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Abstract

Abstract

Donald Barthelme distinguishes himself in postmodernist American literature by
his brilliant experiments with literary forms and his daringly amazing employment of
the past literary and cultural sources. Yet he is among the writers who have been
misunderstood for long. A statement by one of his characters--“Fragments is the only
way | trust”--has been taken by most of the American critics as his major literary
principle so that words like “depthlessness” and “fragmented” loom large in most of
Barthelme reviews. In China the critical attention Barthelme enjoys turns out to be less
than satisfactory. Most of the reviews focused on Snow White, probably the only novel
of Barthelme’s known to Chinese readers. Thus a systematic, in-depth study on
Barthelme and his fiction is badly needed in order to achieve an overall understanding
of this representative figure of postmodernist fiction. This dissertation focuses on a
salient feature of Barthelme’s work--his strong tendency to allegorize in his writing,
with an intention to provide a new perspective for the study on Barthelme and his
artistic achievements.

William Gass spoke of his friend Barthelme “putting himself in the center of
modern consciousness.” This well sums up Barthelme’s three-decade long literary
endeavor. In terms of style, traditional novelistic elements such as settings and plots
are minimized to the greatest extent in Barthelme. His interest, solely and primarily, is
on the flowing consciousness. He is also preoccupied with the experiments on literary
forms, which distinguishes his work from other postmodernist writers. Influenced by
modernist predecessors such as Kafka and Beckett, Barthelme’s fiction is usually full
of surrealistic scenes and with a mystic tinge. His protagonists, like those of Kafka’s,
often find themselves stuck in an absurd circumstance without any way out. The
apocalyptic nature of his fiction thus can not be mistaken. The tone of Barthelme’s
fiction, however, greatly departs from the modernist tone of depression and seriousness.
His is a tone of playfulness. What is worth noting is that Barthelme’s allegorizing of
textual worlds is closely associated with his preference to parody and irony. Parody
and allegory share the nature of “double texts.” His parody, however, is without the

traditional purpose of satirizing a pre-text or its author; rather, its irony is directed



Allegorical Impulse: On Donald Barthelme's Textual Practice

otherwise. Therefore when researching into Barthelme and his literary motivations, we
can not isolate such basic elements as allegory, parody and irony that are combined to
constitute the very soul of his fiction. Instead, these elements should be viewed as an
organic whole, in which they interact and work out particularly amazing literary
effects.

The dissertation aims at giving an in-depth study of the construction of
Barthelme’s allegorical worlds and the literary techniques and strategies involved. The
theoretical framework features theories on allegory by Deborah L. Madsen, Edwin
Honig and Maureen Quilligan, together with relevant theories proposed by Fredric
Jameson, Linda Hutcheon, Brain McHale and Alan Wilde on postmodernism, parody,
irony and allegory. With a research on Barthelme’s four novels and a number of his
short stories, the ultimate purpose of the dissertation is to reveal a series of
characteristics unique to postmodernist allegory and how the postmodernist
temperament is embedded in postmodernist allegory. The study provides a new approach
to the further research on postmodernist writers, especially the so-called experimentalists
as a whole.

This dissertation begins with a focus on the debate on literary forms and contents.
In Against Interpretation Susan Sontag speaks against a tradition of literary criticism
that prioritizes contents over forms. She maintains that literary critiques nowadays
should have a fair share of attention to forms and that literary review should take into
consideration both ideas and forms.

Barthelme is the very postmodernist writer who has worked on the integration of
ideas and forms. His interest in the tempo of language leads to the experiments with
phrases and sentences, and his focus on forms is equally productive. Forms, from the
perspective of Barthelme, are no longer meaningless subordinates to contents. They
can be endowed with rich layers of meaning. He also incorporates his philosophical
thoughts on language and forms into his writing. Thus in some sense, his literary
works can be regarded as a special kind of literary critiques. Beneath all the thoughts
about language, forms, and literary aesthetics is his preference to allegorizing.
Barthelme is an excellent postmodernist allegorist.

In order to achieve a comprehensive understanding of the construction of

postmodernist allegory, a basic knowledge about the general history of allegory, its
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transformation and characteristics in postmodernist literature is necessary. In the 20"
century, allegory has undergone changes and has exhibited some new features,
particularly in postmodernist literature. Firstly, postmodernist parody is often
considered to be a kind of allegory. Scholars such as Fredric Jameson and Linda
Hutcheon have already noticed that parody and allegory share something in common
in temperament and that both involve double texts. Secondly, postmodernist
allegory/parody differs greatly from its traditional predecessors in the fact that its irony
can be directed at virtually everything. Irony, as Alan Wilde believes, is no longer a
mere literary technique in postmodernist fiction; it becomes a vision instead.
Postmodernist irony is, in essence, “suspensive.” As Hutcheon says, postmodernist
irony could be directed at every object that happens to occur in the writer’s mind, even
at postmodernism itself! This fundamentally explains the playful tone and attitude of
postmodernist fiction. Thirdly, while in traditional allegory there is a distinctive
meaning, in postmodernist allegory, however, the so-called “center of meaning” totally
disappears due to the uncertainty of its irony. Barthelme is quite self-conscious in
allegorizing his textual worlds with the postmodernist spirit. By so doing he offers a
mode of allegorical writing in postmodernist fiction.

There are three major features in Barthelme’s construction of allegorical worlds.
The first one is that Barthelme brings forth his literary aesthetics and his experiments
with forms into the allegorical writing of his short stories. As John Barth comments,
short story is Barthelme’s natural narrative space. The early Barthelme is not without
traces of influence from his modernist mentors. These early stories, however, are
particularly postmodern in temperament. The world of “Me and Miss Mandible” is
certainly absurd, yet its tone is by no means of modernist depression and seriousness,
but of postmodernist playfulness and carefreeness, and its irony is directed at classic
modernist themes of isolation and depression. In “The Shower of Gold” it is the
worn-out existential language that is in Barthelme’s target of parody and attack. Thus
ever since the earliest phase of his literary career Barthelme has stood staunch as a
postmodernist writer by deconstructing and allegorizing the modernist staples.

Most of Barthelme’s short stories take a deliberate departure from all literary
conventionalities. And surprisingly the apparently bizarre forms can produce amazing

literary effects that well serve the writer’s purpose. Ostensibly a parody to the form of
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traditional fairy tales, “The Glass Mountain” turns out to be about the overthrowing of
virtually all conventionalities about form. With this is a non-linear narration flow, in
which all the sentences are orderly numbered. This short story thus becomes an
allegory constructed through form and on form. “Explanation” is representative of
Barthelme’s dialogic stories. In this type of stories, the flowing consciousness is
directly dealt with through a large bulk of dialogues. The dialogues thus become
allegorical on human consciousness and emotions. Barthelme makes not only his
thoughts on form but also his contemplation on meaning the very theme of his stories.
In “The Balloon” there is a wide range of possible interpretations on the true meaning
of the coming-from-nowhere balloon. The certainty of meaning 1s thus questioned; and
the world of ‘“Paraguay” also rejects certainty of any sort, embracing instead
improvisation and creativity. In such stories, Barthelme is actually creating allegories
on his literary aesthetics.

The second feature of Barthelme’s postmodernist allegory is that his rewriting on
pre-texts usually produces multiple world visions. The notion of parody and palimpsest
must be distinguished from each other first of all: Parody involves a negative and
ironic attitude towards the pre-text and/or its author, but palimpsest does not.
Palimpsest is what Fredric Jameson calls “a neutral parody.” The employments of
certain pre-texts are mainly, for postmodernist writers, palimpsest. Barthelme’s
rewriting of the classic fairy tale results in a plurality of world visions in Snow White:
The characters, with trans-world identities, often can not tell which world they are now
living in; and the old fairy tale world interweaves with a somewhat contemporary
milieu; even the classic scenes are displayed and denied in no time. In terms of
language, everyone is living in his/her world of discourse; the crisis of language is, in
essence, that of human connection. Barthelme’s irony is directed here not at the classic
Snow White or the Green Brothers, but at the postmodernist condition, at modern
language’s loss of reference and at the spiritual crises of modern men. Snow White, in
the final analysis, is a postmodernist allegory.

The characters in The King maintain their original identities so that the
anachronism enables them to see clearly the sharp contrast between the world they are
supposed to belong to and the one that they are forced to be living in. Barthelme

invites both the characters and the readers to give serious thought to the morality of the
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two worlds in light of each other. What is in Barthelme’s concern is also the
confrontation between public image and inner self, and the interaction and conflicts
between men and women. Unlike most of Barthelme’s fiction that features a sustained
interest in literary philosophy, The King explicitly expresses the writer’s concern on
the issue of morality. It is a moral allegory.

The last feature of Barthelme’s allegorical construction has something to do with
his postmodernist orientation as a writer. As one of the leading figure of postmodernist
literature, Barthelme also constructs his fictional spaces with very distinctive
postmodernist traits, namely, hybridity, uncertainty and self-deconstruction. Firstly,
most critics agree that postmodernist art is in essence a “confiscation” from the past
sources. This also explains the hybrid nature of postmodernist allegory in terms of
narrative styles and the shaping of characters. Secondly, for postmodernist writers, the
construction of an image or a discourse must be followed by the deconstruction of it,
due to their rejection to “logocentrism,” a western philosophical tradition that
postmodernism is basically against. Finally, the hybrid and self-constructed nature of
postmodernist allegory in turns results in an uncertainty of the allegorical meaning.

In The Dead Father the deconstruction and reconstruction on the ancient Greek
myths and psychoanalytic assumptions, the co-existence of allegorical and
non-allegorical narratives produced by the book-within-a-book structure, and the
confrontation between counter-narratives and the major narrative all add up to the
inner uncertainty of the novel. The self-deconstruction of Paradise, however,
progresses with the narration itself. The surface text centering around a male fantasy is
ultimately deconstructed, and with this is a question on the existence of paradise--a
world that provides promises and hopes to its residents.

It is more appropriate to term postmodernist allegory an allegorical impulse, with
hybridity, uncertainty and self-deconstruction at its core. In postmodernist allegory
layers of meaning keep being produced without settling down safely on any single one.
There is no such thing as an “ultimate meaning” in Barthelme’s allegorical worlds.

Barthelme is probably the best at palimpsest and irony, and with his
postmodernist outlook, a kaleidoscope of allegorical worlds are produced. The study
on Barthelme’s endeavor in the integration of forms and ideas will provide a new

perspective for a better understanding of this leading figure and his postmodernist
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allegorical writing and for the further research on experimentalist novels as a whole.

Key words: Donald Barthelme; postmodernist allegory; palimpsest; parody; irony;
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