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Abstract

This thesis examines modernist short fiction in English from the 1 890s to the

1980s, with particular reference to works by James Joyce, Ernest Hemingway,

Samuel Beckett and Donald Barthelme. The term 'interrogative' is evolved in the

course of the study to describe the relationship of the reader and of interpretative

discourse to the form. It is argued that the modernist story is marked by

indeterminacy and a resistance to teleological structuration as a result of its

narrative strategies of ellipsis, reticence and interdiction. Unlike those existing

theories which emphasize 'unity' or 'ambiguity' in the short story, the

interrogative approach takes as its starting point a post-Saussurean definition of

language as differential and plunsignificant and uses this to demonstrate the

form's constitutional resistance to determinate critical exegesis.
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Introduction:
Stopping Short

Robert Coover's 'Klee Dead' is a story with a disappointing ending. The

narrator admits as much. 'I'm sorry,' he says. 'What can I say? Even I had

expected more. You are right to be angry' (1971, 111). He can give us no

plausible explanation for the poor eponymous clerk's death by jumping from a

high place. Even the putative suicide note turns out to be of uncertain legibility

and authorship, and it is written in the third person to boot. In fact, uncertainty

surrounds the significance of all the main events of the story, yet the narrator is

unwilling (unable, he would say) to exercise authority and answer the questions

his narrative is prompting us to ask:

Your questions, friend, are foolish, disease of the western mind.
On the other hand, if you wish to assume a cause-and-effect
relationship—that he is dead because he jumped from a high
place—well, you are free to do so, I confess it has occurred to me
more than once and has colored my whole narration. (ihid, O6)

He knows what we are looking for as readers, what we expect, what laws govern

our logic and our percipience. But if we want to determine consequence and

motivation in Klee's story, we will have to do so unilaterally, speculatively,

without collusion or validation from the text.

Coover's 'narratorial interdictiveness is, of course, a familiar strategy

within postmodernist metafiction. However, we might also consider that this

resistance to sense-making form and interpretative certainty belongs equally to

the genre in which Coover is working—short fiction. Cutting across the text's

postmodernist identity is its attachment to the modernist short form. Read

against this, alternative glossary, 'KIee Dead"s explicit interdictions and

withholdings merely voice techniques and devices that have governed

experimental short fiction throughout this century. For the reader schooled in

that form, Coover' s narratoria[ recalcitrance is a familiar posture, particularly in
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the way in which it both elevates the reader's role—prompting his co-productive

speculations—and yet occludes that material which would allow him to make a

determinate reading.

In this thesis I will be concerned with the trajectory within short fiction to

which Coover's text can be shown to have some critical attachment. I have

already used the conveniently vague terms 'modernist' and 'experimental'

above, but I want to propose in the course of this introduction that 'interrogative'

not only better encapsulates the formal procedures of this variety of short fiction

but also entails a post-Saussurean acknowledgement of language as differential

and plurisignificant.

It may seem strange to insist on this latter point so late in the day.

However, within short fiction theory there has been scant willingness to engage

with the consequences of poststructuralist thought. The major textbooks on the

genre show either strong structuralist leanings (e.g. Lohafer 1983; Lohafer and

Clarey 1989; Gerlach 1985; May 1994) or deliberately confine their critical

approach to the consideration of 'unity' (Hanson 1985) or 'ambiguity' (Head

1992). It should not be thought, however, that the impetus for my study is

simply a desire to move on from structuralism to poststructuralism, as though

that were the inevitable 'next step'. Rather, it is that the existing approaches

strike me as inadequate when tested against the stories themselves. By dint of

their narrative strategies, interrogative short fictions generate plurality and

indeterminacy. In readings which strive after 'structure', 'unity', 'ambiguity',

there is a tendency to suppress such effects by eliding the disruption caused by

the form's interstices, reticences and interdictions. Many critics see it as their

task to supply by inference or speculation that which the texts themselves

withhold. Itis as though the short form requires always an explicatory gloss to

make meaning from its restricted articulations. The tendency is to treat the form,

in Beckett's suggestive formulation, as a 'partial object' requiring fulfilment by
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the reader, rather than as a '[t}otal object, complete with missing parts' (1965,

101). My theory of interrogative short fiction, as I will develop it below,

endeavours to expose the shortcomings of existing approaches largely by

revealing how the texts in question elude the determinations they would seek to

make. It is a theory which sets out to validate the plural constitution of the form,

to account for its silences, to treat its shortness as a positive quality rather than as

an interpretative hindrance.

To begin with, the easiest way to elucidate this term 'interrogative' is by

contrast with existing theories and terminologies. The species of short fiction I

am looking at has been variously labelled 'modern', 'modernist', 'impressionist',

'Chekhovian', 'plotless', 'lyric', 'elliptical', 'open', 'epiphanic', 'dialogic'.

Where these definitions agree is in relation to the status of plot and action, which

is generally markedly de-emphasised or displaced in such stories. Typically

these fictions will be elliptical, both in the sense that they may delete elements in

their diegeses, and that they will often occlude any omniscient or authoritative

narratorial perspective.

Eileen Baldeshwiler, in her definition of the form, contrasts its 'lyric'

nature, which 'concentrates on internal changes, moods, and feelings', with the

'epical' type of story which is 'marked by external action developed

"syllogistically" through characters fabricated mainly to forward plot' (1994,

231). Whereas the 'epical' form will 'culminat[e] in a decisive ending', 'lyric'

stories, by comparison, will tend to conclude evocatively or figuratively (ibid).

Baldeshwiler's trajectory of the 'lyric' story includes Turgenev, Chekhov,

Mansfield, Woolf and Eudora Welty, all of whose works convey complex shifts

in mood and meaning through highly inferential, unemphatic surface structures

of plot and action.

Of interest to me in Baldeshwiler' s taxonomy is that despite hinting that

'lyric' stories may possess a quality of indecisiveness, particularly because of
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their tendency to be open-ended, she is ultimately able to overcome these poetic

or figurative hindrances and locate with certainty each story's 'emerging

emotion'—that unifying condition to which 'all other narrative elements must be

subordinated' (ibid. 239). It is as though the uncertainties generated by the

elliptical or markedly figurative narrative strategies are temporary only and can

be normalized by the thoughtful reader. On that basis, the distinction between

the highly resolute plot-motivated form with its climactic act of (dis)closure and

the impressionistic 'lyric' form would appear to be a difference of manner rather

than of kind. Whereas the former leads towards a revelatory end-point in its

action—a 'reasoned resolution' (ibid. 234)—the latter contains an equivalent

teleological impulse at the level of character motivation or feeling—that

'emerging emotion' or 'closing cadence' (ibid) to which everything in the

narrative tends. Despite their differences, both forms, according to

Baldeshwiler, nevertheless resolve: one in soft-focus, the other in a harsh light.

Baldeshwiler's essay highlights two common and related strands in

criticism of modernist or 'lyric' short fiction: one is the elevation in importance

of the reader's co-productive role: he is called upon to discern and articulate the

deep-laid patterns of meaning that the text does not make explicit. The other is

the determination that the text be determinable, that whatever the interstices or

opacities in its language or structure an explicatory locus exists on some level

which we as readers can attain.

Suzanne Ferguson in a more recent essay also discusses the augmentation

of the reader's sphere of influence, and, like Baldeshwiler, is interested in how

the text's occiusiveness and reticence can be compensated for by the

perspicacious reader. Ferguson argues that when we read 'elliptical' stones—

that is, stories that omit material which we require to process them

satisfactorily—we nevertheless readily construct 'hypothetical plots' that allow

us to 'explain' the interstitial text:
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The sense of a double plot in all such stories is strong, we
recognize a story that has not been fully told lying behind the one
that is told. Reading the stories, we become detectives, piecing
together the main elements of the hypothetical plots in order to
rationalize the actual plots (1994, 223)

As an example of this process Ferguson offers an analysis of Joyce's 'Clay'. I

deal with this story at length in chapter 2, but for now I would simply point out

some shortcomings in Ferguson's 'hypothetical' approach to the text. She states

that 'the parts of the hypothetical plot that are omitted are represented

metonymically by the episodes Joyce has written' (bid, 222). In other words, if

we scrutinize what 'parts' Joyce gives us it will be possible to reconstruct the

remainder of the 'whole'. What this theory does not allow for is the possibility

that those parts which have been written will be so gap-ridden, complex and

indeterminate that the reconstruction of some putative 'complete' story will

simply not be possible.

Constructing the hypothetical plot of 'Clay' is, according to Ferguson,

the means by which we can answer a question like 'Who is Maria?' (lb/ar). The

narrative itself does not supply sufficient information to answer this question, so

we infer a hypothetical story beginning with the time when Maria 'had a

"home" in which she was 'relatively happy' and how this contrasts with her

'desolation' now the family has placed her at the laundry (ibid). But even this

seemingly innocuous construction proves very difficult to sustain against Joyce's

textual practice. The technique of free indirect discourse through which Maria is

presented precludes the possibility of making a determinate summary of her

character and the extent of her awareness of herself and her status in relation to

her workmates and the family. For instance, when we read in the story that

'Everyone was so fond of Maria', it is possible that this expresses a generally

held opinion , of Maria, expressed by her workmates perhaps, in which case we

must decide (and, of course, we can't) whether it conveys, say, tolerance,

sarcasm or sympathetic indulgence. It is equally possible, however, that this line

conveys, through indirect thought, Maria's appropriation of something that has
9



been said to her (her discourse is riddled with things other people have said).

Again, we cannot know in what sense it may have originally been meant, and so

we cannot judge the validity of Maria's appropriation of it. The free indirect

discourse also allows for the possibility that Maria is projecting a sense of

herself here as charmingly inoffensive, an image she seems to cultivate

elsewhere in the stoly, for instance when she is looking at herself in the mirror.

If that is so, then a reading of Maria emerges in which she is entirely conscious

of her own status and the impressions she gives, and far from the pitiable

benighted figure Ferguson describes. Alternatively, we might read this line as a

narratonal judgement of Maria. If so, then we would again have to consider

whether it is meant ironically or pitifully or literally. Indeed, the statement

'Everyone was so fond of Maria' could be all of these things at once, and more.

In truth, we cannot be sure from whom it emanates or what the quality of its

sentiment is.

On the matter of omissions in the story, Ferguson's argument that these

can be filled in with reference to the 'hypothetical' explanatory plot is equally

suspect when applied to actual omissions or withholdings in the text. For

example, the story ends with the incomplete 'text' of Maria's song. The song

she sings comes from Balfe' s opera The Bohemian Girl and the verse that she

omits concerns the wooing of a suitor. This omission leads us back to the man

on the Drumcondra tram whose appearance she elaborated (he would seem to be

a corpulent drunk) and whose advances (if that is what they were) she favoured

with the demure nods and looks she gives to the family. Perhaps this is the

reason for her awkward blushing. Joe takes her omission of this verse as an

understandable error, but it might equally suggest a well-developed awareness

on Maria's part of the impression she conveys and the effect her manner can

have. Our uncertainties over the reason for the omission multiply when we

consider the verse she does sing, which in Balfe's opera is performed by an
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abducted princess who despite being brought up by gypsies is still haunted by

dreams of her former nobility. Throughout 'Clay' there is the suggestion that

Maria considers herself superior to the other women in the laundry, to

Protestants, and even to the cake shop girl. Once again, we have to consider

Maria's intense self-consciousness and protested delicacy as knowing,

manipulative gestures. Given the manner of presentation, however, there is no

way to negotiate securely between these readings.

Ferguson concludes her analysis by suggesting that Maria is finally

'consoled by the appreciation of her wishful song' (1994, 222), supposedly for

her humiliation in the blindfold game. For a start, however, the narrative makes

no mention of how Maria reacts to the children's trick or how she feels about the

reception of the song; and this is crucial, because were consolation signalled then

this would privilege the reading of Maria's character that Ferguson is putting

forward. As it is, Joyce's narrator remains scrupulously impercipient of Maria's

reaction, as he does, indeed, of the family's response. Joe, we are told, is moved,

but by what? By pity for Maria? By the sentiment of the song? By the melody

or the singing? The narrative puts on its own blindfold at the end, suppressing

analysis of Joe's reaction so that we cannot look to his experience of Maria to

confirm any one reading of her.

Ferguson's desire to raise an explicatory hypothetical reading of 'Clay'

represents a failure, I would suggest, to validate the text's cultivated

indeterminacy. However, her approach is in many ways typical of the criticism

of the short form. The 'hypothetical plots' theory formulates the tendency to

seek out cohesive and determinate readings of texts in spite of their occlusions,

reticences or interdictions. It is as though the text represents a puzzle missing a

piece and it is the reader's job to supply that piece. The role of the reader is

indeed elevated in such criticism, but in such a way as to suggest that his role

can only be to fill gaps and provide explanations of all that the text has neglected
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to say. In other words, there seems to be a reluctance to credit indeterminacy, to

acknowledge the plural constitution of the form.

For many critics, 'unity' is the watchword, the job description, when

reading elliptical short fiction. Rohrberger and Bums, in their reading of 'Clay',

argue that at the end 'the elements of the story fall together in the reader's mind

to form a coherent whole.. .For full satisfaction the reader must make an effort to

see the story as a unified whole' (1982, 10). Clare Hanson, similarly, sees the

Joycean epiphany as 'a structural equivalent for conventional resolution of plot'

(1985, 7), which apparently means that the kind of unified closure achieved in

plot-motivated stories is also evident in modernist fictions with the readily

recuperable difference that whereas the former deals in resolutions of external

action, the latter is concerned with providing "objective correlatives" for

abstract states of mind or feeling' (ibid. Again, there is a reluctance to admit

that the narrative strategies employed in the form may preclude interpretative

norms such as 'unity' and 'resolution'.

All of these critics treat elliptical short fictions as though their interstices

and interdictions were there to be overcome rather than indulged. Beckett's

distinction between the 'partial object' and the '[t]otal object, complete with

missing parts' sums up the situation perfectly: our critics here, and the many like

them whose readings I will address in the course of subsequent chapters, would

appear to view the modernist short story as a 'partial object' requiring

explicatory fulfilment by the reader. This is not to say that they are unconscious

of the special effects of the form. Clare Hanson, in particular, is alert to the

techniques of 'deletion' and free indirect discourse. However, she does not

allow her acknowledgement of the disunifying effects of these devices to disrupt

the thematic Integrity she perceives in the stories. So, she claims that deletions

function in Joyce's texts 'to enhance our sense of the "unknowability" of human

character and experience' (1985, 59), while the eschewal of omniscient narration
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means that Joyce must direct matters 'in more covert ways. ..through

juxtapositions of characters, events, images and thought patterns' (ibid. 63). The

reader's elevated role in relation to these stories is a matter of perspicacity, of his

needing to look harder to perceive the texts' redoubtable coherence and unity.

It is curious that the greater demands elliptical texts unquestionably make

on their readers should not entail any corresponding anxiety among these critics

over the act of interpretation. Quite the reverse would seem to have been the

experience of Roland Barthes for whom any intensification of the plurality of a

text meant the retreat from what he termed (in 'The Death of the Author')

'theological' interpretation (1977, 147). For Barthes, those texts which were

'less parsimonious' with their plurality (1990, 6), which made the reader a

'producer' rather than a 'consumer' of meaning (ibid. 4), were by definition less

susceptible to determinate readings; what they demanded was not a increased

effort towards decipherment, but a lust to disentangle, endlessly, excitedly,

provisionally (1977, 147).

My theory of interrogative short fiction takes as its starting point

Barthes's injunction that 'To interpret a text is not to give it a (more or less

justified, more or less free) meaning, but on the contrary to appreciate what

plural constitutes it' (1990, 5). The value of Barthes's approach in relation to

the short from is first of all that it does not seek to explain away or recuperate

ellipses, interstices, withholdings, reticences, interdictions, but instead

recognizes how these phenomena affect the economy of meaning in a text. In

other words, the Barthesian reader's relation to the text is interrogative rather

than declarative. The kind of short fiction I will be concerned with throughout

this thesis is intensely plural as a result of its narrative strategies; what Barthes's

approach offers is a way of validating that plurality as the aesthetic—the

operative principle—of the form. This validation does not involve the reader in

any repressive imposition of meaning, but rather defines the form in terms of its
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active resistance to determinate discourses of all kinds—including the reader's.

The term 'interrogative' encapsulates both sides of the textual transaction: on the

one hand, the plurality that arises from certain narrative strategies, and on the

other, the reader's implication in that plurality. In existing theories of the

form—modernist, elliptical, lyric, impressionist—the emphasis has been very

much supply-side, concentrating on how writers achieve their complex effects

while allowing the interpretative discourse to remain relatively undisturbed. The

interrogative theory attempts to show how these short fictions undermine the

security of that discourse.

Efforts have been made in this direction before, most notably by Dominic

Head whose book The Modernist Short Story (1992) takes issue with the

dominant 'unity aesthetic' in short story criticism. Head argues that the form is

in fact marked by a 'cultivated disunity' (1992, 20) in its narrative techniques,

and in his chapter on Joyce especially he challenges the idea of the epiphany as a

point of structural resolution. The limitation of Head's study, for me, lies in his

resistance to any suggestion that the form might be productive of indeterminacy

or undecidability. Instead, he argues, 'specific kinds of ambiguity are examined

in specific ways' (ibid. 14), a claim which restricts his analysis to a kind of

supply-side hermeneutics. I shall deal in detail with the shortcomings of this

ambiguity theory in chapter 2, but for now I would simply take issue with

Head's opposition to a principle of indeterminacy. In his introduction he bases

his argument against indeterminacy readings on a somewhat unrepresentative

example, namely Frank Kermode's reading (in The Genesis of Secrecy) of

Kafka's 'Before the Law'. Kermode's point, according to Head, is that 'the man

in the parable, denied access to the Law, is comparable to the reader of any

parable' faced with the ultimate insufficiency of all interpretative glosses (lb Ed,

15). Head's counterpoint is that Kafka's parable is quite determinately and

decidably about something, namely the "uninterpretable" nature of 'Before the
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Law" (ibid). He suggests that the parable is 'in certain ways, a representative

modernist short fiction' (ibid) but does not specify in what 'ways' it is so. And

herein lies the problem: Kafka's text is, as Head states, a parable. It may be

'representative' of modernist short fiction but that is very different from saying

that it is a modernist short fiction. I would agree that Kafka's text can be read as

a parable about indeterminacy, but that is not the same as saying that it is

indeterminate. Head's justification for denying the principle of indeterminacy is

based, I would suggest, on a false analogy.

Nevertheless, Head's book is both innovative and important and has

prompted many of the theoretical questions I will seek to address in the course of

this thesis. As mentioned above, his work on the epiphany is particularly

significant as it offers a fundamental revision of what is for many the defining

characteristic of the twentieth-century short story. Head's dialogic approach

recasts the epiphany as a site of dissonance and ambiguity rather than of

impressionistic or figurative resolution. Although he disdains the 'idea of the

story as an end-oriented totality' (1992, 14), his emphasis on the epiphany

nevertheless responds to the widespread interest among short story critics in the

moment of closure. Indeed, for many it is the nature of the termination that

defines the form, as Susan Lohafer describes: 'Looking for a foothold, a vantage

point from which the short story might make a unique and serious claim on

theory, critics seized upon its one clear distinction from the novel: its shorter

span, its foregrounded "end" (Lohafer and Clarey 1989, 110).

In all the theories mentioned above—'lyric', 'impressionist', 'elliptical',

'modernist', 'open'—some complication at the moment of closure, some

diffusion of impact, is of defining importance; it is at this point that the form

most obviously differs from the plot-motivated variety with its conspicuous act

of disclosure and resolution. John Gerlach has used this interest in endings as a

theoretical basis for his extensive survey of the American short story. Gerlach
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comments on how, after Poe's essay 'The Philosophy of Composition' and his

reviews of Hawthorne's Twice-Told Tales, stories 'began to fall into patterns

based on how they were structured in relation to the ending' (1985, 3). Gerlach

sees the shift to more 'open' or irresolute endings as part of modernism's

recognition that 'causality and narrative restricted fiction by falsifying its view

of life' (ibid), clearly echoing Virginia Woolf's appeal in 'Modern Fiction' for a

more 'real' realism and an abandonment of the well-made novel's artificial and

meretricious structures.

The weakness in Gerlach's study, however, is that his readings fail to

recognize the extent of the modernist story's attack on the falsifications of

narrative and causality. He notes how at the point of closure writers 'strove to

give the impression of lack of resolution' (ibid; my emphasis). This is different

from saying that there is anything actually irresolute about their stories; like

Head and his theory of ambiguity, Gerlach seems to want to impose his own

quota on the extent of texts' indeterminacy. So, for example, in his reading of

Hemingway's 'Cat in the Rain', he notes the uncertainty created by the fact that

the cat delivered to the couple's room at the end of the story is not necessarily

the cat the young woman saw out in the rain. But he concludes that in the end

this does not matter very much as the real point of the story is the young

woman's restlessness in her relationships with the men in the story. 'The actual

cat is not going to be what she expected,' Gerlach writes, 'no cat would bring her

the satisfaction she wants' (ibid. 113). How does he know this? His reading is

necessarily speculative here. Rather than pursue the consequences for the text of

the interdictive refusal to clarify which cat she has been given or indeed where

the thematic centre of the story (if there is one) lies, Gerlach grants the story a

determinate meaning it simply does not warrant.

The restrictiveness of Gerlach' s approach arises from his conviction that

there is an 'underlying narrative grid that... each reader applies to any story and
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that every writer depends on the reader knowing' (ibid, 6). As with Ferguson's

theory of the 'hypothetical plot', the claim is that there exists always a cogent,

complete story which the reader can access and which will allow him to process

the elliptical text's artful diversions. Again, the interrogative short fiction is

being approached as though it were a partial object awaiting fulfilment by the

reader in possession of an explicatory 'narrative grid'.

Austin Wright is another critic who has explored the issue of closure. He

applies the term 'recalcitrance' to describe the short form's tendency to leave

things to inference, particularly in its ending. This recalcitrance is not unique to

the short story, however, but is an element in all texts which generate suspense in

order to delay or defer resolution. In a reworking of Barthes's hermeneutic code

Wright describes how if resolution is too easily reached then the text seems

'banal'; on the other hand, 'if the process is stalled and our quest for form is too

stubbornly frustrated, we find the work chaotic' (1989, 117). The choice of this

word 'chaotic' here is notable as it suggests an unwillingness to accept that a text

might perpetrate impedances against the transmission of meaning which the

reader cannot overcome. Sure enough, when Wright applies his notion of

recalcitrance to modernist short fiction he is keen to point out that it presents

only a temporary hindrance to the reader's interpretative activity. 'The open-

ended story,' he writes, '...is recalcitrant in its rejection of conventional

beginnings and ends, resolved by subtler notions of form' (ibid, 119).

Resolution may be less conspicuous, but it is still resolution. Enigmatic endings

present the reader with a challenge 'that can only be resolved by reflection after

the reading' (ibid. 121); they exhibit what Wright calls 'final recalcitrance—

meaning that it is instituted by the end of the story, not that it cannot be resolved'

(ibid').

In his reading of the Joycean epiphany, Wright contends that we must

look for 'a unifying principle subtle enough to bring the details into a single
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compass' (ibid). The principle he proposes is that of the 'discovery plot, in

which the protagonist's discovery is implicit, embodied in images with

emotional and moral significance' (ibid). But could we honestly say that

'Clay"s conclusion brings about this kind of discovery either for Maria or the

reader? She is literally blindfolded, and we are left lamely scrutinizing Joe's

obliquity, the narrating perspective having assumed an impercipience of its own

behind the free indirect discourse. I would be interested to know what has been

'discovered' at the end of 'Clay', and by whom.

Wright's theory of recalcitrance has much in common with Susan

Lohafer' s account of the process of reading short fiction. Lohafer argues that at

the level of the sentence we experience 'an impetus toward closure, blocked by

various kinds of interference which are in one way and another removed,

surmounted, absorbed' (1983, 42). Again, the assumption is that we will always

proceed towards a telos, a point of order and disclosure in the text. Underlying

both theories is an attitude to language that assumes that we as readers may pass

unimpeded from the signifier to the signified. Wright admits that language

presents the first level of recalcitrance in a text, but goes on to explain that it

exists in order 'to be understood, interpreted' (1989, 118). He entertains no

possibility that we may be irresolvably detained at the level of the signifier,

unable to pass through to the realm of determinate meaning.

When we read interrogative short fictions, however, we repeatedly

experience this kind of hermeneutic detention at the level of the signifier through

the occlusion of a guiding narratorial metalanguage. In Joyce's 'The Sisters', for

instance, the feral, unmediated trio of sigrnfiers, paralysis, gnomon, simony, are

not determined semantically by the text. They float free of any fixed referent

and leave us 'play-producing meaning' (MacCabe 1979, 35) with no way of

anchoring or securing their significance. Similarly, in Hemingway's 'Hills Like

White Elephants' strategic omissions in the narrative discourse undermine
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entirely our ability to impose a determinate meaning on even the most innocuous

pieces of dialogue. My theory of interrogative short fiction takes as its starting

point this reality of language, its differential and plunsignificant nature. What it

seeks to acknowledge is the way in which the narrative strategies of the form—

reticence, ellipsis, interdiction—indulge this plurality and instability by

removing or withholding the orientational material that would make determinate

reading possible.

Returning to the issue of closure, the interrogative theory makes it

possible to extend our understanding of the short story's resistance to resolute

endings. Rather than considering 'open-endedness' as simply a last-ditch

deviation from some putative conclusive norm, we can read it as another

manifestation of the form's climate of indeterminacy. Just as the strategies of

ellipsis and interdiction resist the teleological structure in the relationship of

signifier to signified, so at the narrative level there is a refusal to posit a telos as

the text's controlling explicatory and unificatory force. In other words, we can

read the interrogative short story as anti-teleological in the widest sense.

The importance of teleological structuration in Western discourse has

been a persistent concern of J. Hillis Miller. In 'Ariadne's Thread', Miller

describes how the point of revelation in the linear narrative is one of the

fundamental principles of intelligibility:

The end of the story is the retrospective revelation of the law of
the whole. That law is an underlying "truth" which ties all
together in an inevitable sequence revealing a hitherto hidden
figure in the carpet. The image of the line tends always to imply
the norm of a single continuous unified structure determined by
one external organizing principle. This principle holds the whole
line together, gives it its law, controls its progressive extension,
curving or straight, with some arché, lelos, or ground. Origin,
goal, or base: all three come together in the gathering movement
of the logos (1976, 70).

The telos is the rationale of the text, the reason for its being written; in Barthes' s

words 'it is what is at the end of expectation' (1990, 76). Clearly, any disruption

or permanent deferral of the telos would involve a violation of the Aristotelian
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principle of unity. Throughout modernist and postmodernist literature, of

course, there has been a persistent effort to perform precisely this violation.

William Spanos has written of this 'impulse of the contemporary Western writer

to refuse to fulfil causal expectations' (1987, 19) in terms which can readily be

applied to the kind of short fiction I am concerned with. He describes this

impulse as a resistance to the model of the detective fiction in which clues lead

through a series of causal relations to a resolute and all-encompassing telos of

revelation. In this world, the 'eye' follows the 'leads' which 'lead' to the text's

solution. What the detective novel represents for Spanos is the idea of a

well-made positivistic universe., grounded in the equally
comforting certainty that the scientist/psychoanalyst/social
scientist (and reader) can solve the immediate problem of
deviation by the inductive method, a calculative interpretative
process involving the inference of relationships between
discontinuous "facts" that point or lead straight to an explanation
of the "mystery" (ibid. 18)

In the various readings of the short story I have been examining in the course of

this introduction a similar set of presumptions would appear to be in operation.

There is an assumption that the inductive or inferential method of reading will

uncover not a further perplexity of meaning—not a "mystery"—but a full

disclosure. I have been arguing that in fact the interrogative short story refutes

this readerly intuition and that we require a critical approach to it that is

equipped to recognize the value of this refutation.

When we stop short—in every sense—of the telos, when we refuse the

summons to intelligibility at the point of closure, we challenge what one critic

has called 'the traditional literature of knowledge' which conventionally depends

on the 'pivot of the teleological pnnciple...to say what it is about' (Watson 1991,

24). 1 would argue that interrogative short fiction challenges the teleological

principle through its techniques of 'shortness'—ellipsis, reticence, interdiction.

The resistance to closure in the form is not simply a formal innovation (or

deviation) at the end-point of the text; it occurs, rather, at every level as a
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resistance to teleological structure and determinate meaning. My interrogative

theory allows us to escape the narrow formalism of closural studies by

integrating the way in which short fictions end with the resistance to closure

evident in their discourse. Moreover, it affords the form a new prominence

within modernism and postmodernism by revealing its participation in the

radical innovations of narrative outlined by Hillis Miller and William Spanos.

The desire to place short fiction more precisely within these contexts has

to a great extent conditioned my choice of writers in the following chapters.

Obviously, any genre-based study will need to be selective if it is to undertake

sufficiently detailed analyses in a reasonable space. However, the writers I have

decided to focus on—Joyce, Hemingway, Beckett, Barthelme—are the four I

would have chosen whatever liberties I had been given in terms of wordage.

What connects these writers is, to put it simply, their willingness to stop short

and to explore what happens when one removes or withholds fundamental

orientational material in narrative. They all, in various ways, answer to

Elizabeth Bowen's desire for a conception of 'shortness' as a 'positive' quality

(if positively disruptive), rather than as mere 'non-extension' (1950, 39).

Dubliners makes its own case for inclusion; no study of twentieth-

century short fiction can reckon without it. My emphasis falls first of all on the

ways in which Joyce's stories evade determinate readings, and how even as

sensitive an analytical tool as 'ambiguity' is insufficient in accounting for their

radical plurality. I go on to suggest, through a consideration of the use of

intertexts in the stories, that in fact all determinate or authoritative discourses are

undermined in Dubliners, including that of the reader.

This apparent hostility to particular modes of reading is even more

explicitly evident in Hemingway's short fiction. In my reading of In Our Time I

attempt to show how critical abductions from existing story forms act to resist

the reader approaching the text in pursuit of its supposed novelistic continuities.
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The much-rehearsed theory of 'omission' in Hemingway's stones is then

reconsidered in relation to Jonathan Culler's notion of literary presupposition in

an attempt to reveal how radical interrogativeness is generated by the occlusion

of unifying teleological structures in the text.

In many ways, Beckett's short fiction represents the theoretical centre of

my study. I suggest that the parodic and critical reading of modernist short

fiction which he undertakes in More Pricks Than Kicks offers an exemplification

of the formal definition I have established in my chapters on Joyce and

Hemingway. Thereafter, I examine the post-Trilogy short fictions, in particular

two of the 'residua'—'Imagination Dead Imagine' and 'Ping'—and discuss what

it was uniquely that the interrogative short form offered to Beckett in his

attempts to 'go on', to 'fail better', after the Trilogy.

My concluding chapter concerns American writers in the 1960s and

1 970s, especially Donald Barthelme, and their appropriation of the interrogative

story for the concerns of postmodernism. I suggest that examining the work of

these writers from a genre-based perspective allows for some significant revision

of the argument that postmodernist fiction represents a decisive breakthrough

against the aesthetics of high modernism.

My first duty, however, is to establish more clearly my definition of

interrogative short fiction. This I want to do in the form of a case study by

examining the story' emergence in England in the 1 890s. Not only does this

afford the opportunity to recover the work of some neglected writers of that

decade but it offers some explanation for why the interrogative form has been, in

English at least, a phenomenon of twentieth-century fiction.
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'A Certain Science of Control':
England and the 1890s

In Italo Calvino's short story, 'The adventure of a reader', the central character

enjoys a fnsson of narrative satisfaction familiar to any reader of fiction:

The novel Amedeo was reading had reached the point where the
darkest secrets of characters and plot are revealed, and you move
in a familiar world, and you achieve a kind of parity, an ease
between author and reader: you proceed together, and you would
like to go on forever. (Calvino 1985, 77)

Amedeo has arrived at the point f full disclosure characteristic of the classic

realist novel. Revelation is his reward. The designs of intrigue and enigma will

soon be behind him. He has entered the end-game of the novel where the textual

world comes to rights, and his only remaining anxiety is to read to the very last

word.

For the reader of Calvino's story, however, no such climax of

consonance and identification is on offer. The last words of this text present

instead a tantalizing crux, a metafictional suspensiveness in which Amedeo must

decide whether to follow the woman sunbather into the sea or read those last

gratifying pages:

Dusk was falling. Below, the rocks opened out, sloping, into
a little harbour. Now she had gone down there and was halfway
into the water. "Come down; we'll have a last swim..."
Amedeo, biting his lip, was counting how many pages were left
till the end. (Calvino 1985, 81)

Amedeo wishes to read the final pages because he knows what they contain—a

promise realized, a desire fulfilled. To follow the woman would be to instate

another plot, to pursue another desideratum—sexual this time rather than textual.

In his hands he holds the perfection of the pattern of desire; to follow the woman

would be to defer, once again, that longed-for resolution.
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What interests me is that this structure of desire-consummation which

governs the story Amedeo is reading also governs the story we are reading, but

with the crucial difference that it is possible for Amedeo to read on to the end

and complete his satisfaction. We are offered no such possibility of fulfilment as

readers of his narrative. We may be intrigued by the ellipsis in that 'last

swim...', made expectant by the 'intermediary' properties of the scene ('dusk';

'halfway'), yet we cannot read on through any final pages to where the 'darkest

secrets of characters and plot are revealed', to where we might enjoy our sense of

'parity' with the author. The metafictional 'open' ending to the story interdicts

these desires; the text refuses to supply the information it has itself created the

appetite for. Where Amedeo's novel draws up conclus ens, our story

abbreviates; where his narrative gathers, ours seems to disperse. The ending to

'The adventure of a reader' does not permit the reader to attribute function and

significance retrospectively to all the details of the narrative; it does not realize

our expectations of closure. To adapt that most famous of fictive metaphors, the

scratches on the piergiass fail to arrange themselves around an ordering sun, and

remain scattered in many directions.

The structural parallel in Calvino' s story between sexual and readerly

desire is significant here. Denis de Rougement, in Love in the Western World

(published in French in 1940), uncovered the importance of the connection in

European literature through his study of the Tristan and Iseult myth, suggesting

that the Western novel's persistent fascination with transgressive, adulterous

sexual relations had its origin in the Tristan story where the vitality of passion

between the lovers is sustained by virtue of the impediments placed in the way of

its consummation.

Roland Barthes translates de Rougement's thesis into narratological

terms in his discussion of the hermeneutic code. For Barthes, the code, like

Tristan's sword, is necessary for the sustenance of readerly desire, and his

25





biographical data in support of a character about to play a significant role in the

text. 'This man's name was Evans', the extract concludes, as though that

matters, as though the preceding paragraph has somehow established the validity

and significance of that declaration.

The Evans episode is one of many such seemingly inconsequential

abductions, tangents, counter-teleological diversions in Walt. Characters and

events come and go in this way without any effort by Beckett to resolve their

discursive codes in relation to the host narrative; it is as though they are brought

about, these episodes, only to prove their redundancy, their recalcitrance to the

principle by which texts attain to what Frank Kermode calls 'sense-making'

form (1967, 3). We are persistently waylaid by the text's surplus signification;

we follow the trails it lays in the belief (a belief born of our experience of

narrative tropes and conventions) that significance will be uncovered, that the

thirty or so pages devoted to Arthur's story of his friend Ernest Louit, for

instance, will reolve to function as metadiegesis, as a story within the story

offering, as David Watson says, 'a certain crystallisation en abyme of the

macrocosmic fiction' (1991, 19) in which it occurs. 1 The story of Louit, like the

intervention of Evans, is full of enticements towards precisely this kind of

reading: it begins as an anecdotal illustration during a conversation about a

restorative drug called Bando. 'But I shall better illustrate what I mean,' says

Arthur, 'if I tell you what happened to my old friend, Mr. Ernest Louit...' (1976,

169) and then embarks on his lengthy account of Louit's dealings with Thomas

Nackybal, an idiot savant with an extraordinary capacity for square and cube

roots. But Arthur loses heart in his recitation which at no point mentions Bando,

the subject of which it is meant to be helpfully illustrative. The episode

concludes thus:

'In other words we expect these stories to function in much the same way as
certain critics have asserted that Hemingway's stories in In Our Time function:
as episodic instalments in the novel of Nick Adams.
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In another place, he said, from another place, he might have told
this story to its end, told the true identity of Mr. Nackybal (his
real name was Tisler and he lived in a room on the canal), told
his method of cube-rooting in his head (he merely knew by heart
the cubes of one to nine, and even this was not indispensable, and
that one gives one, and two eight, and three seven, and four four,
and five five, and six six, and seven three, and eight two, and
nine nine, and of course nought nought), and told the
delinquencies of Louit, his fall and subsequent ascension,
running Bando. (ibid, 198)

There, at last, is 'Bando', mischievously suspended at the end of a sentence that,

purporting to summarize all that Arthur did not get round to in the main body of

his story, itself becomes caught up in the failure of narrational selectivity.

Bando was the starting point of Arthur's speech; nine thousand words later, his

story at an end, he is ready to begin. Robert Cochran has written of Beckett's

'endings that reject ending in the consideration of other beginnings' (1991, 34).

Here all is 'beginning': we are trapped in a discourse that refuses to 'close', to

gratify the sense of an ending. The story, in David Watson's terms, refuses to

crystallise, to 'advance the "plot" of the main diegesis' (1991, 19). It remains a

fugitive from the ordering principles of narrative.

I dwell on the example of Watt for two reasons: firstly, because of its

interdictive use of short narratives to refute continuity and stability in the wider

text. As readers we look for a point of textual disclosure that will situate these

episodes within the economy of meaning in the novel; but throughout Watt

textual elements like these are kept discrete in terms of their significance from

the dominant diegesis. There is a refusal, in other words, to allow these elements

to establish—or, conversely, their meaning to be established by—a point of

closure. Instead of resolution or gratification we encounter interdiction,

preclusion. The story of Louit disrupts and competes with the effort to erect a

completed order of sense for the text; it refuses to operate as a metadiegesis or
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illustrative crystallisation of meanings established in the dominant diegesis.2

Once again, a connection between brevity and plurality is adumbrated: the short

interrogative narrative is being used to establish apertures within and against

emergent meanings in the text. Later in his career, Beckett begins to explore the

limits of this connection in the short form itself

The second reason for my interest in the Wait passages is their parodic

nature. What they parody is novelistic convention, in this case the technique of

inserting an illustrative, referential 'story-within-a-story'. Early in his career

Beckett employed this kind of parody of fictional praxis within fiction in his

short stories. In works such as 'A Case in a Thousand' and throughout the

volume More Pricks Than Kicks he explicitly engaged with the Joycean short

story, parodying its tropes and mannerisms and revealing the principles of its

composition. Indeed, Beckett's early stories offer some of his deepest readings

of Joyce. In particular he uncovers through parodic imitation the complexities of

narrational voice in the Dubliners stories. These early stories in many ways

subject modernist short fiction to the kind of scrutiny 1 have been attempting

throughout this thesis.

By John Pilling's account, Beckett began writing short stories by default.

Dismayed at the rejection (by Chatto) of his poems and of the novel Dream of

Fair to middling women Beckett turned to the short story simply to 'enable him

to keep his hand in and. ..provide a modicum of revenue' (Pilling 1997, 95).

Pilling makes clear his own indifference to the short form, describing it as an

impoverished 'half-way house' lacking in both the 'freedom of movement' of

the novel and the 'complexity' through 'brevity and density' of the poem (ibid).

20f course, it may be argued that the Louit story's very inconclusiveness is
consonant with the novel's wider insistence on the provisionality and partiality
of all knowledge. However, such a reading would still be based on an
acknowledgement of the discrepancies between the various elements in the text
and would have to found its claim of coherence on a notion of similarity in form
or structure rather than in meaning—the level at which incoherence is rife.
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Like many of the critics mentioned already in this thesis, Pilling writes with

some resistance to the idea that the short story has credibility as a literary form,

let alone that it may be conducive to innovation or experimentation. He claims

that the form was an uncomfortable one for Beckett because it had hitherto

proved 'largely resistant to radical and experimental development': 'Deprived of

any mentor from whom he could learn, even if it was only to subvert the

achievement from within, Beckett was left without the stimulus to do very much

more than the 'lower' form required of him' (ibici).

Pilling's justification for this claim involves him in some familiar critical

gap-plugging: he takes the 'absence of any recurrent, substantial or profoundly

significant comments on his stories by Beckett' (ibid) as proof of the author's

lack of interest in what he achieved in them. In other words, Pilling 'reads'

Beckett's reticence on this matter, interprets his silence as 'indifference'. The

suggestion that Beckett lacked any mentor, and that he therefore was unable to

devise a way in which he might engage critically with the short form, arises, I

would argue, from Pilling's insensitivity towards the aesthetic of the modernist

short story. Indeed, his assertion is contradicted by the simple fact that

throughout More Pricks Than Kicks Beckett explicitly subverts and scrutinizes

many principal effects and mannerisms of the Joycean story. I would argue that

Pilling fails to see the importance of Beckett's achievement in respect of short

fiction because he is unclear about the particular characteristics of the form

Beckett was engaging with.

'A Case in a Thousand' (1934) concerns a young physician, Dr. Nye,

who finds himself having to treat his former nanny's gravely ill son. The young

boy dies during surgery but weeks later the mother is still to be seen every day

lingering in the hospital grounds. The final scene of the story involves an

encounter between the mother and her former ward, Dr. Nye, and is marked by a

reticence typical of interrogative short fiction:
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"There is something I've been wanting to ask you," he said,
looking at the water where it flowed out of the shadow of the
bridge.

She replied, also looking down at the water:
"I wonder would that be the same thing I've been wanting to

tell you ever since that time you stretched out on his bed."
"Can't you go on," he said.
Thereupon she related a matter connected with his earliest

years, so trivial and intimate that it need not be enlarged on
here, but from the elucidation of which Dr. Nyc, that sad man,
expected great things.

"Thank you very much," he said, "that was what I was
wondering." (1995, 24; my emphasis)3

The narratorial interdiction here—the deliberate withholding of information the

text has itself created the desire for—is typical of the modernist short fiction we

have been examining. But what is particularly interesting is the way in which

Beckett frankly and conspicuously signals the occlusion in that penultimate

paragraph. Interstices in Joyce and Hemingway are precisely that—gaps, spaces,

silences which do not threaten the illusion of objectivity in the presentation. In

Beckett's story, however, the decision-making narratorial voice is explicit about

its act of omission. There is no effort here to maintain the objective stance, to

disguise the sleight of hand by which the text's interrogativeness will be

achieved.

Beckett's exposure of the moment of interdiction in the story represents a

critical engagement with what is perhaps the defining mannerism of

interrogative short fiction. The characteristic narratonal withdrawal at the point

of expected disclosure in the text is revealed at the same time as it is enacted.

Beckett is unwilling to adopt uncritically the Joycean persona of the artist

'refined out of existence'. Such alleged objectivity is shown to be, as John

Updike says, a narratonal 'pose' like any other (1976, 450). Throughout his

early stories Beckett draws attention in this way to the act of narration itself,

particularly at the structural crux of the text, the moment of revelation or

epiphany. This is especially the case in More Pricks Than Kicks (1934) where

3A11 references to this edition, Complete Short Prose, will be abbreviated CSP
hereafter
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he explores explicitly the limitations and possibilities of the modernist form as

he inherited it from Joyce.

In 'A Wet Night' the broad parody of Joyce's 'The Dead' climaxes in

this passage:

But the wind had dropped, as it so often does in Dublin when all
the respectable men and women whom it delights to annoy have
gone to bed, and the rain fell in a uniform and untroubled
manner. It fell upon the bay, the littoral, the mountains and the
plains, and notably upon the Central Bog it fell with a rather
desolate uniformity (1970, 87)

The parody here functions on many levels. That second sentence, of course, fails

to follow Joyce's famous original where it leads—from 'treeless hills' and the

'Bog of Allen', through images of Calvary, to the 'universe', all its living and its

dead (Dub, 255-6). On the Central Bog does the rain most notably impinge in

Beckett's universe; and, of course, it's only raining there, not snowing. Hugh

Kenner has written of how in Joyce's original snow 'rhymes with the uniform

inevitability of human stasis', of how it 'levels and unifies all phenomena' in

Gabriel's sight (1996, 54). In Beckett's parody, this effect of uniformity, of the

levelling of the gravestone, the mountains, Dublin, is toyed with: the rain's

uniformity is grey and mundane and transfigures nothing. Beckett uses rain

throughout the ruminative last parts of the story as his reiterative element in

imitation of Joyce's technique of narrow semantic repetition ('falling softiy',

'softly falling', 'falling faintly', 'faintly falling'). Beckett's reiteration, however,

is deliberately misplaced: he tropes on a word that he has consciously de-

poeticized: 'Now it began to rain upon the earth beneath and greatly

incommoded Christmas traffic of every kind by continuing to do so without

remission for a matter of thirty six hours' (1970, 86-7). Furthermore, he does

not allow the parodic epiphany4 to conclude the story. Belacqua leaves his

4The word epiphany is in fact slyly inserted just before the scene in question: 'A
divine creature, native of Leipzig, to whom Belacqua, round about the following
Epiphany, had occasion to quote the rainfall for December...' (1970, 87)
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girlfriend's house (having enjoyed the kind of passionate intimacy denied

Gabriel Conroy) in the pitch dark small hours. The street lamps, which in

Joyce's story provide the 'ghostly' twilight shrouding Gretta and also induce

Gabriel's vision of Michael Furey (Dub, 247; 255) are extinguished.

In 'Love and Lethe' the cuspidal scene is again exposed, though in a

somewhat different way:

Who shalt judge of his conduct at this crux? Is it to be
condemned as wholly despicable? Is it not possible that he was
gallantly trying to spare the young woman embarrassment? Was
it tact or concupiscence or the white feather or an accident or
what? We state the facts. We do not presume to determine their
significance.

'Digitus Dei' he said 'for once.'
That remark rather gives him away, does it not? (1970, 104)

Here the narrator makes explicit the questions which the narrative itself has

prompted concerning the motivations of the central character. These are

precisely the kind of questions modernist short fictions by their reticent and

interdictive strategies cause us to ask. Here the narrative is asking them for us,

foregrounding the device by which the answers to them are withheld. The

question posed to the narratee—'That remark rather gives him away, does it

not?'—makes explicit the relationship the reader typically has to the

interrogative story type: in the absence of a superintending, directive narrating

presence we are obliged to supply confirmation of the meaning of the various

textual details. The narrator here may be conspicuous, but it is as an ignorant

subject of the énoncé. Earlier the narrator was similarly benighted concerning

the central question of the text: namely why Belacqua wishes to kill himself:

How he formed this resolution to destroy himself we are quite
unable to discover. The simplest course, when the motives of
any deed are found subliminal to the point of defying expression,
is to call that deed ex nihilo and have done. Which we beg leave
to follow in the present instance (ibid. 95).

More than comical disingenuousness, this disclaimer parodies precisely the kind

of narratorial withholding that we find repeatedly in modernist short fiction. Of

course, Beckett's story achieves the same interrogativeness as Joyce's, presents
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the same interdictions, and so offers a critique of the modernist form that is also,

paradoxically, an arch expression of it. For this reason we have to be careful not

to suppose that Beckett is simply parodying the Joycean epiphany in these stories

in the sense of revealing its blind spots or expediencies. As we saw in chapter 2,

Joyce's epiphanies are complex and unstable sites where discourses are brought

into unmediated conflict, where suppressions, denials and occlusions undermine

any attempt to impose a monological interpretation. Beckett's 'epiphanic'

scenes offer a critical exposure of the Joycean technique in its full complexity,

making explicit its instabilities and narratological sleights of hand. All of these

early stories, in fact, can be read as exegetical counterpoints to Joyce's. In the

treachery of apprenticeship, Beckett voiced the Joycean story's scrupulously

unarticulated knowingness. As the narrator says at one point of Belacqua,

'Notice the literary man' (1970, 101). Indeed we do.

Beckett's exposure of the inner workings of the Joycean epiphany

functions in a similar way to Hemingway's interdictions of model story types in

his stories. Like Hemingway, Beckett seeks to contain 'anticlimax within our

expectations of climax' (Kenner 1996, 53). The difference, however, is that the

'norm' from which Beckett is diverting is the modernist form itself. Whereas

Joyce replaced the unifying plot resolution with a complex polyphony, Beckett

attempts a further revision but by means of parody rather than by any

paradigmatic shift in narrative structuration.

Linda Hutcheon has described postmodernist parody as 'repetition with

critical distance', an 'ironic signalling of difference at the very heart of

similarity' which allows the writer to 'speak to a discourse from within...' (1988,
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26; 35).5 In Beckett's early stories this ironic signalling is achieved by making

explicit that which is normally implicit in modernist short fiction. Crucially, as

Hutcheon implies, the parody acts not to diminish, or reveal the fallibility of, the

former text. Rather, it infiltrates the discourse of its predecessor in order to

conduct an ironic re-articulation of it. When we read the following passage in

'Draff', for example, we are struck not by the sense that it ridicules the kind of

epiphanic moment experienced by, say, Chandler in 'A Little Cloud', but by the

way in which Beckett gives playful voice to the agonized suppressions of the

Joycean story:
Hairy, anxious though he was to join the Smeraldina while his
face was at its best, before it relapsed into the workaday
dumpling, steak and kidney pudding, had his work cut out to tear
himself away. For he could not throw off the impression that he
was letting slip a rare occasion to feel something really
stupendous, something that nobody had ever felt before. But
time pressed. The Smeraldina was pawing the ground, his own
personal features were waning (or perhaps better, waxing). In the
end he took his leave without kneeling, without a prayer, but his
brain quite prostrate and suppliant before this first fact of its
experience. That was at least something. He would have
welcomed a long Largo, on the black keys for preference (97O,
195)

The irony directed at Hairy and his lusting after a certain melancholy depth of

feeling, fingered on the black keys, is also targeted at the structural device of the

epiphany and way in which it is conventionally read as a moment of 'inscape' or

illumination. The irony is encapsulated in the play on 'waxing' and 'waning':

Hairy's appearance is actually 'waning', but the scene demands a dilation of

feeling, a 'waxing'—lyrical and lachrymose. We saw in the analyses in chapter

2 that Joyce's epiphanies are typically qualified by suggestions that they may be

fabricated or delusionary. For instance, Little Chandler's epiphany may well be

5The same point has been made by Robert Alter who describes parody as a mode
which 'fuses creation with critique' (1975, 25). Matei Calinescu has applied this
observation in particular to avant-garde parodies of modernist convention: '...a
successful parody should convey, together with its criticism of the original, a
degree of resemblance, a degree of faithfulness to both the letter and the spirit of
the original. Ideally, a parody should at the same time appear to be a parody and
offer the possibility of being mistaken for the original itself (1987, 141).
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an aspiration toward feeling rather than a genuine occurrence of it. Beckett's

parody works not by erecting a superior metadiscourse in relation to the Joycean

device. A more accurate appraisal would emphasize the way in which Beckett's

story gives voice to that which is implicit in Joyce's texts. In other words, it

exposes the implicatory sleight of hand by which the Joycean story achieves

interrogative complexity. If there is a target in the parody here it is the

'innocent' or monological reading of the discourse of interrogative short fiction

which overlooks or denies that complexity.

Of course, the device of the epiphany is only one of the means by which

the Joycean story complicates the emergence of any determinate thematic

reading. The difficulty in determining a story like 'Clay' arises because Joyce

omits or subdues so much onentational narrative material throughout the text.

Maria's psychology and motivation, the meaning of her song, the story's title,

Joe's final feelings all remain unresolved, incongruent. Beckett's critical

engagement with the form involves the installation of a metafictional narratonal

voice that exposes this occlusive technique. The famous last line of 'Dante and

the Lobster' encapsulates his acknowledgement of the aesthetic of the modernist

short story best of all: in response to Belacqua's self-assurance on seeing the

lobster boiled alive that 'it's a quick death' comes the rebuttal, 'It is not' (1970,

21). For Robert Cochran these are the words of an 'impersonal voice out of the

heavens, speaking in fiat and inquisition' (1991, 18). Cochran's phrase, 'fiat and

inquisition', gathers nicely the impression of the voice as at once stentorian and

at the same time critically probing: we can read those words as both a general

proclamation and as a weighing of the evidence that, in this particular case, God

help us all, death will not be quick. 6 Instead of the characteristic withdrawal at

the point of closure in the text we get the blatant intrusion of a voice signalling

6Further meanings reveal themselves when one takes into account Belacqua's
literary antecedent, Dante's indolent friend encountered in ante-Purgatory (iv,
97-135): no quick death indeed, unless, of course, quick means 'live'.
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over the heads of the characters. Clare Hanson reads the line as forcefully

unifying:

The emergence at this point of a voice speaking against the
authority of Belacqua is important. It is as though a 'voice' has
been submerged throughout the fiction, but as it finally achieves
utterance we realize that it is crystallizing, summarizing, what the
text has been saying all along through its particular forms and
articulations (1985, 144-5)

Hanson takes the final line to be a thematic decoding of the whole story, a full

illumination of all that has dwelled in the half-light of implication: the line

brings together Belacqua's present predicament and the various allusions

throughout the story to the protracted sufferings in Dante's hell. The problem

here, however, is that Hanson's emphasis is on how the declaration gratifies and

unifies through the resolution of enigma at the level of the discourse of the

énoncé. She does not, in other words, perceive any irony in it. Yet surely the

closure achieved by the 'It is not' is so blatantly superimposed that if judged

against the vraisemblance of the rest of the story it seems a clumsy contrivance.

The intrusion of such a prepossessive narratorial point of view is not simply a

device for instating closure; rather, I would argue, it encapsulates Beckett's

parodic exposition of the kind of narratological legerdemain by which the

modernist short story achieves interrogativeness. He blows the cover, as it were,

under which the story operates, exposing the narrator's presence by making it

explicit. As with 'A Case in a Thousand' and 'A Wet Night' he is unwilling to

allow the naturalistic illusion of the inconspicuous or objective narrator to

predominate: he is signalling an ironic awareness of how the interrogative story

seeks to defer meaning by a suppression of the personality of the narrator and the

instatement of an enigmatic openness in its various discursive codes.

Pilling suggests that Beckett's criticism of Maupassant, made during a

lecture entitled 'Naturalists', that he contained 'no subjectiveness' comparable to

the great European novelists is evidence of Beckett's lack of interest in
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Maupassant and, by extension, the short story (1997, 94).7 But Beckett's

complaint here might also be read positively, as a declaration of intent. The

intrusive 'It is not' encapsulates the break Beckett is attempting throughout these

early works with the aesthetic of the modernist short story as he inherited it. The

line brings to bear on the story a 'subjective' narratorial voice which exposes,

plays with, the conspicuous detachment and 'objectivity' which the short form

seemingly depends upon for its interrogativeness. All the parodic passages

examined above contain this narratorial self-consciousness, this voice that reads

as it writes.

Overall, I think it is difficult to credit Pilling's argument that Beckett

found the short story a recalcitrant form of which there was no significant

exponent with whom he could engage. One can only assume that Pilling shares

Hugh Kenner's guardedness about the literary value of the stories comprising

More Pricks than Kicks: 'With carefully directed attention, we can perceive

latent in it his later directions. Other claims should not be made' (1996, 49). I

would argue that if read within the context of modernist short fiction Beckett's

early stories reveal their significance as far more than adumbrations of later,

greater works.

For Beckett, however, the kind of parodic re-visioning of a form I've

been describing here was sufficient only as a beginning, not as the basis of his

critical distanciation from the literature of the past. The limit of the revisionary

approach is that it is central to the discourse of modernism itself (as it is to all

avant-gardes)—witness the manifestos prefacing Futurism, Cubism, Imagism,

Expressionism, Dadaism, Vorticism, Constructivism, to name but some, as well

as the various declarations of intent offered in critiques of existing and past

literatures, such as Woolf's 'Mr. Bennett and Mrs Brown' and Eliot's 'Tradition

and the Individual Talent'. In his early stories—indeed, in most of his fiction

7Pilling is quoting here from Rachel Burrows's lecture notes
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prior to the Trilogy—we see Beckett adopting this same 'logic of critical

"overcoming" (Begam 1996, 150) in relation to modernism. What Beckett was

interested in, as he described in relation to Bram van Velde (in the third of the

dialogues with George Duthuit), was an art that would be self-sufficient, that

would not take up with any discourse of the past, nor even, indeed, with any

referential discourse outside of itself. As Bersani and Dutoit put it, he was

promising 'a work of art cut off from all cultural inheritance' (1993, 19).

An early indication of the path Beckett would take in his short fiction can

be found in the 1940s stones 'The End', 'The Expelled' and 'The Calmative'.

These texts continue with the critical re-reading of the poetics of the modernist

short story begun in the early works, but they do so now by bringing into

question not just the mannerisms of the established form but the validity of the

narrating act itself. In addition they begin to challenge the stability of their own

mimetic discourse. 'The Expelled', for instance, is constructed along the lines of

an excursion narrative, a kind of stumbling picaresque in which the narrator,

expelled from some undetermined abode, takes his way about a city, eventually

bedding down for the night in a cabman's stable. The crux of the narrative is

reached as he ponders the potential energy in a box of matches:

I held the box of matches in my hand, a big box of safety
matches. I got up during the night and struck one. Its brief flame
enabled me to locate the cab. I was seized, then abandoned, by
the desire to set fire to the stable (CSP, 59)

We are familiar with such moments of decisive intersection in the modernist

short story—possible closures summoned then interdicted—and Beckett' s

narrative appears to act in precisely the same way: instead of lighting the fire the

narrator leaves the stable and walks towards the dawn light. However, Beckett is

not content with this final self-expulsion into interrogativeness. He undermines

the security even of that ending by a metafictional exposure of the arbitrariness

of the act of narration. 'I don't know why I told this story,' the narrator says. 'I

could just as well have told another. Perhaps some other time I'll be able to tell
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another. Living souls, you will see how alike they are' (ibid). Linda Hutcheon

claims that narrative is the translation of 'knowing into telling' (1988, 121);

Beckett here questions that intuition, suggesting that what is 'known' is

intimately dependent upon what is 'told' .

Attention to the status of narrative and to the act of narrating is similarly

given in 'The Calmative' and 'The End'. Both stones use again the framework

of an excursion narrative within which are situated other, fragmentary stories,

and again both seek to undermine the validity of their own narration. In 'The

Calmative' the father's story of Joe Breem or Breen which was once intimately

known—'If he had skipped a single word I would have hit him' (CSP, 64)—is

now less securely remembered: 'Joe Breem, or Breen, the son of a lighthouse-

keeper, a strong, muscular lad of fifteen.. .who swam for miles in the night, a

knife between his teeth, after a shark, I forget why, out of sheer heroism' (ibid)

This inability to grasp the point of the action in the Joe Breem story—'I forget

why'—similarly afflicts the narrator's reception of the tale told by the comedian:

'He was telling a funny story about a fiasco. Its point escaped me' (CS?, 63).

The failure to establish the teleological principle governing these stones shifts

attention toward the act of narrating itself and away from the search for meaning.

Within the larger narrative, the narrator's excursions do not end, like these

stories, in any 'arrival'; he simply continues, as 'The End' puts it, aware of the

arbitrariness of his efforts to narrate, aware of the story he might have told, 'a

story in the likeness of my life' (CS?, 99). It is not simply that the story ends in

aperture rather than closure but that the preferred ending is itself undermined: as

Robert Cochran puts it, the story 'sabotages itself and ridicules its own making'

8J is, incidentally, by no means inevitable that the story will deny itself the
conflagration ending. In 'DrafT' fire does take hold. There, however, the irony
resides in the mocking excess of plot: 'Little remains to be told. On their return
they found the house in flames, the home to which Belacqua had brought three
brides a raging furnace. It transpired that during their absence something had
snapped in the brain of the gardener, who had ravished the servant girl and then
set the premises on fire.' (1970, 202).
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(1991, 33).

This epistemological fatigue in these texts, told 'without the courage to

end or the strength to go on' (CS?, 99), is accompanied by an ontological

exasperation that challenges our coordination as readers. 9 The narrator's way of

speaking in 'The End', for instance, 'assimilating the vowels and omitting the

consonants' (C'S?, 83), or the description, in 'The Calmative', of the cyclist

'pedalling slowly in the middle of the street, reading a newspaper which he held

with both hands spread open before his eyes' (CS?, 71), are 'inconsistencies'

which, like the puzzle of how Murphy is able to tie himself up, or the ringing of

Erskine's broken bell in Watt, threaten the realist economy of the stories.

However, this consternation is, like the flirtatious ontological impasse that opens

'Assumption'—'He could have shouted and could not' (CS?, 3)—short-lived,

the predominately realist mode being quickly reasserted. With 'The End', 'The

Calmative' and 'The Expelled' a limit of tolerance is reached with the

conventions of realist narrative. Beckett himself described that limit in relation

to Kafka, in an interview given in 1956:

You notice how Kafka's form is classic, it goes on like a
steamroller—almost serene. It seems to be threatened the whole
time, but the consternation is in the form. In my work there is
consternation behind the form, not in the form (Shenker 1979,
148).

In these stories, as in Kafka, the threat to form is apparent only—the

'consternation' is really just an implausibility within an otherwise competent

discourse. The act of writing itself is secure, no matter what chaos and collapse

are being retailed. The writing subject operates at a stable descriptive distance

from its material. What Beckett did in The Unnamable was collapse that

distance entirely to undertake a 'repudiation of language in language' (Bersani

9Brian McHale uses the terms 'epistemological' and 'ontological' to classify the
differing preoccupations of modernist and postmodernist fiction, i.e. the former's
concern with 'problems of knowing', the latter's with 'problems of modes of
being' (1987, 10). In his later refinement of this theory, he prefers the terms
'cognitive' and 'post-cognitive' (1992, 32).
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and Dutoit 1993, 51).

All of the texts so far examined function with what Beckett himself

termed in the so-called 'German Letter' of 1937 a 'Nominalist irony' 10 . The

Unnamable may leave his calling card here and there—'He could have shouted

and could not' (CSP, 3)—but we are at some distance yet from the 'much

desired wordless literature' (Cochran 1991, 93) of Beckett's deepest imagining.

With The Unnamable, however, we find ourselves in the departure lounge of

writing. 'Affirmations and negations invalidated as uttered, or sooner or later'

(Beckett 1994, 293), the Unnamable states early on, a self-defeating, self-

consuming proclamation. What is affirmed, this statement tells us, will not

siirply be negated but invalidated, in advance of any possible negation. If

affirmation is invalidated as uttered then negation can have no reality, because

there is nothing to negate: we cannot be forced back to where we began by dint

of contradiction or repudiation for we have not even begun. The statement

wishes to act as both an affirmation (of the invalidation of affirmation) and as a

negation (affirmation invalidated) but collapses, unable to repel the semantic

impedances it generates against itself. The 'sooner or later', despite its

appearing to offer a redemptive temporality, falls apart too: if subjected to the

first clause its affirmation is invalid, as is the negation (sooner or later) it seems

to offer. There is no escape: the statement simultaneously says and gainsays."

Throughout The Unnamable we are detained like this at the level of the

signifier, unable to access any stable, ratifiable world beyond. Joyce explored

the possibilities of this kind of hermeneutic detention in the opening lines of the

'Sirens' episode in Ulysses. There, however, the impasse was apparent only as

'°This letter, to Axe! Kaun, is reprinted in Disjecta, 51-54. The translation cited
here is by Robert Cochran and Christoph Irmscher (Cochran 1991, 92-3).
"Alain Robbe-Grillet has written of how events in Beckett's texts 'are constantly
in the process of contesting themselves, jeopardizing themselves, destroying
themselves, so that the same sentence may contain an observation and its
immediate negation' (1989, 33).
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the puzzlingly disembodied utterances were contextualized and made meaningful

in the largely mimetic discourse that followed: 'Imperthnthn thnthnthn', for

instance, is resolved as the boots' querulous imitation of Miss Douce's

'impertinent insolence'. Beckett offers no such normalization. Richard Begam

has argued that accompanying Beckett's admiration for Joyce and Proust was an

understanding that, for all their innovativeness, they had succeeded only in

'subjectivizing' the realist tradition and that their work remained 'predominantly

mimetic' (1996, 31). The challenge Beckett set himself, Begam goes on, was to

find a way in which 'to "overcome" a modernity that [was] itself based on a

logic of critical overcoming' (ibid. 150). In other words, the problem was to find

a way of critiquing modernism from a position exterior rather than posterior to it,

not in a discourse belonging to modernism already—the discourse of 'critical

overcoming'. The problem is akin to that identified by Derrida in relation to the

discourse of ethnology. Demda points out that while ethnologists seek to

displace Western culture as the comparative norm or centre in their readings of

other cultures, they are only able to do so in a discourse of displacement

belonging to the very culture they wish to decentre—'a discourse which borrows

from a heritage the resources necessary for the deconstruction of that heritage

itself' (Derrida 1978, 282). The position required of Beckett in relation to

modernism is 'unnamable' because it would be 'namable' only in the terms of

the discourse he is seeking to elude. As the narrator of one of the Texts for

Nothing puts it, 'with what words shall I name my unnamable words?' (CS?,

125). Faced with impossibility of escape (except into silence) and yet with the

'obligation' to express he is thrown back on language, a witness, as we saw in

the passage from The Unnamable quoted above, to its deconstructive fallibility,

the d[férance at the heart of signification. What we encounter in the text is not

some recuperable rhetoric of failure, but rather a failure of rhetoric (Hill 1990,

122).
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In the early short fictions we saw how Beckett installed an ironic re-

reading of modernist practice in his discourse. Both Joyce and Hemingway

perpetrated abductive ironies in much the same way against conventional story-

types in their texts. With The Unnamable Beckett breaks from this discourse of

critical 'overcoming' by trapping intelligibility in the negative space of aporia.

Immediately, of course, the problem arises within the obligation to express of

how to 'go on' from the unnamable, how to negotiate between the realization

that '[t]here is no way to go on' following the disintegration of 'I', 'have' and

'being' in that novel and the effort to find a way out of the 'attitude of

disintegration' (Shenker 1979, 148)—between, as Beckett put it, the 'nothing to

express' and the 'obligation to express' (1965, 103). Susan Brien' suggests that

'going on' became possible for Beckett principally through experimentation with

'stylistic devices' (Brienza 1987, 20-47), but given that the most obvious trait

one notices surveying the post-Trilogy oeuvre is a propensity towards shortness

in prose form, a genre-based study like the present one may be best placed to

offer an analysis of why Beckett should have chosen to go on as he did.

One might be tempted to understand the marked inclination towards short

and fragmentary forms following The Unnamable as just the continuation of a

process of reduction leading ultimately to disintegration: having failed to say

anything the next step is to fail in shorter measure, to 'fail better' as Beckett puts

it at the beginning of Worstward Ho. The obvious limit of this argument is that

it does not allow that the act of reducing textual content may have any greater

effect than an intensified negativity. Yet, admittedly, it is difficult to read the

Texts for Nothing as achieving anything more than that. Certainly Beckett

himself felt that the Texts failed to escape the 'attitude of disintegration'

established by The Unnamable (Shenker 1979, 148). Nevertheless, several

critics have sought to identify ways in which the Texts might be read as a

significant development in Beckett's writing. James Knowison and John Pilling,
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for example, have described them as a 'genuine median point' between The

Unnamahie and later works (1979, 43). Their argument is that through the

formal restraints incurred by brevity the Texts further punctuate and fragment

narrative. In this way do they overcome the 'babble' of the unnamable who is,

by contrast, 'unable to resist' narrative (ibid. 44). The result of this

fragmentation, this greater 'reliance on gestures of cancellation' (ihid), is a work

whose energy acts centrifugally rather than centripetally. Clare Hanson,

similarly, identifies the various 'strategies of organisation', such as 'long-term

repetition and accumulation' (1985, 145), which operate in the novel but which

are ruled out of the Texts. She is keen to emphasize the way in which the Texts

deny efforts to establish intratextual continuities; their significance lies in the

way in which they shift the main unit of expression 'from the 'story' or overall

structure to the sentence' (ibid).

H. Porter Abbott has taken further this idea of the structural contrasts

between The Unnamable and the Texts. In his essay he takes a passage from

each and after describing their shared 'referential uncertainty and drift' (1994,

106) proceeds to outline the ways in which they differ. In particular, Abbott is

interested in how the excerpt from late in The Unnamable belongs to a wider

narrative of 'progressive disembodiment' which in turn 'conforms to the oldest

pattern of storytelling, the voyage or quest' (ibid). The passage he quotes

'culminates the steady, inexorable progress of the 'trilogy', a progress that

contextualizes it and, to a certain extent, naturalizes it' (ibid). The extract from

the Texts, on the other hand, appears within no normalizing 'storytelling'

trajectory; the reader encounters its complexity raw, as it were, free from any

contextualizing narrative structure.

All of these readings make the valuable point that, apona

notwithstanding, The Unnamable still collaborates with that 'linear orientation

which the mind appears to crave in narrative' (Abbott 1994, 106). The
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Unnamable is intelligible as the culmination of a progress begun in Molloy,

where the realist economy is threatened by Molly's apparent identicality with,

yet difference from, Moran, developed further in Malone Dies with its

displacement of Malone's world by that which he claimed to be the creator of,

i.e. Macmann and his world, and culminating in the collapse of the distinction

between narrator and narrated in The Unnamabie, where Basil/Mahood, for

instance, appears as a creation of the narrator and yet also as the principal

narrator of the narrator's own life, his voice mingling and dominating that of the

narrator before leaving him for good, or refusing to leave, 'I don't know' (1994,

311). The Trilogy still has a fugal continuity.

If we are to read the Texts for Nothing as an advance upon The

Unnamable then we must focus, I would suggest, on the way in which they

progressively refuse to participate in the act of narrating itself, Of course, what

is immediately present in such a summary is a meta-narrative telling of the

disintegration of narrative! Perhaps Beckett's awareness of this narrational bind

contributed to his feeling that the Texts were a failure. Nevertheless, there is an

obvious shift over the course of the work from the calmative intrusions of the Joe

Breem story in Text 1, and the anecdotal memories of Mother Calvert and Mr

Joly in Text 2 which, while not giving hope, recollect a time and place where

hope was possible—'How one hoped above, on and off...' (CS?, 108)—to the

later texts that fail to establish character or story at all, which struggle even with

that abandonment: 'Give up, but it's all given up, it's nothing new, I'm nothing

new' (CS?, 141). Text 10 probes at the limits of this dissolution: 'But there is

not silence. No, there is utterance, somewhere someone is uttering. Inanities,

agreed, but is that enough, is that enough to make sense?' (ibid). The question is

one Beckett will seek to answer in subsequent short works: what is to be done in

language, how does one 'go on', when confidence in its sense-making function is

lost? As Text 10 puts it:
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No, no souls, or bodies, or birth, or life, or death, you've got to
go on without any of that junk, that's all dead with words, with
excess of words, they can say nothing else, they say there is
nothing else, that here it's that and nothing else, but they won't
say it eternally, they'll find some other nonsense, no matter what,
and I'll be able to go on, no, I'll be able to stop, or start, another
guzzle of lies but piping hot, it will last my time, it will be my
time and place, my voice and silence, a voice of silence, the
voice of my silence (CSP, 142-3)

The representational breakdown indicated here is performed in the Texts as a

whole as they strip away the props of narrative, examining how little can be said,

how much can be omitted, short of silence. The problem with words is that they

name things—bodies, birth, death—and the only way in which it is possible to

describe 'nothing' is in words, i.e. through the act of naming that 'nothing'. The

'on'/'no' circularity encapsulates the speaker's anxiety, his desire for silence yet

his realization that the silence will be so named, in language, and that there can

therefore be no 'silence', no beyond-words. The aporetic 'voice of silence' with

which the passage ends is an effort to force language beyond this point, into the

condition of unnamability.

As this analysis indicates, the Texts become caught up largely in a

reiteration of the difficulties of The Unnamable. Their importance, however, lies

in the way in which they attempt to disavow the sort of continuities of extent that

form in the novel. Where the unnamable proclaimed his inability to go on yet

continued going on, the Texts attempt to silence that voice, or rather, they

envisage the final collapse of that narrating voice, going on without even that.

Indeed, the ver shortness of the constituent texts seems to me significant in this

regard. If, as Roch C. Smith (adapting Hillis Miller's 'Ariadne's Thread')

contends, the 'narration of fiction, the weaving of a verbal tapestry, multiplies

words and carries the narrator further away from the exit of his verbal labyrinth'

(1986, 79) then the less said the better, the more important it is to remove as

many of the excesses—the labyrinth-making excesses—of narrative as possible.

Faced with the 'obligation to express' the 'only way out is through words' (ibia'),

but every word spoken weaves more of the web, propagates the labyrinth.
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Hence the need to reduce, to curtail, to stop short.

Bersani and Dutoit, in Arts of Impoverishment, have used the term

'indigence' to describe the quality of Beckett's post-Trilogy writing (1993, 17).

They are careful to point out that they do not mean by this term 'impoverished

expression' or self-erasure (ibid); rather, they are insisting that we recognize that

Beckett's use of the word 'failure' does not designate a thematic concern in his

work. He is not referring to a representation of failure, but to a failure of

representation:

[W]hen Beckett speaks of failure as the artist's vocation, as "his
world", he is not referring to the artist's subject matter, rather, he
is speaking of a failure intrinsic to the very process of artistic
production. In the terms of the Three Dialogues, to fail does not
mean to represent successftilly existential failures or existential
meaninglessness; it means to fail to represent (either
meaninglessness or meaning') (ibid, 14).

Bersani and Dutoit go on to argue that it is in the 1960s that Beckett first begins

to produce the 'insignificant text.. .that performs its own powerfiul resistance to

representation' (ibid. 27). I take it from this that Bersani and Dutoit read the

Trilogy, as I do above, as still dependent on, and expressive of, narrative. They

suggest that in the late works Beckett attempts to 'go on' without even this,

denying sense-making narrative connections even at the level of the word.

'Language is sanctified as expression only by a certain disregard for the

particularity or discreteness of words', they suggest (ibid, 23). Narrative, that is,

works by creating connections and unities between individual words. Beckett, in

his work from the 1960s onward, seeks to resist this by an 'unprecedented

emphasis on language' (ibid. 24) that detains us at the level of the signifier:

'Deprived of narrative sequences, words sound only in and for

themselves...Beckett's ideal of failure would seem to depend on a contagious

destruction of relations' (ibid).

Throughout this thesis I have been arguing that interrogative short fiction

functions by a similar destruction of relations, a denial of teleological structure
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both at the level of the word and in the narrative as a whole. Beckett's comment

about units of continuity 'abdicating' their unity (1983, 49) directs us to his own

achievement in texts such as 'Imagination Dead Imagine' and 'Ping' (discussed

below), but it also leads us back to the 'discreteness' of Joyce's paralysis,

gnomon, simony, and to Hemingway's refusal to allow his counteractive short

texts to be absorbed by a telos of novelistic closure. Interrogative short texts

offer Beckett a way to 'go on' because they can occlude the 'units of continuity'

that emerge in the novel. With the 'residua', Beckett takes to a new extent the

indeterminacy that results from narrative strategies of shortness, from the

suppression of teleological connections at all levels in the text and the

interdicti of narrative structure. In effect, the 'residua' take to its limit the

logic of interrogative short fiction as I have defined it.

From his earliest work, Beckett signalled an awareness of the

conceivable effects of reduction, of stopping short, of semantic 'indigence'. In

Dream of Fair to middling women (written 1932) we find the following

disavowal of longitudinal and latitudinal plotting in the classic realist novel:

The effect or concert of effects, unimportant as it seems to us and
dull as ditchwater as we happen to know, that elicited the
Smeraldina-Rima, shall not, for those and other reasons that need
not be gone into, be stated. Milieu, race, family, structure,
temperament, past and present and consequent and antecedent
back to the first combination and the papas and mamas and
paramours and cisibei and the morals of Nanny and the nursery
wallpapers and the third and fourth generation snuffles... That
tires us. As though the gentle reader could be nothing but an
insurance broker or a professional punter. The background
pushed up as a guarantee...that tires us (1993, 12-13; Beckett's
ellipses)

The impatience with the rituals of causality and vraisemblance'2 would appear to

suit Beckett ideally for the interrogative short story; and, fittingly, for sixty years

the only published parts of Dream were those incorporated in More Pricks Than

Kicks. But the deeper point to grasp here is that this denial is made in

' 2 Watt, of course, labours these very rituals, pushes the background up, but as a
hindrance to, rather than a 'guarantee' of, understanding.

170



conjunction with the admission that all these elements of race, milieu,

temperament and the rest are present as conjectures within the classic realist

narrative economy. Simply not mentioning them does not discount or hinder

speculation over motive, histoiy or orientation for these are the very terms in

which vraisemblance functions, the causal laws which stabilize its discourse.

The passage seems to suggest that mere ellipsis was not in itself enough for what

Beckett envisioned as possible and desirable in fiction. It was enough for the

modernist story writers we have looked at to disrupt the continuities of narrative

closure, but Beckett was engaged in finding a way to supersede modernist

practice. As Kenner wrote in his 'Progress Report, 1962-5', 'To play one more

game by the old rules would merely be competence' (Calder 1967, 61). Beckett

himself made the ambition explicit in the 1929 story 'Assumption': 'To avoid

the expansion of the commonplace is not enough; the highest art reduces

sign y'Icance in order to obtain that inexplicable bombshell perfection' (CS?, 4;

my emphasis). In other words, it is not enough just to say less, not enough to

leave unchallenged the mimetic principles of fiction. Rather 'significance'—the

desired end product of classic realism—must be diminished by a principle of

reduction, by shortness.

What was missing in these early works, of course, was the technique to

match this ambition, hence our awareness in many of the early works of a gap

between what, they aspire to and what they actually achieve. Post-Trilogy,

however, reduction became the principal means by which Beckett was able to

'go on' in prose. In 1971 Raymond Federman argued, prophetically, that short

forms were all that was now left to Beckett: 'Beckett must invent more

restraining and constraining rules for his fiction, for he can only continue if he

eliminates further, if he reduces further, but no longer the novel as such. He is

finished with the novel' (1971, 30). In the 'residua', especially 'Imagination

Dead Imagine', 'Ping', and 'Lessness', the reductions and eliminations threaten
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the referential function of the language. The teleological structure of

representationalism is the first casualty in this aesthetic of reduction; words, as

Federman puts it, are 'designified', language is reduced to 'pure ratio' (ibid, 28;

30) . 13 In the modernist short fictions we have looked at the connection between

brevity and plurality was exploited but within a controlled mimeticist aesthetic.

3oyce and Hemingway applied techniques of reduction—ellipsis, occlusion, the

suppression of a corrective narrational point of view—in order to generate

interrogativeness in their texts. Beckett's abstemiousness destabilizes both

language and its referents:

No trace anywhere of life, you say, pah, no difficulty there,
imagination not dead yet, yes, dead, good, imagination dead
imagine. Islands, waters, azure, verdure, one glimpse and
vanished endlessly, omit. Till all white in the whiteness the
rotunda. No way in, go in, measure (CSP, 182)

This passage (from the beginning of 'Imagination Dead Imagine') achieves its

remarkable fluidity of meaning by suppressing deictic elements in its structure.

Deictic elements in a statement orientate the various propositions spatially,

temporally, and in relation to the speaker and his implied listener or reader.

Normally texts work to stabilize the relationships between these various parts

through the use of deixis. Here, however, we are uncertain about the coordinates

of the scene being described, and about the interaction between the narrator and

his supposed interlocutor. How are we to understand that first sentence? The

opening phrase seems to imply that the narrator and his implied addressee are

located in relation to some reality in which there is no trace of life. But this

would depend on who speaks that first phrase. If it is the narrator, and the tag

'you say' refers to what follows rather than to what has just been said, then the

deictic element in 'no difficulty there' directs the interlocutor's reply to that first

statement made by the narrator. Hence we might read the sentence along these

lines:
NARRATOR: No trace anywhere of life

13The phrase 'pure ratio' is, in fact, Ihab Hassan's (1967, 9)
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OTHER: Pah, no difficulty there, imagination not dead yet
NARRATOR: Yes, dead, good, imagination dead imagine

In this case, the sentence appears to operate as an instruction from the narrator

first of all to imagine no trace of life, then, when the other objects that that is

easy and does not signify the limit of imagination, the narrator instructs him to

imagine the death of imagination.

Alternatively, that first phrase can be read as the narrator's report of the

interlocutor's speech act. In that case we attach the tag 'you say' to the opening

statement. What follows can be read as a continuation of the reported speech

act, or alternatively it can be taken as the narrator's reply to the assertion by the

interlocutor that there is no trace of life anywhere. In the latter case, we might

understand the narrator as saying that just because no trace of life can be seen it

does not follow that there is nothing: imagination is not dead yet, and to imagine

it dead is still to imagine. In other words, imagination, like consciousness for

Henry James, is an illimitable force; even its own non-existence is imaginable.

Other equally valid readings might understand the narrator's reply as

asserting that only when imagination is dead will it be possible to detect a trace

of life. 'Islands, waters, azure, verdure...': all these 'baseless fabrics' of

conventional imagining need to be eradicated if one is to catch truly a glimpse of

life. Alternatively, the narrator may simply be imploring his interlocutor to

imagine the death of imagination, and then proceeding, paradoxically, to

envisage that.

The impossibility of determining the meaning of this passage arises

because guiding material has largely been removed. As we have seen

throughout, this kind of occiusiveness causes individual sense units to become

dirigible. What punctuation there is has the effect not of assisting interpretation

but of further breaking down any chain of meaning in the language. A simple

orientational phrase like 'you say' hovers uncertainly between its commas;

instead of securing the speech acts that surround it, it operates as a kind of
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revolving door by which one both exits and enters the various semantic fields in

the passage. Rather than assisting in an essentially teleological, cumulative

refinement of meaning, the repeated commas emphasize the way in which these

individual units create apertures and loops in the narrative logic—words as 'pure

ratio'.

The principle of reduction, then, involves removing differential elements

in the language, the markers that separate one possible meaning from another. I

said in my introduction that this study would take as read the differential and

plunsignificant constitution of language and look at how an omission of

narrative guiding material might intensify that instability. Language as a whole,

of course, functions on a principle of difference: signifers signify meaning by

virtue of their differential place within the total system of signification.

Throughout the 'residua' Beckett increasingly undermines the dependence

fiction has on a referential world which it seeks to convey accurately by

linguistic discrimination. Dismissing that experiential world from his texts, he is

free to explore the extremes of reduction, the limits of signification. The drastic

economies of vocabulary and the consequent dependence on repetition

throughout the 'residua' are the most obvious manifestations of this effort. In

the quoted passage from 'Imagination Dead Imagine' the reduction of

differential elements in the language leaves us a world bereft of differentiation:

'all white in the whiteness.. .The light that makes all so white no visible source,

all shines with the same white shine, ground, wall, vault, bodies, no shadow'

(ibid). The rotunda cannot be 'seen' in any naturalistic sense of the word. In

fact, the point is that we are not supposed to 'picture' it, refer it to reality—it is

imaginable only. As Brian Finney puts it, 'the image is itself' (1971, 68).

Beckett is not after some 'reduction of the commonplace', some economy in the

representation of reality, but a reduction in sign y'icance (signification). He is

seeking a form in which there will be 'no shadow' of represented reality in the
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language itself. As he envisaged in the so-called 'German letter' to Axe! Kaun,

1937: '...must literature alone be forever left behind on worn out paths

abandoned long ago by music and painting?... Is there any reason at all why that

terrible arbitrary materiality of the word's surface can't be eroded, like for

instance the great black pauses eaten in the tonal surface of Beethoven's seventh

symphony, so that for whole pages we can see nothing but a path of sound

threading dizzying abysses of silence...' (Cochran 1991, 92-3). The pseudo-

scientific observationalism brought to bear on the rotunda and its inhabitants is a

futile attempt to account for what is seen 'realistically', to 'reproduce' a reality.

At the end of the quoted passage we shift into that discourse with the paradox,

'No way in, go in, measure'. The realization is that language will always seek

out a referential reality, will always 'go in' and 'measure': such is the burden of

un-silence. The paradox indicates, however, that here that 'reality' will be

unnamable, impossible; it is, in the words of the unnamable, invalidated as

uttered. There can be no question 'of ever finding again that white speck lost in

whiteness' (CSP, 185).

It should be pointed out here that the effort to free language of

representationalism is, of course, futile, and that that is t'he nature o ec'xet s

'failure'. However, obliged to go on, and necessarily 'skewered on the ferocious

dilemma of expression', the writer 'continues to wriggle. The void he speaks of

is perhaps simply the obliteration of an unbearable presence, unbearable because

neither to be wooed nor to be stormed' (1965, 110-11). In the 'residua' the

attempt is to work despite that 'unbearable presence' of representationalism.

Words will always 'refer', will always 'go in' and 'measure'. But within his

texts Beckett is able to create a world where linguistic representationalism

collapses in on itself, in apona: 'no way in, go in...'.

Beckett's principle of reduction takes to extremes the connection already

established in this thesis between brevity and plurality. The more specific the
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topographies of confinement in these late stories—the deeper the blight of

enclosure and sensory defeatism—the more apertures emerge semantically in the

texts. Just as James envisaged in the preface to 'The Lesson of the Master', the

short form should be able to embrace multiplicity within its 'science of control';

meaning should amplify outward from the necessarily curtailed centre. Like

James, Beckett had a vision of what was possible within an aesthetic of

reduction. I-us 'total object, complete with missing parts' resonates, like James's

statement, in relation to much that has been discussed in this thesis. Repeatedly,

I have drawn attention to the ways in which modernist short fictions can be read

as 'total objects', 'complete' in themselves despite their occlusions and

interstices. Indeed I have argued that these 'gaps', in their various ways,

constitute the aesthetic of the modernist form. Against this have been set the

many readings that insist on the short story as an incomplete or partia'

expression of an undisclosed, greater whole. As regards Beckett, the total

object/partial object discrimination takes on further significance in the 'residua'

because there he attempts not only to proceed with an increasing number of

missing parts but uses this to remove from the economy of his texts the shadow

of representationalism in language itself.

As mentioned above, the post-Trilogy fictions are characterized by an

increasing paucity of vocabulary. Related to this is a dependence on repetition.14

Usually, repetition creates semantic or sound patterning which reinforces

cohesion and meaning in texts. In the 'residua', however, repetition is used to

break up any linear movement or narrative, to impede the reading process and

undermine the effort to construe a teleology in the text. Along with the other

paraphernalia of reduction, in syntax, vocabulary and punctuation, repetition acts

against sense-making form. Paradoxically, when we read 'Ping', for instance,

we may be conscious of its extreme repetitiousness—David Lodge counts ninety

'4For a deconstructionist reading of repetition in Beckett see Connor 1988.
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occurrences of 'white' in the text (1986, 1 20)—as its only expansive gesture,

when in fact it is acting constrictively in conjunction with the abstemious

vocabulary.

Once again, however, we have to read Beckett's device of repetition as

more than just one further 'reduction of the commonplace'. We saw how in

'Imagination Dead Imagine' there was an attempt to free language of the shadow

of representationalism. Well, the technique of repetition assists in that effort.

The connection is made clear by Barbara Trieloff in her essay on the post-

Trilogy fictions. 'As in non-verbal music,' Trieloff writes, 'repetition and

echoing can be said to suggest aesthetic, intra-textual representation: references

and relaticns dc iot point to phenomena outside of the music or text itself

(1990, 95). In other words, the repeated units refer us back to themselves, to

their earlier occurrences, rather than to any proposed reality:

All known all white bare white body fixed one yard legs joined
like sewn. Light heat white floor one square yard never seen.
White walls one yard by two white ceiling one square yard never
seen. Bare white body fixed only the eyes only just. Traces
blurs light grey almost white on white.. .Traces blurs signs no
meaning light grey almost white (CSP, 193; my ellipsis)

William Gass reads that opening 'All' as 'audacious' (1970, 13). It certainly is

audacious if one understands it as a claim to self-sufficiency. As with

'Imagination Dead Imagine' there is an apparent effort to rid the discourse of its

extra-textual representationalism. However, the effort is doomed to 'failure'

because language 'can't help being quotations of language already heard'

(Bersani and Dutoit 1993, 20). As Barthes points out, 'the writer can only

imitate a gesture that is always anterior, never original' (1977, 146). Beckett

cannot free his language of representationalism here; what he can do, however, is

interdict the teleological structure of the signification. We will be given the

'traces blurs signs' but 'no meaning'; the words of the text will act not as units in

some gathering continuity, but as monadic seizures impeding the progress of the

reader towards sense. Closure is precluded. As David Lodge has pointed out,
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we normally pursue repetitions as elements of cohesion within the 'variegated

texture' (1986, 121) of discourse. Here, we are unable to use Beckett's

patterning in this way because variegation has been so drastically reduced. The

text's indigence involves the occlusion of the orientational material we require to

determine significance. This refusal of teleological structure is manifest in the

interdictive ending: 'silence ping over' (CSP, 196). The sign which breaks the

'silence' here is the text's most consciously indeterminate unit; the 'over' only

returns us to silence. Beckett offers us cessation, not closure. Never closure.

It is because Beckett stops short at every level in 'Ping'—narrative,

grammatical, lexical—that determination is impossible. But it is not only that

the text achieves this plurality through its narratorial reticence, occiusiveness and

closural interdiction that makes it relevant to my study of interrogative short

fiction; it is also that Beckett should have found the form so amenable to his

efforts to 'go on' from the Trilogy. I would suggest that the reason for this was

that, given the 'obligation to express' yet the impossibility of escaping language

in that expression, interrogative short texts allowed him to 'fail better'—to fail

without the paraphernalia of narrative or any of the emergent continuities of

extent that mark the Trilogy, to fail, above all, at making meaning from what is

said.
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Destitute Myths of Depth:
Postmodernism and Donald Barthelme

Richard Ford has written of the 1960s and 70s in America as 'a time of

boisterous experimenting and questioning about what a short narrative might

variously be' (1998, xiv); a time when convictions about the short story—

gleaned largely from Frank O'Connor's The Lonely Voice—were 'being

uprooted and turned upside down' (1992, viii). In particular, Ford cites the

impact on American writers of recently translated work by Borges, Carlos

Fuentes, Garcia Márquez, aesthetic ideas emerging from Gruppo 63 in Italy and

the Nouveau Roman in France, along with the decline in the academy of the New

Criticism.

Of course, all of these influences and trends have been—and will

continue to be—thoroughly documented in writing about postmodernism,

American or otherwise. However, Ford's account is somewhat at odds both with

contemporary and retrospective critical discourse about the 1960s and early

1970s because of its generic emphasis on the short story and its suggestion that

the theoretical and experimental upheavals of the time may have been especially

or differently manifest in short fiction than in the novel. Almost withottt

exception, critics writing about this period have observed no such critical

distinction between the forms; the focus has, rather, been on the competing

registers of experimental/conventional, representational/non-representational,

modernist/postmodernist, within which the novel and short story are lumped

together. This homogenization of the two forms has unfortunate consequences

for the short fiction which, as we have seen, has a tendency to be subsumed in a

critical discourse geared largely to the aesthetics of the longer form. Hence, one

finds repeatedly assertions made about postmodernist or experimental fiction
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which in fact pertain only to the novel; and this even when the illustrative text is

a short story.

In this chapter, therefore, I want to propose readings of stories by Donald

Barthelme and others that place them as stories within the trajectory of

modernist short fiction as I have defined it. My first objective in doing so will

be to enhance understanding of the texts themselves by freeing them from a

novel-orientated postmodernist perspective. By extension, this will allow me to

challenge established definitions of literary postmodemism which are based

solely on consideration of the novel, while at the same time demonstrating why

the short story has been, in the case of Barthelme, so amenable a form for the

experimental imagination.

Much of what I am concerned with in this chapter can be elucidated to

begin with in relation to the title story from Ronald Sukenick's 1969 collection

The Death of the Novel and Other Stories. Despite appearances, Sukenick's

story does not attempt some putative displacement of the novel by the short

story, nor does it offer to narrate, in short measure, the 'demise' of the novel as a

genre. The much larger object of Sukenick's attention is what his narrator

describes as the 'absolutely problematic' quality of post-realist fiction in terms

of its treatment of chronological time, characterization and plot (1969, 41). The

main diegesis of the story concerns the narrator's relationships with his fifteen

year-old girlfriend Teddy and his mistress Betty. However, this narrative is

repeatedly displaced and interrupted by fragments of newspaper stories, counter-

teleological digressions, metafictional ruminations and, ultimately, by an account

of the narrator's efforts to write the story itself.

The particular anxiety for Sukenick's narrator lies in his pressing sense of

the arbitrary selectiveness of the narrating act. He is continually plagued by the

presence of all that his narrative is excluding, all that he is leaving out in order to

make this particular incidence of meaning. Hence the fraught intrusions into his
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narration of 'real' newspaper columns reporting atrocities in Vietnam. Despite

their narrative quality, their appearance as structured récits, these columns

convey, as the narrator's story itself does, their status as arbitrarily selective

representations of a reality that is not encompassable; they serve only to remind

the narrator of the 'overwhelming social dislocations' (bid) that are entailed in

any feeble location of meaning. The newspaper, like the story, is implicated by

its very act of selectivity in the formation of the 'reality' it reports.

To escape this predicament, the narrator attempts to write without any

'hysterical impositions of meaning', to 'improvise' his art as he does his life

(ibid, 42). To this end he adopts a 'principle of simultaneous multiplicity, or the

knack of keeping several things on your mind at once', a strategy which he

believes will better reflect the inundation of data, the multitude of possible

narratives that surrounds him, 'the central fact of our mental life' (ibid. 53). This

'simultaneous multiplicity' is manifest not only in the newspaper intrusions but

in the many counter-teleological abductions from the dominant diegesis. Several

of these begin 'Once upon a time...' or 'One evening...', statements that are, as

Jonathan Culler puts it, 'extremely rich in literary and pragmatic

presuppositions...relat[ing] the story to a series of other stories' (1981, 115).

However, these openings, rich in promise, are followed by a marked failure to

deliver any significance: the mini-narratives peter out indeterminately or are

displaced by yet other digressions, as in the 'John Johnson' anecdote which is

not only abortive but which is parodic of the novelistic compositional gesture of

the illustrative anecdote itself: 'John Johnson was a short, slight fellow, tall and

portly, with a nondescript face' (1969, 57).

My interest in Sukenick' s story emerges from the familiarity of the

techniques he is using to undertake his exploration of the 'post-realist'

problematic. In preceding chapters we witnessed the importance of

indeterminacy and resistance to formal closure in the modernist short story.
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With Hemingway in particular we saw the device that Sukenick deploys of

signalling conventions and archetypes of story-telling ('Once upon a time...')

only to have the main narrative divert from the kind of closure promised by such

a beginning. Similarly, the indeterminate anecdotes that resist recuperation by

the main diegesis, and which in fact threaten to overrun it, recall the deceptive

way-laying Joyce undertakes repeatedly in his stories and which Beckett

explores to the limits of its logic. My point is that Sukenick's story exploring the

predicament of 'post-realism' adopts characteristic techniques of modernist short

fiction to do so. Sukenick's concerns may be different from his modernist

predecessors, but many of the formal strategies of his narrative are not.

This formal connection is made clear in the ending to the story, where the

metafictional anxiety about ending—'Here begins the last hour that I allow

myself to finish this performance' (ibid. 90)—gives way finally to an explicitly

and self-consciously modernist short story epiphany. In this 'last hour', the

digressions, anecdotes, newspaper intrusions multiply as do the writer's pseudo-

Beckettian imprecations to himself to 'go on', 'keep going', 'faster'. Every

channel of information is open—'Another call. And still another' (ibid. 100)—

and inundating the narrator with possibilities for closure that will, of course, be

predicated on the occlusion of all other possible closures: 'What else can

happen? The house can burn down' (ibid).' Maddened with anxiety the narrator

finally writes in the actual situation of writing: 'Enough. Saturday, January 20,

1968. Let's take a walk' he says and heads out into the thawing landscape:

The sun begins to dip behind the mountain, I call it a
mountain.. .And here's the bend in the road. I start around it. In a
minute I'll be out of sight. But before I disappear, I lift my red
wool cap that I bought so the hunters won't blow my head off a

'The pressure of multiple possible endings is felt throughout postmodernist
fiction: see, for example, B.S. Johnson's story 'Broad Thoughts from a Home' in
his 1973 collection Aren 't You Rather Young to be Writing Your Memoirs, Flaim
O'Bnen's At Swim-Two-Birds (1939), John Fowles's The French Lieutenant's
Woman (1964), and Barthelme's 'Views of My Father Weeping', discussed
below.
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gesture of goodbye, as if to say, in fact to say, I'm happy folks,
and I wish you luck. I disappear around the bend.
So long. End of story (ibid, 102)

Given the anxiety about the conditions of 'post-realist' fiction that the narrator

has been worrying over throughout the text, this ending is entirely appropriate

because it describes the writer abandoning the scene of writing while at the same

time placing that abandonment as the arbitrary ending to the text. However, as a

gesture of valediction it is decidedly familiar in structure and effect to the reader

of the modernist short story. That self-consciousness ('I call it a mountain')

arises because of the epiphanic nature of the scene: the narrator has risen from

his desk and walked out into a pastoral landscape that is also, like Gabriel

Conroy's, a scene of transition—the thaw is on. Despite this self-awareness the

ending acts interrogatively, as epiphanic endings do: it does not function as a

point of disclosure. The relevance of the landscape is uncertain—indeed, it

opens new interpretative possibilities concerning the narrator's convictions that

we have reached the 'post-realist' stage in fiction. This closing scene is the most

steadily pictured in the story, and like so many of the endings we have examined

in previous chapters it represents a site of conflict and amplification in the text

despite its gesture of closure and completion. What interests me is why an

ending so conscious of its prefiguration in the modernist short story should

emerge as ideally expressive of the narrator's 'post realist' anxieties about the

writing act.

Rather than read Sukenick' s text as simply an arch example of the playful

metafictional imagination, then, I am suggesting that we approach it through a

consideration of the form in which it is written—an approach that is surely

invited by the title of the volume to which it belongs, The Death of the Novel and

Other Stories. In other words, I am arguing for a genre-based perspective on this

text rather •than one geared solely to the consideration of its status as a

postmodemist fiction. Postmodernist critics have understood Sukenick's story in

terms of the challenge it presents to the classic realist piety of
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representationalism and the fictional paraphernalia—time, plot, character—

which facilitates that. Underlying this is an assumption that the postmodernist

critique of mimetic realism cuts across genre, that a perspective sensitive to

generic discriminations is no longer valuable, or even valid. I want to argue that,

on the contrary, such an approach would not only supplement our understanding

of the texts in question but also impinge upon our view of postmodernist fiction,

its critical history, provenance and procedures.

Of course, the reluctance of critics to recognize the particular properties

of the short story is nothing new; in previous chapters 1 have cited many whose

readings of short fiction are predominantly based on theories of the novel. Yet it

is still remarkable to come across commentators of the stature of John Barth and

William Gass who even as they note the preference among their contemporaries

for short forms do not undertake any consideration of the reasons for this

phenomenon or bring to bear any generic discrimination in their analyses. In an

interview published in 1973, Barth commented on how many of his fellow

Americans were at that time finding the novel 'much less congenial a form

artistically than shorter, different kinds of things' (Gado 1973, 124). He cited

Kafka, Borges (whose Ficciones appeared in English translation in 1967) and

Beckett as the principal influences on writers like Donald Barthelme and Robert

Coover. Yet nowhere does he explore possible reasons for this phenomenon.

Barth's comments echo those made by William Gass a few years earlier in his

influential volume2 of essays Fiction and the Figures of Life (1970):

A number of our finest writers—Barth, Coover, arid Barthelme,
for example—have begun to experiment with shorter forms, as
Beckett and Borges before them, and in many ways each wishes
to instruct us in the art of narration, the myth-making imagination
(1970, 107)

Gass too recognizes some generic preference on the part of these writers, some

20n the importance of Gass's book as the 'manifesto' of the 'nontraditionalists'
in American letters see McCaffery 1982.
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leaning towards short forms as particularly suited to the metafictional

explorations they wish to undertake. However, he is concerned only with these

stories' ability to lay bare elements of narrative structure: he is not interested in

their formal properties except as they distil what he takes to be the fundamental

patterns underlying all narrative. As regards Donald Barthelme, this confines

Gass's interest to Snow White (1967). Although a deeply sensitive reader of the

contemporary scene, Gass, like Barth, nevertheless fails to consider that it may

be the short story's formal properties which account for its intimate involvement

in so much of the experimental fiction of the time.

The indifference Barth and Gass show to the short story is reflected

throughout critical texts of th period, and this neglect has consequences when

we consider the tneories of postmodemism that have emerged therefrom. For

instance, reading through Raymond Federman's influential 1975 anthology of

essays Surfiction one discovers that there is not a single reference to the short

story as a distinct genre, let alone any debate about its formal properties, despite

its ubiquity as a form among the writers represented and discussed in the book.

Jerome Klinkowitz, in his essay 'Literary Disruptions; or What's Become of

American Fiction?', for example, examines work by, among others, Sukenick,

Barthelme, Kurt Vonnegut, and Jerzy Kosinski. In his analyses Klinkowitz

makes a number of claims for these writers as representative of the 'new style' in

American fiction, Writing of Kosinski's Steps, a novel composed of extremely

short chapters, he highlights the text's radical truncation and compression and

the way in which this results in conventional plotting being 'replaced by more

inventive associations' (Federman 1975, 171). Rather than gratify readerly

expectations of closure, we are told, 'Kosinski prefers instead to write the bare

minimum, so that "the reader is forced to imagine what the novel merely

suggests" (ibid). Only a reader unconscious of the achievements of modernist

short fiction would carry the conviction that Kosinski's approach here is
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radically new. Yet even in his discussions of short stories, such as Barthelme's

'Robert Kennedy Saved from Drowning', Klinkowitz fails to relate the text in

question to any notion of the significance or history of the very form in which it

is written. He notes of Barthelme's story that its various narrative elements 'add

up to nothing conclusive' and from this argues that accordingly 'a new way is

needed to count their meaning' (ibid. 170). That 'new way' has been the

challenge in modernist short fiction for some sixty or so years prior to

Barthelme's story.

To a great extent Klinkowitz's claims about the radical newness of the

fiction he is witnessing arise from his conviction that the American novel has

remained largely conservative and stable in formal terms since the 1920s. Set

against the 'persistent old-fashioned story tellers', with their 'leading characters,

plots and morals to be pointed', their 'beginnings middles and ends' (ibid, 165),

these new writers certainly are provocative and radical. But it is surely

inadequate to argue for their 'newness' by contrasting their poetics of

indeterminacy, generated through truncation, ellipsis, interdiction, resistance to

formal closure, and so on, with the continuities of the 'conventional' realist

novel. Some consideration of the achievements of the modernist short story

would quickly alert Klinkowitz to the fact that the very innovative strategies he

is celebrating in this new writing have already been extensively cultivated in

short fiction. At best, some revision of the claims for radical newness would be

required.

To illustrate my point here, consider Barthelme's story 'Views of My

Father Weeping' (from City Life, 1970) and the responses of some leading critics

to it. The story is narrated by a character whose father has been run over and

killed by an 'aristocrat...riding down the street in his carriage' (1970, 3). After

the funeral ceremony the father appears, sitting in the centre of his son's bed,

weeping. Or so it seems, for here the ontological doubt (interrogativeness) sets
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in. Is it his father after all? The resemblance is strong, but identity cannot be

confirmed. Throughout the story the father will reappear in this way, variously

weeping, in fragmented, possibly delusionary, possibly memorial, interpolations

into the main narrative:

My father throws his ball of knitting up in the air. The orange
wool hangs there.

*

My father regards the tray of pink cupcakes. Then he jams his
thumb into each cupcake, into the top. Cupcake by cupcake. A
thick smile spreads over the face of each cupcake. (ibid, 5)

The temporal, spatial, and semantic status of these interpolations in relation to

the main diegesis is not determined. Is the father (dead, of course) doing these

things, or are they memories? And if the latter, what is their significance to the

narrator? Their significance either way, of course, is uncertain—it is suspended,

deferred, like his father between states of life and death, like the ball of orange

wool.

In the midst of this uncertainty, Barthelme activates a plot predicated

simply on a quest for certainty. The narrator wishes to reconcile opposing

statements by witnesses to the accident, one of whom claims it was the father's

fault that he was run over, another that it was due to the recklessness of the

aristocrat. In his quest to know for sure which account is correct the narrator

tracks down the aristocrat's coachman, Lars Bang, who 'resolves' the doubt by

telling how the father had tried to attack the horses and been trampled underfoot

in his madness. The story concludes thus with Lars Bang's account:

"I wanted to go back and see what had become of the madman,
your father, who had attacked us; but my master, vastly angry
and shaken up, forbade it. I have never seen him in so fearful a
temper as that day; if your father had survived, and my master
got his hands on him, it would have gone ill with your father,
that's a certainty. And so, you are now in possession of all the
facts. I trust you are satisfied, and will drink another bottle of
this quite fair claret you have brought us, and be on your way."
Before I had time to frame a reply, the dark-haired girl spoke.
"Bang is an absolute bloody liar," she said.

Etc. (ibid, 15-16)
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Brian McHale has described this as a 'non-ending', the 'Etc.' as a 'gesture

towards endlessness' (1987, 109). But I read it as a typically interdictive short

story ending. As Lars Bang's account begins, we question his reliability as a

witness, not least because he is a 'suspect' in the narrator's inquiry. However, it

is clear from this ending that the story is not interested in establishing the relative

reliability or otherwise of its characters. Rather, the function of the ending is the

non-resolution of the quest plot. The 'Etc.' does not only signal that the quest

for certainty carries on ad infinitum, it also refers to all that has been left out of

this narrative; it reflects back, in other words, on the condition of indeterminacy

in the story as well as projecting forward an endless series of statements and

counter-statements. That 'Etc.' we could attach to the end of every modernist

short story we have examined so far—it is the mark of the form. It is the 'Etc.',

too, that critics have sought to supply in their readings, filling the semantic gaps

left by the interdictions, ellipses, withholdings and occlusions that mark the

positive shortness of the form.

All of the radical effects in this story can in fact be read in this way, as

extending from modernist short story techniques. The 'endlessness' of the

ending, as I have suggested, is a extension of the interdictive openness that

characterizes the short form. Similarly, the deferral of meaning mentioned above

is typical of the short story technique of withholding, refusing to arrest the

significance (symbolic or otherwise) of certain details in the narrative for the

purposes of enforcing the dominant diegesis. Connected to this is what McHale

calls the 'rhetoric of contrastive banality' (1987, 76), referring to the way in

which in postmodernist fictions the narrator or characters often remain 'blasé in

the face of miraculous violations of natural law' (ibid). In this story, the narrator

does not at any stage remark upon the impossibility of his father's actually being

in his room weeping after his death: that fact does not cause the narrator to

discount him as an unlikely cohabitee. Furthermore, he is concerned to make
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sure that the weeping figure is not the 'mailman, the man who delivers the

groceries, an insurance salesman or tax collector' (1970, 4) as though their

presence, sitting weeping on his bed, would be more readily explicable.

Contrastive banality is not just an instrument of irony or oddness; it marks a

refusal to arbitrate connections between elements in the narrative—again, a

refusal to recuperate the details of the story for the dominant diegesis. It is, in

other words, akin to reticence in the short story. As with Joyce's three 'surplus'

signiflers—paralysis, gnornon, simony—we are left to establish meaning and

significance from the contexts of reference and utterance: the narrating voice

refuses to mediate any connections for us. Finally, there is the status of the

dominant diegesis itself. The quest plot is, of course, a pretence at narrative

closure. Particularly in Hemingway we saw this technique of signalling an

affinity to a minimal story structure in order then to refute it. Barthelme' s text

simply makes explicit in its 'Etc.' this refutation.

Obviously, there are significant differences between Barthelme's textual

world and that of Joyce and Hemingway; he is, after all, unquestionably

postmodernist. Barthelme more conspicuously disrupts ontological coordinates

in his fictions than do the earlier writers. Hence the estrangement of the world in

which the story takes place. The deadlundead simultaneity aside, this is a place

populated by telephones, insurance salesmen, grocery delivery boys, plastic

jonquils and Ford pickups, yet it also a place where aristocrats ride around the

city streets in carriages and employ livened footmen. The rational coordinates

of Barthelme's world are difficult to fix. My interest, however, is that the

narrative techniques Barthelme uses to disrupt ontological certainties are those

employed throughout the modernist short fictions we have been examining.

Barthelme uses shortness as a positive quality in his stories; form is integral to

the meanings he generates, or degenerates. He exploits the techniques of

interrogative short fiction but in order to explore questions of being as well as
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those of meaning.

Aside from offering us another perspective on Barthelme's textual

practice, the kind of reading I am advocating here has consequences for how we

place Barthelme, and other story writers, within an appraisal of postmodernism.

Indeed, I would go as far as to say that that appraisal may have to be altered or

qualified when we involve it with a genre-based analysis. Certainly, critics who

have responded to 'Views of My Father Weeping' have been unwilling to

account for it as in any way related to the history of the form in which it is

written. Barbara Roe, for example, would prefer to seek out ambitious, and

ultimately impressionistic, connections to the visual arts in order to explain the

story's structure, claiming that it 'simulates collage's temporal and spatial

ambiguity' (1992, 40). Larry McCaffery, similarly, even while he contemplates

the way in which 'final answers' and 'teleological explanations' (1982, 110) are

missing from the text, is unable or unwilling to relate this to story form or to any

critical history of short fiction.

More importantly, McCaffery's wider thesis is that the work of

Barthelme (along with that of Coover and Gass) represents a break with the

aesthetics of modernism. He argues that it was principally from the Nouveau

Roman that these writers inherited the scepticism about 'causal relationships,

beginnings, middles, and ends...' (ibid. 13) evident in their narratives. However,

McCaffery's perspective, like Klinkowitz's, is exclusive of generic

considerations; he is making a claim about fiction that is in fact based solely on a

theory of the novel. Accordingly, he can make pronouncements about radical

postmodemist credentials based on comments like this, about Barthelme:

When his characters—or we ourselves—try to gain "deeper"
insights or teleological explanations about what has happened,
the search inevitably ends futilely with our efforts often being
antiôipated and directly mocked (ibid. 110)

Barthelme feels that he cannot offer his readers the easy
assurances which lie at the centre of most realistic
narratives.. .[His] work is characterized by his refusal to present
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well-rounded characters, supply easy explanations, or make
causal connections (ibid, 114-5)

All of McCaffery's observations here could be applied to the modernist

interrogative short story as we have encountered it. Not only is he arguing from

a position blind to achievements in the form in which Barthelme is working, but

once we take that form into consideration, then the integrity of the

modernist/postmodernist breakthrough metanarrative he is arguing for can itself

be compromised.3

Although she does not undertake any extended consideration of

Barthelme as regards postmodernism, Barbara Roe, like McCaffery, seems

happy to conduct her book-length study of Barthelme's short fiction as though

the history of the genre were a footnote to his achievement. 'In the conventional

sense,' she writes, 'Barthelme did not write "short stories'" (1992, xiii). She

does not define her use of 'conventional' here but it surely cannot include

modernists writers because she describes Bartheime's radical art in terms of its

refusal of 'such explicit parameters as plot' and its cultivation of 'indeterminacy'

(ibid, xiii; xiv). Where she does identify some of his experimental techniques

her account is nevertheless still limited by its lack of awareness of the ways in

which these might relate to short fiction, as when she writes of how in his stories

'unobstructed routes are not permitted.. .the paths of plot must be blocked at

every turn.. .or narratives stalled by anticlimax' (ibid. 4). As with McCaffery,

Roe's observations here could as easily be applied to the interrogative,

interdictive modernist short story.

Alan Wilde goes further still than McCaffery and Roe in propounding the

theory of a postmodernist breakthrough. According to Wilde, modernism is

3The phrase 'breakthrough metanarrative' is Brian McHale's, who argues that all
such metanarratives concerning the relationship of modernism and
postmodernism must be divested of authority in order to allow more refined,
singular readings of the texts involved (1992, 24).
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characterized by a 'disjunctive irony' which 'recognizes the disconnections' of a

fragmented, relativized world yet seeks to 'control them' through 'an aesthetic

closure that substitutes for the notion of paradise regained an image.. .of a

paradise fashioned by man himself—an aesthetic evident in, for instance,

T.S.Eliot's countenancing of the 'mythical method' in Ulysses (Wilde 1981,

10). Postmodernism, on the other hand, Wilde defines by its quality of

'suspensive irony' in which the effort to close or unify the 'vision of multiplicity,

randomness, contingency, and even absurdity' is replaced by an acceptance of

'quandary. ..a low-keyed engagement with a world of perplexities and

uncertainties' (ibid).	 Wilde observes how various postmodernist writers

'welcome or at any rate subscribe an aesthetic of openness' (ibid. 135) in

contradistinction to modernists in whose 'heterocosmic' imaginations

'fragmentation is overcome' and 'discontinuity transcended' (ibid. 128).

Wilde cites as an 'emblem' of postmodern suspensiveness Max Apple's

'Free Agents', a fantastic story in which a narrator finds himself party to a court

tribunal set up to establish whether his bodily organs, which have downed tools

and gone on strike, have the right to determine their own future. Like the best

courtroom thrillers, Apple's story hinges ultimately upon the decision of the

jury. However, the jury, in this case chaired by Einstein's brain, delivers a hung

verdict, a decision (or rather a failure to decide) whose indeterminacy is joyously

accepted:

"To tell me this," I yell to the heavens, "I don't need Einstein's
brain." Clouds suck up the jury. Full of myself, on tiptoes I
bounce on the grass ready for everything (1977, 51)

For Wilde, postmodernist 'suspensiveness' is 'imaged in the hung jury' (1981,

132). However, we might equally read the interrogative openness of this ending,

its deliberate refusal to supply information the narrative is itself generating the

desire for, as significant of modernist short fiction. In other words, we can relate

its strategies to the form in which it is written as much as to some postmodernist
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anxiety about the indeterminacy of truth. Read as a short story, Apple's text cuts

across the modernist/postmodernist binary as Wilde wishes to define it.

In effect I am arguing here that a study of the 'postmodernist short story'

needs to take into account both elements in that designation. When we do so, we

realize that the postmodernist breakthrough metanarrative can be compromised

and qualified in relation to the short fiction. My position here aligns me with

critics such as Helmut Lethen, Matei Calinescu, Marjorie Perloff, William

Spanos and Brian McHale, all of whom have been concerned with refining our

understanding of the continuities between modernism and postmodernism. They

each seek to qualify the definition of the latter through an extension of our

understanding of the former—something that the dependency relation in the term

postmodernism itself would seem to invite. Helmut Lethen, for example, re-

reads postmodernism as 'uncovering a dimension which has been buried within

Modernism for some time' (1986, 233), namely the avant-garde. Lethen argues

that the (by definition) disruptive and discontinuous avant-garde has been

occluded in accounts of modernism firstly in order to guarantee 'the coherence

of the critical construct of Modernism', and secondly in order to 'warrant the

claim of innovation which is inherent in Postmodernism' (ibid, 234). Lethen

suggests that if one compares the features of Postmodernism to those of

Dadaism, for example, 'one will be hard put to discern any basic differences'

(ibid). He goes on to list polarities commonly called upon to distinguish the

modernist from the postmodernist, such as Hierarchy/Anarchy,

Presence/Absence, and, most significantly for me, Determinacy/Indeterminacy

(ibid. 235). Lethen argues that this list of polarities in fact 'shows the battlefield

on which Modernism itself operates' (ibid. 236). In other words, the critical

discrimination modernistlpostmodernist is in fact already inherent within

modernism.

Now, throughout this thesis I have been arguing for a definition of the
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modernist short story based on its cultivation of indeterminacy. In the light of

Lethen's comments we might say that what Klinkowitz, Wilde, MeCaffery and

others define as postmodernist indeterminacy in the stories of Sukenick, Coover

and Barthelme could equally be read as emerging from an opposition within

modernism. Furthermore, Lethen's point that the notion of a consolidated

modernist aesthetic depends on the expulsion of the oppositional and, by

definition, discontinuous avant-garde, concurs with my repeated insistence that

the critical history of the short story has been suppressed by an emphasis on the

aesthetic of novel; hence the claims for postmodernism based solely on an

understanding of the dominant prose form, ignorant of any countermanding

evidence in the short fiction.

Lethen's sentiments are echoed by Matei Calinescu who suggests that

postmodernisrn 'is mostly an extension and diversification of the pre-Worid War

II avant-garde' (1987, 143). However, Calinescu refines the argument by

observing the ways in which postmodernist writers have retreated from the

relentless and 'ruthless devastation of the avant-garde and opted instead for a

'logic of renovation' (ibid, 276). Like John Barth and Umberto Eco 4, Calinescu

believes that the logic of the avant-garde ends ultimately in sterility, impasse, the

impossibility of saying Hence the efforts made by Barth and others to articulate

an alternative and recuperative 'logic of renovation' (ibid. 277) in which the

postmodernist poetics of indeterminacy came to be understood as the

'continuation' of a force which has always existed within modernism.

Calinescu derives his definition of this poetics of indeterminacy from

Marjorie Perloff who argues that there exist within modernist poetics two

distinct though often interwoven strands: the 'symbolist mode' that runs from

4See Barth's 'The Literature of Exhaustion' (1967) and 'The Literature of
Replenishment' (1980), both in Barth 1997. See also the interview in Bellamy
(1974, 1-18). For Eco's views on the sterility of the logic of the avant-garde see
Eco 1985, 66-7.
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Romanticism, through Baudelaire and Eliot, to Robert Lowell, and the anti-

symbolist 'mode of indeterminacy or "undecidability", of literalness and free

play' that runs from Rimbaud's Illuminations, through Stein, Pound and

Williams, Cubism, Dadaism, early surrealism and which also includes 'the great

French/English verbal compositions of Beckett' (1981, vii). Perloff elucidates

this difference in a comparative reading of John Ashbery's 'anti-symbolist'

poem 'These Lacustrine Cities' and Eliot's The Waste Land. Her conclusion is

that, despite its opacities and disjunctions, its allusiveness and symbolic richness,

one can nevertheless readily decode Eliot's poem because in it 'the relationship

of the word to its referents, of signifier to signified, remains essentially intact'

(ibid. 17). The elements of Ashbery's poem on the other hand remain disparate

and indeterminate:

In Ashbery's verbal landscape, fragmented images appear one by
one—cities, sky, swans, tapering branches, violent sea, desert,
mountain—without coalescing into a symbolic network.. For
there seems to be no world, no whole to which these parts may
be said to belong. Totality is absent (ibid, 10)

There is a striking similarity between Perloff's descriptive rhetoric here and that

which I have found appropriate for my account of modernist short fiction. The

centrifugal nature of Ashbery's poem, its deliberate failure to bring about a

coalescence of meaning in its detail, to subjugate the 'presence' of its parts to a

symbolic totality—in short, its qualities of indeterminacy—all signal its kinship

to the kind of texts I have been dealing with. Of course, Ashbery's poem goes

further than the stones I've been looking at (Beckett's excepted) in attacking the

referential assumptions we make about language; nevertheless, Perloff's

descriptions of the poem's techniques could equally apply to modernist short

fictions. For instance, take the way in which imminent plots are signalled in the

text only to be abandoned at the point of closure:

[S]uch potential plots are rather like water sprouts, rising to the
surface only to dissipate again. As readers, we are thus left in a
state of expectancy: just at the point where revelation might
occur, the curtain suddenly comes down (ibid. 11)
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Though Perloff's interest (with the exception of Beckett) is in poetry, I think we

can readily associate short fiction—as another relatively neglected history within

modernism—with this poetics of indeterminacy. The value of this for my

account of postmodernism, and the reason I have advanced towards it, is that it

establishes a metanarrative that cuts across the modernistlpostmodernist binary

which I have found so reductive in relation to short fiction.

Returning to Larry McCaffery, we find a discussion of the impact of

Alain Robbe-Grillet's For a New Novel on American fiction (and criticism)

following its publication in English in 1965 in which McCaffery argues that the

work provided a theoretical grounding for the breakthrough against the dominant

psycho-social realism of Salinger, Mailer, Bellow, Updike, and William Styron.

Unquestionably, For a New Novel was an important part of the effort to free

fictional practice from the strictures of representationalism. For many writers

and academics it became the principal means by which the fiction of Beckett,

Nabokov and Borges could be appropriated for literary theory, though Donald

Barthelme, it should be noted, was careful to distance himself early on from the

theory and practice of the Nouveau Roman. 5 It is possible, however, to read

Robbe-Gnllet's text in support of the theory I have been outlining, namely that

the short fiction contravenes the modernistlpostmodernist dichotomy based on

the metanarrative of a postmodernist breakthrough..

Discussing his own film, Last Year at Marienbad, Robbe-Grillet

complains about the nature of the questions audiences invariably ask, questions

about the past lives of characters, about events preceding those in the film:

'The new French novelists, Butor, Sarraute, Robbe-Gnulet, Claude Simon,
Phillipe Sollers, have...succeeded in making objects of their books without
reaping any of the strategic benefits of the maneuver.. .Their work seems leaden,
self-conscious in the wrong way. Painfully slow-paced with no leaps of the
imagination, concentrating on the minutiae of consciousness, these novels
scrupulously, in deadly earnest, parse out what can safely be said.' (Barthelme
1964(a), 16). 'Made dreariness into a religion,' one of his imaginary critic says
elsewhere (1985, 40).
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Have this man and this woman really met before? Did they love
each other last year at Marienbad? Does the young woman
remember and is she only pretending not to recognize the
handsome stranger? Or has she really forgotten everything that
has happened between them? etc.
Matters must be put clearly: such questions have no meaning.
(1989, 152)

It is as though the audience requires some preterition, some larger chronology, in

order to decode the 'present' action of the film. We have seen how the same

questions are repeatedly asked of modernist short fiction; indeed, I have argued

that Joyce, Hemingway and Beckett all utilize the persistence of this kind of

readerly curiosity as an operative principle in their texts. Robbe-Grillet's

impatience is with the audience's refusal to recognize the self-sufficiency of the

present moment in which the action of the film occurs. In the same way,

modernist short stories refuse the explanatory teleological justifications and

continuities of the novel; they are predicated on the self-sufficiency of their

present, as it were. The repeated efforts of critics of, for example, Hemingway's

'Cat in the Rain' or 'Hills like White Elephants' to reconstruct a past life for the

text that will offer motivations and explanations for the characters' actions

betrays the depth of this determination to unify and recuperate meaning.

Robbe-Gnllet argues that in the new narrative time 'no longer completes

anything...Moment denies continuity' (ibid. 155). This emphasis on the

momentary at the expense of continuity may appear to entail a sense of

frustration, even disappointment, for the reader. But Robbe-Grillet argues that in

fact this kind of writing celebrates the 'creative assistance' of the reading act:

For, far from neglecting him, the author today proclaims his
absolute need of the reader's cooperation, an active, conscious,
creative assistance. What he asks of him is no longer to receive
ready-made a world completed, full, closed upon itself, but on
the contrary to participate in a creation (ibid, 156)

Robbe-Grillet's phrasing here recalls that of Robert Louis Stevenson who

defined the short story as resistant to the 'full close' (1997, 464) of the novel. As

I have argued throughout, the modernist short form excites the co-productive
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capacity of the reader; it is, in Umberto Eco's phrase, a deeply 'lazy machine'

(1995, 3). Once again, there would appear to be consonance between the

aspirations of experimental fiction of this period and the formal properties of the

interrogative short story.

I am not suggesting here that modernist short fiction is somehow the

unacknowledged nonpareil form for postmodemist fiction; nor am I unconscious

of the fact that Robbe-Grillet's criticisms are of conventional realist fiction as a

mode of representation and apply equally to the short story as to the novel. What

I am pointing to is the manner in which the short form as I've defined it seems

answer in many ways to the demands Robbe-Grillet is making of fiction as a

whole. Throughout For a New Novel we encounter prophesies and projections

about the new fiction that appear to be descriptions of the procedures of

modernist short stories. In 'On Several Obsolete Notions', for instance, Robbe-

Grillet calls for an end to teleological plot structure governed by the 'impulse of

each episode toward a conclusion' (1989, 32). The modernist short story, as we

have seen, resists precisely this teleological impulse and so would appear to be

ideally suited to the resistance effort RobbeGrillet is calling for against the

classic realist imposition of 'the image of a stable, coherent, continuous,

unequivocal, entirely decipherable universe' (ibid). Similarly, in 'A Future for

the Novel' Robbe-Grillet chooses the detective story as his model of the 'old'

narrative mode in which everything 'is resolved in a banal bundle of causes and

consequences, intentions and coincidences' (ibid. 22). The oppositional 'new'

form, by contrast, will thwart the desire for such conclusiveness, returning us

instead to the 'evidence' in search of meanings that the text refuses to secure:

'Though they may conceal a mystery, or betray it, these elements...have only one

serious, obvious quality, which is to be there' (ibid. 23). Resisting our

determination to reduce their meaning to 'a single determining element' (ibid.

19), these texts will revel in surfices, enigmas, contradictory states, celebrating
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the 'destitution of the old myths of "depth" (ibid. 23). Again, one can easily see

how the stories of Joyce, Hemingway, Beckett and others I have cited, function

to this end, interdicting closure and returning the reader always to the enigmatic

'presence' of their parts.

In an interview with Donald Barthelme in 1978, Heide Ziegler pursued

the matter of Barthelme's preference for short forms in terms very similar to

those Robbe-Grillet uses in For a New Novel. 'Would it be possible to say that

you prefer experience over meaning?' Ziegler asked, citing as an example the

way in which the balloon in Barthelme's story 'The Balloon' figures as a

'concrete particular' with no determinate meaning or significance (Barthelme

1982, 50). In other words, is Barthelme a poet of the surface, the testifiable

'present', conscious of the destitution of the old myths of 'depth'? Ziegler's

question is based on a speculation that the short story may be ideally suited to

this activity because as a form it permits or even enforces a disavowal of large-

scale recuperative structures of meaning. Barthelme side-steps the question on

this occasion, commenting only on his distrust of 'big canvasses' (ibid. 51). But

in a later interview he is more forthcoming about what he aims for in a story and

about what the short form offers him that the novel does not:

A process of accretion. Barnacles growing on a wreck or a rock.
I'd rather have a wreck than a ship that sails. Things attach
themselves to wrecks. Strange fish find your wreck or rock to be
a good feeding ground; after a while you've got a situation with
possibilities. (Barthelme 1983a., 34)

The metaphor is interesting here because it seems to suggest that the unextended

form can be richer in 'possibilities' than that which exhibits, full-rigged, its

development and identity. This resistance to novelistic elaboration is echoed

later on in the same interview when he talks about the importance of removing

the narrative scaffold, the rigging, in a story: 'It's a question as to whether such

things can be made to fly without the support of a controlling narrative' (ibid,

4 1-2). By eschewing the investigative paraphernalia of plot and character
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psychology in his stories, Barthelme is able to convey the indeterminate,

multiple 'present' of his textual world. Short fiction as a form is ideally suited to

the 'student of the surfaces' (ibid. 43), as Barthelme calls himself Its

interrogative openness and resistance to closure allows him to testify to the

strange possibilities of those surfaces without any obligation or scope to explain

them, to present situations free from any teleological development—the text as

'an itself (Barthelme 1974, 52), in other words, rather than a reflection of a

reality pre-structured with meaning.

Barthelme may be for many the exemplary postmodernist—indeed, his

'After Joyce' (1964) is a striking precedential account of McHale's ontological

dominant—but his chosen grammar is that of the interrogative short story.

Indeed, stories such as 'The Explanation' (City 1970) and 'Concerning the

Bodyguard' (Great Days, 1979) are purely interrogative, both being constructed

around questions that are either answered obliquely or not answered at all.

When we read Barthelme, then, I think we need to be conscious of both these

contexts—postmodernism and the short form. I have already set out why I think

such an approach is important in relation to postmodernism as a whole; now I

want to demonstrate what it offers to our understanding of Barthelme's

achievement by undertaking some further readings of his work.

Throughout his career, Barthelme has made plain his awareness of the

generic history of short fiction and its 'eligibility for responding to radical

innovation' (Davenport 1991, 70) by parodic playfulness with its conventions

and devices. For example, 'The Dolt' (Unspeakable Practices, Unnatural Acts,

1969) concerns an aspiring writer, Edgar, who must compose a story in order to

pass the National Writers' Examination. Edgar's problem is that he cannot think

of a 'middle' for his story. He has a captivating opening and an 'ironic'

conclusion (he recites these to his wife, Barbara) but he is unable to contrive a

love intrigue between his two central characters. "Something has to happen
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between them," his wife tells him. "Otherwise there's no story" (1969, 68).

Of course, Barthelme's story itself lacks any such suspenseful intrigue, a failure

that is recognized in the text's wholly arbitrary, outlandish and ironic ending:

At that moment the son manqué entered the room. The son
manqué was eight feet tall and wore a serape woven out of two
hundred transistor radios, all turned on and tuned to different
stations. Just by looking at him you could hear Portland and
Nogales, Mexico.

"No grass in the house?"
Barbara got the grass which was kept in one of those little

yellow and red metal canisters made for sending film back to
Eastman Kodak.

Edgar tried to think of a way to badmouth this immense son
leaning over him like a large and blaring building. But he
couldn't think of anything. Thinking of anything was beyond
him. I sympathize. I myself have these problems. Endings are
elusive, middles are nowhere to be found, but worst of all is to
begin, to begin, to begin (ibid. 69).

The reiteration of 'begin' is, of course, playfully situated at the end of the story

here, but more than that, the problem with beginning at all, as hapless Edgar

discovers, is the obligation to conclude meaningfully. to justify having begun in

the first place. Edgar has an 'ironic' ending for his story, but it has no meaning

because there is no situation—no middle—for it ironically to resolve: the gap in

his text robs it of significance. Barthelme's interdictive and ironic ending to his

own text makes it as much a 'failure' in this respect as Edgar's.

The mischievous exploration of closure in the short form is a feature, too,

of 'The Piano Playtr' (Come Back Dr. Caligari, 1964). Here, the madly

discontinuous domesticity of Mr and Mrs Brian Hess, comprising an unsmoked

ham that talks, stale penicillin, paint chipping, Parsfal, IBM, Edmund Wilson,

Coriolanus, a sleepy combustible giraffe, and, of course, a piano, concludes with

Brian's attempt to move said instrument into the grape arbour for his wife to

play: 'He took a good grip on its varnishedness. He began to trundle it across

the room, and, after a slight hesitation, it struck him dead' (Barthelme 1964b, p.

22). A 'wow' ending, yes, but yet another perverse inflection of Chekhov's
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dictum that if there's a gun hanging on the wall in a story it has to be fired (see

Hemingway's 'The Art of the Short Story', p.126 above). Here the title proposes

some cohesive duty for Barthelme's piano, so he has it 'go off' at the end. What

he's mocking is the convention that a fiction's guns and pianos and giraffes must

come to order, must be made to 'mean'. Throughout his story Barthelme plays

in this way with our desire to attribute significance to textual detail through

unruly juxtapositions which, because of the absence of any mediation between

them, strike us as literally discontinuous—elements resistant to sequentiality and

ratification in a telos. The killer piano is a parody of the 'wow' ending, but also

of the wider ways in which narrative discourse achieves intelligibility.

'The Piano Player' is interesting because it reveals, parodically, how

appropriate the elliptical short form is for the effects of indeterminacy Barthelme

wishes to create. Unlike Joyce and Hemingway, he uses it to enforce an

ontological interrogativeness: what is the nature of this world the characters

occupy? What are its physical laws and coordinates, and who or what has

agency in it? The short form is ideally productive of this sense of discontinuity:

it is a form which by its very nature is anti-teleological, which tends, through its

devices of interdiction and ellipsis, to suppress the causal relationships that

establish integrity and intelligibility in narrative. Whereas modernist writers

indulged the doubts it was able to raise about the status of knowledge and

meaning, Barthelme is interested in how its interrogativeness can be exploited to

undermine our sense of a coherent, describable world.

In 'The Wound' (Amateurs, 1977), he undertakes a parody of narrative

causality that again involves some playfl.ilness with conventions of closure in the

short story. 'The Wound' concerns a famous torero who is confined to bed after

being gored in the foot during a televised bullfight. He is waited upon by,

among others, his mother and his mistress, along with groups of imbéciles,

idiotas and bobos. While his mistress films the convalescence, a roast beef is
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served and some Lysol is applied to the wound. A depressed Bishop enters to

talk briefly of his experiences in psychoanalysis and drink a glass of Chivas

Regal. He is followed by the Queen of the Gypsies who, having helped herself

to some roast beef, decides to take possession of the torero's wound. She

commands that he be lifted up and carried out of the house, but the doorway is

suddenly blocked by a large black bull. The bull begins to ring, 'like a

telephone' (1979, 17).

In summary form like this, speculative absurdity would appear to be the

dominant interest of 'The Wound'. But in fact, the manner in which the

narrative proceeds encourages a reading of the story that emphasizes its

connections to, rather than its differences from, mimetic realism. Large sections

of the text are structured in the following way (1 have underlined to clarify the

pattern):

The torero, ignoring the roast beef, takes the silver dish from his
mother and sips from it, meanwhile maintaining intense eye
contact with his mistress. The torero's mistress hands the camera
to the torero's mother and reaches for the silver dish. "What is
all this nonsense with the dish?" she asks the famous aficionado
who is sitting by the bedside. The torero offers the aficionado a
slice of beef, carved from the roast with a sword, of which there
are perhaps a dozen on the bed. "These fellows with their
swords, think they are so fl," says one of the imbéciles to
another, quietly. The second imbécil says, "We would all think
ourselves fi if we could. But we can't. Something prevents
us.,
(ibid., p. 13)

At least one element in each sentence here provides the basis, the subject, for the

next sentence. It is as though the story were written to no plan: where it will end

up, how it will conclude, is being revised on a sentence by sentence basis. Like

a sestiria, the narrative provocations arise from the concatenated keywords—that

is the flimsy basis of the causal relationships in the passage. Yet it is still a

narrative, and I think Barthelme is exposing here, as Sukenick does in his story,

the ultimately factitious and arbitrary nature of all narrational acts. The

challenge is to see that the artifice of this story resides not solely in the fabulous
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incongruity of its happenings but also in the mechanisms of causality and

selectivity it lays bear—mechanisms on which all narratives rely. Their

exposure in this way, and indeed the parodic treatment throughout Barthelme's

fiction of conventions of plotting and narration, reveals how textual meaning is

always a fabrication, how, as one critic puts it, reality 'does not speak for itself

but is always signified' (Maltby 1991, 5) 'The Wound' simply does

conspicuously what all realist fiction does more or less covertly.

The conclusion of the story, like that of 'The Piano Player', is a parodic

'wow' ending, making a pretence of closure. The final sentence reads, 'The bull

begins to ring, like a telephone' (1979, 17). In modernist short fiction we have

seen many endings which are interdictive of expectations that the narrative itself

generates. Barthelme's ending is also highly interdictive but it achieves this not

by diverting from but by aping a dramatic closural gesture. Furthermore, the

clarifying simile, 'like a telephone', undermines our objections to the absurdity

of the image of the ringing bull by involving it in a sense-making linguistic

structure. It is no more or less valid than all the other entirely arbitrary

selections that have been conspicuously made throughout the text and which are

made in all narratives. To the objection that bulls can't make ringing noises in

real life, comes the reply, Nor can imaginary telephones. In other words, let us

recognize the constructed nature of all that we encounter in narrative and free

ourselves from the (illusory) prison of descriptive realism.

The double focus I am employing in these readings—that is, on the texts

as short stories and as postmodernist metafictions—is useful because it

demonstrates how applicable the procedures of one are to the concerns of the

other. The interrogative short story's resistance to teleological structuration, the

way in which it returns us always to the enigmatic 'evidence' of its parts, makes

it the ideal form iri many ways for the destitution of that myth of 'depth', as

Robbe-Grillet calls it, that effort of classic realist fiction to uncover in itself 'the
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image of a stable, coherent, continuous, unequivocal, entirely decipherable

universe' (1989, 32). 'Moment' does indeed deny 'continuity' in Barthelme's

hands and our understanding of his postmodernism is enhanced once we

acknowledge the role his chosen form has in creating it.

This destitution of the myth of depth is performed explicitly in 'The

Glass Mountain' (City Life), a story that again is interdictive of an established

story type but which uses this tactic to reveal the inadequacy of such narratives

for the postmodern condition. The story, composed of one hundred

consecutively numbered sentences, concerns the ascent of a glass mountain at

the top of which, it is said, there is a castle within which dwells 'a beautiful

enchanted symbol' (1970, 61). According to Lance Olsen, 'The Glass

Mountain' reworks an ancient Norse tale called 'The Princess on the Glass Hill'

(1991, 9), where, as that title suggests, it is a beautiful princess rather than a

symbol that is the object of attainment. Barthelme's revision of the tale involves

transplanting the glass mountain to the centre of New York City and having his

narrator ascend, through the cat-calls of his neighbours and acquaintances, with

the aid of a pair of plumber's mates—the sort of functional detail that establishes

the comic incongruity between the heraldic nature of the quest and its location in

a bustling, sceptical, materialistic metropolis.

On his way up the narrator relates the 'conventional means of attaining

the castle', as described in The Yellow Fairy Book, which involves being seized

by a giant eagle, circling the castle at a great height, then cutting the eagle's feet

off and dropping on to a balcony that gives access to the beautiful princess (ibid.

63-4). This fairy tale represents, as one would expect, the narrative model from

which the present story seeks to divert. And sure enough, as with many of the

short fictions we have examined, that subversion occurs at the point of closure in

the text:	 .
97. I approached the symbol, with its layers of meaning, but
when I touched it, it changed into only a beautiful princess.
98. I threw the beautiful princess headfirst down the mountain to
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my acquaintances.
99. Who could be relied upon to deal with her.
100.Nor are eagles plausible, not at all, not for a moment.
(ibid. 64-5)

The destitution of myth here takes the form of an 'abuse' rather than a 'reuse' of

the classical situation and turns the story, one critic has said, into 'a parable

about the destruction of the transcendental signified which the princess

symbolizes' (Olsen 1991, 9-10). I would agree with this summary but again

would emphasize the ways in which the text is exploiting the strategies and

structures of interrogative short fiction to achieve its effect. The summoning of a

classical story pattern and the interdiction of it at the point of closure is a

defining technique of the modernist short story, but more important still is the

way in which this formal gesture reflects the 'destruction' that Olsen is

describing. The enchanting symbol, with its layers of possible meaning, changes

into only a princess at the end; in other words, the symbol becomes simply a

sign, a distinction that is spelled out earlier in the story:

71. "The conventional symbol (such as the nightingale, often
associated with melancholy), even though it is recognized only
through agreement, is not a sign (like the traffic light) because,
again, it presumably arouses deep feelings and is regarded as
possessing properties beyond what the eye alone sees" (A
Dictionary of Literary Terms)
72. A number of nightingales with traffic lights tied to their legs
flew past me (1970, 63)

The debunking of the literary symbol here is achieved by reaffirming the valency

of the sign. In Robbe-Gnllet's terms we are returned to the plural 'present', the

'surface', of these textual details, as we are at the end of the story where the

quest for the transcendental symbol turns up only a sign, a princess. The text is,

as Olsen says, about the impotence of traditional symbolic narrative in dealing

with the postmodern condition, but it achieves this by virtue of an interdictive

short story structure which, like so many of the modernist texts we have

examined, acts to repel our efforts to determine significance. The anti-

teleological nature of the form affirms this refusal to pass from statement to
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meaning, from sign to symbol. As with Beckett's 'residua', the move from

language to expression, from units to continuities, is interdicted. in Barthelme's

story the very destitution that is his subject is enacted in the interrogative form

itself.

Thomas M. Leitch has made the valuable point that the anti-teleological

nature of Barthelme's fiction is more than just a case of 'declining to provide an

ending'; rather, it is a matter of his preferring 'forms that do not commit him

even to the idea of an ending' (1982, 136). Hence the dialogue stories, such as

'The Explanation' (City Life 1970), 'The Reference' (Amateurs, 1977), 'Wrack'

(Overnight to Many Distant Cities, 1983) and many of the pieces in Great Days

(1979), in which two voices are presented without any narrative mediation or

developmental structure. Other stories, Leitch point out, are based on self-

cancelling premises, such as 'On Angels' (City Lift) whose first sentence, 'The

death of God left the angels in a strange position', Leitch says 'depriv[es] angels

of any possible meaning, reduces.. .them to the status of pure phenomenon: a

narrative presence which by its very nature can imply no teleology and indeed no

significance' (1982, 136).

Although he does not recognize any connection between Barthelme's

practice and that of his modernist precursors (indeed, he claims for

Hemingway's short fiction a unifying 'telos...of revelation (ibid. 135)), the value

of Leitch's essay lies in the careful distinction it makes between fictions which

are interdictive solely of expectations of closure, such as we find in Joyce and

Hemingway, and texts like 'On Angels' which make 'no commitments to an

end' at any level in their discourse (ibid. 137). Because of his lack of

discrimination concerning the modernist short story, however, Leitch does not

see Barthelme's anti-teleological strategies as characteristic of the form in which

he is working; indeed, he considers Barthelme's work to be a decisive break with

the ultimately unified modernist text. I would argue that rather than constituting
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a radical discontinuance of the practices of modernist short fiction, Barthelme's

work can be read as extending its elliptical, interrogative and interdictive

narrative strategies to the ontological plane. As with the modernist writers, what

I have been seeking is a definition of Barthelme's stories in which their shortness

is recognized as, in Elizabeth Bowen's phrase, a 'positive quality'; a definition

which clarifies the connection between the short form and the concerns of

postmodernism.

In his essay 'Not-Knowing' (1985), Barthelme makes clear his

preference for forms which do not 'commit' him, as Leitch puts it, to the kind of

teleological structuration that fixes 'meaning' in acts of 'signification' and states

his opposition to critics whose readings impose that kind of determinacy:

I would argue that in the competing methodologies of
contemporary criticism, many of them quite rich in implications,
a sort of tyranny of great expectations obtains, a rage for final
explanations, a refusal to allow a work the mystery that is
essential to it. I hope I am not myself engaging in mystification
if I say simply that the mystery exists, not that the attempt
should not be made to penetrate it. I see no immediate way out
of the paradox—tear a mystery to tatters and you have tatters, not
mystery—merely note it and pass on. (1985, 45-6)

Barthelme's rhetoric here resembles Barthes' (indeed Barthes is cited in the

essay) when he asks that criticism be driven not by the quest for some 'theology'

of the text but by a desire fully to recognize 'what plural constitutes it'. As we

have seen, modernist short fiction's interrogative quality demands this kind of

critical approach and I think it is not coincidental that Barthelme should have

favoured the form in the way he did.

The condition of 'not-knowing' Barthelme insists on in this essay—both

from the writer and the critic—is further exemplified in 'The Balloon'

(Unspeakable Practices, Unnatural Acts, 1969). The story concerns the inflation

by the narrator of a huge balloon over the city in which he lives and the efforts

made by his fellow citizens to identify its meaning or purpose. Ultimately these

efforts have to give way to a recognition of the balloon's elusiveness, the fact
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that it confirms no one 'reading' of itself: 'It was suggested that what was

admired about the balloon was finally this: that it was not limited, or defined'

(1969, 21).

• Now, it is easy to see the balloon as a symbol of a kind of art which

resists absolute interpretation, which can host any number of understandings.

And indeed, that is how the story has usually been taken, as the expression of an

aesthetic ideal: 'the art object which defies meaning, which cannot be said to be

about anything' (Maltby 1991, 44)•6 Barthelme himself seems to encourage this

allegorical reading with his summaries of the critical reception of the balloon:

Because we had hidden the pumps, which fed helium to the
interior, and because the surface was so vast that the authorities
could not determine the point of entry—that is, the point at which
the gas was injected—a degree of frustration was evidenced by
those city officers into whose province such manifestations
normally fell. The apparent purposelessness of the ballon was
vexing (as was the fact that it was "there" at all). Had we
painted, in great letters, "LABORATORY TESTS PROVE" or
"18° o MORE EFFECTIVE" on the sides of the balloon, this
difficulty would have been circumvented (ibid, 17-18)

The 'concrete' particularity of the balloon (text or art object), its presence as 'an

itself', cannot be tolerated by the critical intelligence which insists on locating a

point of entry, an origin, a limit, an explanation of purpose that can contain the

proteiform balloon (text or art object) within its own reifying discourse. So the

allegorical reading goes.

What I find interesting here is that to read the story as being about not

imposing allegorical meanings on art objects involves reading it allegorically,

i.e., refusing to accept the balloon as 'an itself', seeing it as a symbol of

something else. To understand this story as being about the ultimate

intractability of art objects to determinate meaning involves us in the imposition

of a determinate meaning on it. And I think this is Barthelme's point—he is

6 Maltby, it should be noted, is opposed to the ubiquity of the 'neo-formalist'
approach he describes here and in his own reading places the story 'within a
broader socio-political framework' (1991, 45)
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directing our attention to the persistence of our efforts as readers to fix

significance, even as we are congratulating ourselves on our recognition of the

indeterminacy of the text before us I think in many ways this exemplifies (here

we go again) the difficulties we have encountered throughout this thesis in

readings of modernist short fiction. The interdictive, interstitial nature of the

form means that we are forced, as with Barthelme's balloon, to recognize its

plural constitution and to reject as reductive the determinate reading. Modernist

short fiction removes the very onentational material we require to reach finality

in our interpretations—that is its defining characteristic. 'The Balloon'

embodies the theoretical position necessary for an understanding of the 'positive

shortness' of the form which it is itself an instance of. Like the balloon it

describes, 'The Balloon' is proteiform, indefinite, dirigible.

'The Balloon' exemplifies Barthelme's recognition (set out in 'Not-

Knowing) that the value of any object lies in the fact that it 'at once invites and

resists interpretation' (1985, 46). It is significant, I think, that Barthelme's

chosen form for the conveyance of his objects—interrogative short fiction—

itself invites 'objectification' rather than interpretation on the part of the literary

critic. Certainly, such is the position required of us in relation to a story like

'The Indian Uprising' (Unspeakable Practice, Unnatural Acts), as McHale and

Ron (1991) make clear in their protracted readings and re-readings of this text.

Initially unwilling to 'follow the recipe for poststructuraiist reading' (1991, 51)

that would result in testifying to the text's undecidable meaning, these two critics

at first attempted to exact a determinate interpretation of Barthelme' s story.

However, what they found was that their reading very quickly ran into 'more or

less intractable difficulties' (ibid. 56).

The problems McHale and Ron encountered all arose from the contrary

signals that Barthelme's text gives out. A salient example is the paradoxical

colour designations in the story. Blue, for instance, is at first associated with the
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invading Comanches in that the women sympathing with them wear blue

mufflers. Later, green becomes attached to those defending the city. However,

when the narrator and his Comanche-sympathizing girlfriend Sylvia look at a

map of the progress of the uprising he says to her, 'Your parts are green' (1969,

7). McHale and Ron are forced to conclude that the 'system of color-coding

collapses into self-contradiction' (1991, 60).

The same process occurred for the critics on the other levels on which

they sought to fix the story's sense. For instance, the cultural-historical pattern

they established in which the defenders are associated with a 'high-modernist'

allusive discourse and the Comanches with a deconstructive 'postmodernist' one

(ibid, 55-6). However, this coherence is broken down when, for example, one of

the captured Comanches cites Thomas Mann and speaks like the embodiment of

'Aschenbach's respectable professional-class forbears' (ibid. 61). Even within

the various narrative levels McHale and Ron identify problems arise through the

lack of any narratorial mediation. The technique ofjuxtaposition in the story's

discourse left them uncertain 'whether successive sequences could be integrated

in the same "situation", or even the same world, and if so, how' (ibid. 57).

McHale and Ron's grudging conclusion about 'The Indian Uprising' is

that the text is ultimately indeterminate. In many ways their experience of

reading it exemplifies the process of my thesis as a whole. I have attempted to

subject critical interpretations to interrogative short fictions in order first of all to

prove the insufficiency of these readings, and then to identify this insufficiency

as the desired and desirable aesthetic of a form premised on the displacement of

the 'determinate' by the 'interrogative'. It is not incidental that McHale and Ron

feel that this story 'recoils' upon its readers (ibid. 63)—that, as we have seen, is

a condition of the interrogative. I do not, furthermore, believe that this means

we have succumbed to the 'poststructuralist recipe reading' (ibid) that these two

critics are so keen to avoid. The generic framework of the short story allows us
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to understand the text's indeterminacy as arising from certain narrative

techniques of reticence, occlusion and interdiction—all of which are evident in

Barthelme's story, particularly in its unmediated juxtapositions. Like Beckett,

Barthelme returns us to words as monads, preventing their absorption into a

continuous, teleological expressiveness. Blue is blue in 'The Indian Uprising',

just as for Beckett white is white; the word is 'an itself'. Indeed, as Miss R. in

Barthelme's story says, 'I hold to the hard, brown, nutlike word' (1969, 9).

Rather than fear, as McHale and Ron do, that stating indeterminacy leaves us

with an undifferentiated notion of textual practice, we can understand that it is

the inevitable product of a form that seeks always to retard our progress from the

word to what the word means.

As a last word, and marking my own susceptibility to closure, I should

like to address a prophecy of Saul Bellow's, made in support of his own late

engagement with short forms. Bellow has, of course, written stories throughout

his career, but it is only recently that he has begun to argue that they may

represent the nonpareil form of the future. The reason for this, Bellow suggests,

is that the modern consciousness is 'perilously overloaded' (1993, viii),

inundated with information and opinion. Every channel is open. Faced with this

the writer must compete for attention, but he will have to recognize, says Bellow,

that the contemporary mind is distracted, abused:

The reader will open his heart and mind to a writer who has
understood this—has understood because in his person he has
gone through it all, has experienced the same privations; who
knows where the sore spots are.. .Such a writer will trouble no
one with his own vanities, will make no unnecessary gestures,
indulge himself in no mannerisms, waste no reader's time. He
will write as short as he can (ibid, x).

For many, Bellow's words here will seem capitulatory, a suggestion that the

writer must narrow his compass to suit an age in which there is little room to

move. However, I would like to suggest that he might equally be voicing a
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recognition of what it is possible to do in short narrative forms. For Bellow does

not for a moment suggest that there is less to say or that we should aim to say

less. Rather, he seems to me to be arguing for precisely the connection between

brevity of utterance and multiplicity of meaning that I have been concerned to

identify in this thesis. The interrogative short form's discrepancy of extent—its

ability to generate amplitudes from economies—may be what Bellow is seeking.

In which case he aligns himself with all those writers I have studied here for

whom shortness was a positive quality.
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