" (DF

4). Having encountered a "resl" Dead Father, it mekes perfect sense to
sssume that the phrese "dead men”, too, partakes of this Iliteralness.
But of cozse "dead men" i3 a dead metaphor, snd the text corvects our

misraading with spiteful pedantry: "(dead man n.1, a log, concrate block,
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ete. buried in the ground as an anchor)" (DF 4). (Nots that we ore only

given one sense of "dead men” - "n,1%.)

In Julie's wonderful definition of a father, literal and figurative

"o 76y, " "

meanings collide: "The father is a
is only a figure, a metaphor, and as such it conveys the aggression felt
toyards the father, But in this contoxt, and only in this context,
"mothexfucker" is literally trus: the seurce of sggression towards the
father lies prenisely in his sexwal possession of the mother. As
Quilligan remarks, all allegories "make the .final focus of their narze-
tives ... the slippery tensions batween literalness and metaphor" (LA 64).
Parhaps "motherfucker” and "dead man" are best described as puns, since
they play with double memuings. or are, like allegory "other speakings”.
Quilligan seeords the pun & paramount importance in allegory: "... we may
easily sense tho essential affinity of allegory to the pivotal phenomenon
of the pun, which provides the basis for the narrative structure charace
terdstic of the genre" (L4 33), hecanse “allegorical narravive unfolds
28 a series of punning commentaries” (LA 22). As a very minor instance
of sliegorical punning, take the followlng: 'The Dead Father led away

and chained to an engine block abandoned in a farther fisld" (DF 21, my

enphesds), Even such apparently trivial can ba
incorporated inte an oversll network of allegorical puns.  The
Vfarther/fathez” pun is not es irrelevant as it may seem, for & recurrent
joke in The Manual for Sons relies on a litersl reading of Lecan's meta-
phox for language, le Nomedu-Pdre (DF 121-122, 141-142). We ara not given
a discussion of the topic under the hoadings "Names of [Fathers]" ( DF

111); an extensive list of bizarre proper nouns is all that appears.
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T would argee that the pun, and punning comentary, which underlies the
entire novel is exactly that: the Naym of the Father,®** language and its
discontents, the difficulty or even Impossibility of writing in the Fa-
thex's language. {(One cam only txansidte it, "from the English®, DE 111.)
The Dead Facher forces his sons to wear the "cap-and-bells" of a jester
a5 & token of thair inferior position, but of course, it is alse & "fool's
cap" (DE 7, both quotations), a pun on the blank page which the son must

tey to £111 with his writing.

No text is more obsassed with the nams of a father than Finnegens Waks
which makes endless ansgrammstical play with the initials of the facher
H.C.E.. Norris points out that the "full name of HCE, Humphrey Chimpdeu
Earwicker (we surmise), is never stated as such in the work”,*** yet that
name is evexywhere in its initials: Haveth Childers Everywhere" (FW 535),
“Howth Castle and Eavirons” (FW 3), "Hag Chivychas Eve" (FW 30), or even
"Hocus Grocus, Esquiltocus” (FY 254 - is the Name of the Father all hocus
pocus?). It also appears in three word phrases that do not have telitale
capital letters: "habitvels comspicuously emergent" (FW 33) or
"homosesual cathexis of empathy” (FY 522). Most importantly, H.C.E. is
"H.C. Enderson™ (W 138). As Barthes asserts, the Father is the source
of all stories (Hens Christian Andersen), but {f stories ere Dedipal, then
they necessarily entail the death of the Father (Enderson): "endifarce"
(OF 171}, "endshrouded in endigmas" (DF 172), &s the i Dead
Father says. Quilligan claims: "More then any other creator of narrative,
the allegorist begins with language purely; he also ends there" (14 42).

That the Naym-of-the-Father should form the base of The Dead Father is

ontirely predictable.




Waiter Benjamin notes that tha tendency to fragment lenguage into isolated
signifiers (loaded puns, letters, names) is part of "the disjunctive,
stomising principle of the sllsgorical approach” (QGTD 208), He writes
that in "... anagrems, ... onomatopoeic phrases, and many other exsmples
of linguistic virtuesity, word, syllable, snd sound are emancipated from
any context of traditional meening and are flaunted as objects which can
be employad for allegorical purpmses” (QGED 207), John Cage has un-
doubtedly taken this allegorical tendency, manifest already in Joyce's
work, to its postmodernist limit, Instesd of eading the Wake for
acrestics of the fictional father, H.G.E., as most readers soon learn to
do, ho reads, or rather “writes" through the Wake to find eleborate
snagrams, “mesostics” 4s he calls them,®%® of the uame of the father of

the fiction itself, "Jawes Joyca":

Joh joseph's
baduty
Houth, sing mim.
look st lokmen! yhatbEtween

the cupgirls and the pletterboys.
Juke
dOne it.
inhispsoe? boat
theoldthalassoCrats
ofinvinsiblE empazes,....**7

Just s it plays literally with the Name-of-the-Father, so the entire
allegory of The Doud Father fluctuates betwsen figurative and literal
treutments of ivs pretasts in litorary theory and psychonalysis, Broken
down into stages, the reading process of The Dead Fathar goes something
ks this, First of all, e learn to vead the novel iiterally: the Dead
Father is a "real' Dead Father; the Wends are "really" the fathers of

thomselves; the Father is finally buried, and so on. However, deviations
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and ungranmaticalities on a literal level work as indices of a figurative
dimensiun.®*? Quilligan, too, alerts us: “the absurdity of the surface
of a text is the nocessary signal for the existence of allegory" (JA 28).

The Doad Father sbounds in such deviations: "You've a family man, now,

the bartendor said to the Dead Fathor. That's perfectly plain”™ (DF 30),

a5 just one of many exanplos. Thors is moss to the text than meats the
oya: as Gouturier end Durand warn us, We are not to teke the Father lit-

erally.

It 45 st this point that the reader decides to read Tho Dead Father as

an allegory, in the simplest, most conventionsl sense of the term. One y
text must bo read through enothes, so the grotesque surface narrative is

Hsbout” fatherhood, Haloy: "The Desd Father is a mesterful, Expressionist

zevelation of the embivalence of feellng in the archetypal father-son,

lovehate ro 552 Mare accurately, Thp Dead Father is a fiction i t\l
about the fiction of fatherhood as Joycs, Blaom snd Freud have written Y

it. The novel is now seen as § narrétive ensctment of certain motifs,

and once the reader has traced the pretext, the text itself becomss o .

roadabla. In de Man's terms, it tells the story of a failure to denomi- g :

<. nats; the Desd Father mistakes the nature of his journey, believing it

to be & "real" quost, when in fact it is & metaphoric voyage, from "life” i

to "death”. (The trope of life 4s s journey is so old and sc abvious that i

B R I am not going to offer support for my point - think of Tha Capterhury ! &,

Tales, for example.) The reader, no doubt, may share the Father s mis-

interpretation, |

’ But then, the tropological marrative engenders a supplementary narrative,

as do Man predicts. For if The Dosd Farher is an allegory of fatharhood

("of" againi), then it comss into existente only bucause Barthelms has,
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in his novel, misread Froud and Bloom with such evemplery naivety.
(Quilligan notes that the protagonists of allegory are alvays stupid, L4

133; Peter Svatterpatter is & "doit", DF 106.) The Dead Father is exactly

the kind of story someona who did not realise that the "dead Father™ is
a theoratical construct for Freud, or a trope for Bloom, would tell. iIn
sther words, someone who stupidly took signs perfectly sariously, st face
value. Quilligan writes: "the plots of all allegorical narratives ...
uafold as investigations into the litsral trvin inhexent in cextain worde®

(L4 33). What is litorally at stake in the metophor or the Dead Father?

Barthelme's novol tekes Froud's concept, "dead father™, for a character
in ivs text: the pursonification o a noun, sspecially en abstract noun
15 the allegorical technique par excellence (L4 70). Aptly, Quilligan
axgues: "Personification allegory reliss on the reification of language
itself, & process which involves the animation of nouns and the close
scxutiny of the 'things' embedded within words by etymology and puns"
(LA 115-116), We have soon how the question of the dead father for Praud

becomss & motaphor for language in lacan's writing; Barthelms aimply

continues this process with itis of the

As an allegory of unreadability, told by someone (Peter Scatterpatter?)

who catnot tell the Iiteral from the figurative, The Daad Father recounts
a failure to take 11 arally what is literal. It is on exactly this issta
of interpretation that his children finally dofest the Daad Father - be-
cause ho s the Deed Father, he must be buried, It does not mattas that

he is, by all accounts, alive:

fou are to gat into the hole, said Thomas,
Got into tas hole?
Lis down in the hola.
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And tlm you'll cover me up?
The bulldezers are just over the hill, Thomas said, waiting.
You'l) bury me alive?

You'xe not glive, Thomas said, remember?

Tt's a herd thing to remembor, said the Dead Father (DF 175,
my emphasis).

Two readings battle for priority in The Dead Father. One is 1

it deals with the Dead Father's discovery of the "true” nature of tha
journsy, and as such it has the vestiges of e narrative line. It is, at
& push, patriarchal, becsuse it val{dates Freud's assertions and conforms
to Bloon's moded of litarary influence, beagase there wonld then ba & Line
of patrilinesr descent from Joyce to Barthelme. As yet another story

about (the death of) fathers, The Dead Father confixms the

of fatherhood. By reworking meteriml so clearly Oedipal, the novel re-

inforces the universality of Osdipalisation.

The other reading is literal, and it undoes the first: it has no clear
warrative line; it parodies Bloom and Freud and Joyce, thereby braaking
f£zee of their paternal influence. By using the signs of paternity against
themselves, it makes Bloom and Freud seem risible; by provoking the reader

with the fiction of The Dead Father, the movel makes her ox

him realise just what an outrageous fiction paternity itself {s (whether
in its psychoanalytic or literary form), This reading is anti-patrierchal
and anti-Osdipal: it "turns down" patriarchy. As some support, one can
sdd that Craig Owens sees a link between postmodernism and the end of
patriarcly, heralded for Gwens by the collapse of master-narratives, such

85 Oedipus.>¢®

Do Nan summarises the effacts of two opposed yet interlaced readings: "the

one reading is precisely the error amnounced by the other and hes o be
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undone by it" (AR 12). Owens complicates the matter even further: if
allegory, in its postmodern guise, is & form of deconstruction, "there
i3 .., & danger inherent in deconstruction: unable to avoid the vary er-
Tors it exposes, it will continve to porform what it denounces as impos-
sible and will, in the end, affimm what it sot out to deny" (A 2 71).
Osdipal, anti-Oodipal; figurative, litersl; dencuncing, affimming: to use
a Father's Dey to end all Father's Days is an ambivalent undertaking.

After all, The Dead Father is builr on the paradox that the father is

“dead, but still with us, still with us, but dead”. The chiasmus. 3n this
instance is en ept figure for the intertwining of two opposed readings.
Lot the Desd Father himself have the last word on allegorical doubleness:

"Having it both ways is a thing I like" (DF 15},

In the relation between The Dead Father and the various theories that have
been brought to bear on it, one cén ses a striking emblem of the kinship
bstween postmodern theory and postmodern fiction: Bloom, or de Man, or
Quilligan produces a theoretical fiction to account for a literstry phe-
nomenon, while Barthelme constructs a real fiction to describe s theore-
tical phenomenon.  Perheps this explains the sense the zeader of
Barthelme's work se often has that it is both the perfect illustration
of some theory whatever: Lotmen on plot, Basthes on proairesis, Sesrle
or Austin on sps <. acts, Marxists on the commodity) end the parodic un-

doing of that theory.

Hest eriticism is all ical. The commonest strategy of

current literary theory is to transform a text into an allegory of the
eritical isswas at staka in reading and interpretation; de Man's Allego-
ries of Recding simply makes explicit an assumption held by many &

poststructuralist resding, And hare oy own work is no excaptiont I have
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