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This study of the development of a postmodernist
aesthetics in the novels of John Barth from The
Floating Opera to LETTERS has three main purposes.
First, demonstrating that this development has taken
place — albeit not in a simple linear fashion - from
the early dissatisfactions with the realist mode to a
complete postmodernist form. Secondly, reinforcing this
claim by employing a variety of critical methods to
prduce a detailed analysis of the works and examining
some of the weaknesses inherent in a structuralist
‘reading of Barth's fiction. Finally, analysing Barth's

relationship with the various forms of postmodernism.



This work is a study of the development of one
writer's craft from his earliest published works to the
volume in which he achieves a voice both distinctively
poétmodernist and distinctively his own.

In order to do this I have engaged in a close
examination of the progress of his novels from the
early dissatisfaction with realism towards a mode of
writing which is firmly, if idiosyncratically, situated
within the tenets of postmodernism. Along that road
there have been excursions which may have been
productive in themselves but which have also been, in
my estimation, necessary culs—de-sac in his
development. And not merely for Barth, although his
writings are the sole focus here, but also for the
development of posfmodern fiction in general. For Barth
has been the epitome of postmodern writing from fhe
earliest days of the term; ithe postmodernist for many
readers. This has led to repeated forms of
experimentation on his part, because he has been
acutely aware of the responsibilities of the creative
writer who finds him or herself part of the avant-garde
during the last thirty years. And, in the nature of
experimentation there is always an element of failure.

This argument, though, begs the question of the
naturé of postmodernism itself. In the years since it
was first posited as a critical term it has been
developed, extended and modified until there exists not
one postmodernism, but many postmodernisms. As I have
worked towards an understanding of this term I have

attempted (if only by implication’> to allow for other



employments of the term beyond the ways in which I have
applied to John Barth. Indeed, many of the alternative
applications are inimical to my own in that they see
the synthetic impulse which I identify as crucial to
Barth's work as being at odds with the celebration of
fragmentariness and incompletion which is
characteristic of the more philosophically directed
versions. I am not attempting to be definitive, in the
sense of exclusive, but rather I am trying to establish
a number of critical tools with which to develop an
understanding of Barth's writing.

In order to do this, I have found it necessary to
employ a range of critical methods not often seen in
each other's company. This has been quite conscious,
for I believe that only in the dialectic between
methods‘will we make progress. Too much contemporary
criticism has had itself as its focus rather than the
proper concern of literary criticism: literature. For
that reason, I have been consciously eclectic.
Employing structuralist methods and the techniques of
conventional literary criticism when it seemed
necessary as part of the detailed examination of the
texts; turning to history at other points when the
wider contexts have needed consideration. I hope that
this has produced a productive interplay of ideas
rather than a methodological mess.

As my discussion of Barth's texts moves away from
an analysis of what they mean, of their philosophical
structure, and towards a discussion of how they mean,

of their aesthetic structure, the impetus behind this



whole thesis begins to emerge. My contentions are,
first, that there is a correspondence between Barth's
idea that ‘reality' is linguistically constructed and
apprehendéd, and the work of structuralist
theoreticians and critics. Secondly, that Barth's work
is open to a structuralist analysis; that the
theoretical frameworks of criticisms based on
Saussurean and post—Saussurean linguistics provide a
means by which a number of insights into Barth's work
will be revealed. And thirdly, and this will emerge
towards the end, that structuralist thinking needs
augmentation from other theoretical sources if it is to
offer anything resembling an account of Barth's work
and development.

At the same time, Barth's engagement with
postmodernism has shown that there are a number of
paradigmatic ways in which the practising and self-
conscious writer can come to terms with the critical
world around him. As postmodernism has advanced in
critical works, at least four channels of possibility
have opened up for writers. First, to carry on as if
nothing had happened in the same 'old modernist' way.
Secondly, to repudiate the whole project of modernism
and argue for a return to 'the good old days' of
realism. Thirdly, to establish a new advance camp in
the lands of experimentation. Fourthly, to attempt the
synthesis of modernism and premodernism into a position
which acts as a transcension of both. Barth's progress
may not have followed all these possibilities, but he

has shown an awareness of their existence.



The design of the text is simplicity itself. It
moves through the texts in chronological order: from
the early dissatisfactions with the discourse of
realism to the first experiments in vast irrealism and
allegorical fiction, to the painfully self-aware and
self-crippling short works, to the triumph of synthesis
that is Letters. It is towards this novel that my work
points, and I have attempted by implication to show the
ways in which Barth, too, has moved towards this tour
de force. For this reason I have not considered
Sabbatical and The Tidewater Tales in anything more
than the most peripheral fashion. The other
consideration has been that in writing about a still-
living writer one must draw a ﬁore or less arbitrary
line across the work at some point if one‘is not to
find oneself altogether too close to Tristram Shandy's
predicament.

Each critical chapter examines a text for itself,
analysing and assessing its contribution to the forward
motion of the development. Between these chapters the
text has also applied itself to a series of broader
critical questions as they have occurred. These
chapters try to place Barth within the wider contexts
of his writing and it is only for reasons of space that
I have excluded any direct commentary on his varying
relationship to the world of contemporary American
history and pdlitios since the mid-1950s.

But always at the centre of the work is John Barth
and his writing. The initial impulses behind this study

began in that hiatus in Barth's writing between the



publication of Chimera and the appearance of Letters.
At that time it seemed that he had stumbled into, at
worst, silence or, at best, a self-reflexivity so acute
that his own difficulties with writing had become a

primary subject-matter. With the publication of

Letters, the subsequent appearance of Sabbatical and
The Tidewater Tales, his writing has undergone a
revival which has restored him to a level of production
close to that which he enjoyed in the 1860s. This is no
coincidence, because it is his synthetic ability - his
capacity to combine self-reflexivity, a clear awareness
of the state of the novel, and a sheer joy in narration
- which is his strongest attribute and the clearest
point of comparison between those earlier works and the
writing of the last ten years. In an era of increasing
speclalisation he is an eclectic, summoning his
material from wherever he finds it. From Scheherazade
to the machinations of the CIA, from the labyrinths of
colonial Maryland politics to the state of the
university today. All is grist to his fabulous mill.
From the very first I was absorbed, and continue
to be delighted, by his zest for narrative. In the
numerous conversations and exchanges I have had with
other of his critics in Britain, the United States and
Poland this has been the constant factor. If nothing
more, this is an appreciation of a teller of talesgwhm,
at his best, can be compared to his own heroine: that

mistress of the art of story-telling, Scheherazade.



IThe Floating Opera:
dissatisfaction with realism

as comedy
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The Floating Opera is, with the possible exceptions of
the three novels published in the last ten years (Letters,

Sabbatical and The Tidewater Tales), John Barth's least
discussed book. It is generally regarded as a preiude to
the later, more substantial works; "a mere foothill on the
way to the more mountainous bulk of The Sot-Veed Factor
and Giles Goat-Boy"'; a volume in which Barth is tuning
his piano. Despite Stephen Tanner's remark in 1971 that
"Already he is showing up as the subject of theses and
dissertations, and his novels, particularly The Floating
Opera, are frequently selected for college courses in
contemporary literature”®, the usual tone of critical work
dealing with this novel was set by Stanley Hyman when he
wrote

The principal sign of dimmaturity in The Floating Opera is

sentimentality. Some of Todd's memories of his father suggest
soap opera, and there is a mistaken effort to relate Todd's
change of mind about killing himself to a concern with the
Hacks' 1ittle daughter Jeannine <(who may in fact be Todd's
daughter). Otherwise the book is quite an achievement for a man
of 26. Barth has since gone far beyond it. I can hardly conceive
a limit to his eventual achievement.®
Hyman's argument, though, is based on a bowdlerised
version of Barth's text, published in 1956. It is only
since the appearance of the original text in 1967 that
any substantial criticism has been devoted to the novel,
and it is to this later edition that I shall turn as a
basis for my comments. There are, however, several post-
1967 critical works which have insisted on ignoring the
existence of this edition, have concentrated their remarks

on the 1956 edition and have thereby introduced into their

arguments a series of flaws by working with a text shaped
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and weakened by the demands of a publisher rather than by
the conscious intentions of its author.

I will first give an account of the changes that were
made for the 1967 edition. They are of two sorts, textual
revision and the restoration of the original conclusion to
the novel. David Morrell and Enoch Jordan detail two kinds
of revision. First,"cutting words that seemed redundant
or that impeded the flow of a sentence": < Secondly, the
adjustment to the arrangement of the chapters in the last

quarter of the book -

Barth also cut one brief chapter of philosophy titled "Another
premise to swallow" (repetitive and overly didactic), and then
rearranged several incidents in the last quarter. The best way
to illustrate this is to set some of the chapter headings side

by side
1956 1967
XXII A tour of the opera XXII A tour of the opera
XIII Another premise to swallow (omitted)
XIV So lomng, so long XXIII So long, so long
XXV Three million dollars XXIV  Three million dollars
XXVI  The Inquiry XXV The Inquiry
XXVII Vill you smile at my XXVI  The first step
rowboat?
XXVIII The Floating Opera XXVII The floating Opera

XXIX A& parenthesis, a happy XXVIII A parenthesis
ending, a Floating Opera XXIX The Floating Opera®

Jordan suggests that "by omitting one chapter and
reordering plot episodes, Barth tightens the novel's
structure and satisfies our expectations regarding
fictional structure"®. The restoration of the original
conclusion involved making changes to the events
surrounding Todd's decision not to commit suicide. In the
1956 edition, Todd turns on the gas taps and settles back
to await death below the stage. He is disturbed by a noise
in the next cabin, which turns out to be Jeannine having a
seizure. Concern for her leads him to change his mind

about committing suicide. In the 1967 edition, Todd turns
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on the gas taps and returns to await death whilst watching
the climax of the performance on the ‘Floating Opera’.
Vhen nothing happens he concludes that one of the crew
must have turned off the gas and from this he arrives at
his attitude of 'why bother?', the concluding
philosophical stance of the book. In Morrell's words

the important consequence of all these changes is that Todd
Andrews becomes a more consistent and convincing character who

now at last does indeed "attribute to abstract ideas a life-or-
death significance".”

I would go further than Morrell and argue that through
these changes Barth restores the philosophical consistency
of his argument and, as Enoch Jordan argues through close
textual énalygis, tightens the novel's structure, rids it
of discursive repetition by omitting the original chapter
XIII, "another premise to swallow", and sharpens the comic
line which begins in chapter XI.

My second task is to pause and glance at the initial
response of the reviewers to the publication of The
Floating Opersa because they identify, and rail against,
elements in the novel which have subsequently been

recognised as part of Barth's positive contribution to the

art of the novel.

If prizes were offered for strangely constructed novels, this
one would win hands down ... I doubt if anyone will question
Barth's cleverness. He shows more ability in handling the
structure of his novel than I have seen in a long time. Lack of
confidence, unfortunately, has led Barth to stoop to
sensationalism and vulgarity which add nothing to the characters
or structure of the novel.®

a virtuoso exercise by a master-puppeteer®

The book is amusing and revolting in turn, and Mr. Barth has
neatly adapted the techniques and elaborate story-telling
paraphenalia of such eighteenth-century writers as Fielding and
Sterne, putting new life into old genres.'®
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And, perhaps most significantly, "Once the Shandean
pretensions are adjusted to, the book offers some
enjoyment" ', Significantly, because a reading of The
Floating Opera demands that the reader abandon
expectations acquired from reading realist novels, and
move towards a manner of reading the possibility of which
was first indicated in English by Lawrence Sterne in
Tristram Shandy. And also because Barth, through his use
of humour in many forms, is constantly seeking to amuse
and entertain his readers during the course of the pursuit
of philosophical and aesthetic ideas. It is a rigorous
self-consclousness and confidence which allows the author
to distance himself sufficiently from his narrator so that
such passages as 'tuning my piano’ can appear in the text.

Much criticism has neglected, or forgotten, the
importance of this opening chapter, which treads the
tightrope between authorial and narrative voices in the
same way as the more obvious and clumsier ‘calliope
music', In its position as initial chapter *tuning my
piano' succeeds in both blurring the distinction between
authorial and narrafive voices and, at the same time,
makes us aware that there is a distance between the two.
Vhilst it is undoubtedly true that Barth goes to greater
lengths to examine and emphasise this distinction in his
later work, it would be unwise to ignore its presence in
The Floating Opera.

Perhaps the best example of this simultaneous action
occurs in the following passage

It always seemed a fine idea to me to build a showboat with just

one big fat open deck on it, and to keep a play going
continuously. The boat wouldn't be moored, but would drift up
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and down the river on the tide, and the audience would sit along
both banks. They would catch whatever part of the plot happened
to unfold as the boat floated past, and then they'd have to wait
until the tide ran back again to catch another snatch of it, if
they still happened to be sitting there., To fill in the gaps
they'd have to use their imaginations, or ask more attentive
neighbours, or hear the word passed along from upriver or
downriver. Most times they wouldn't understand what was going on
at all, or they'd think they knew, when actually they didn't.
Lots of times they'd be able to see the actors, but not hear
them. I needn't explain that that's how much of life works: our
friends float past; we become involved with them; they float on,
and we must rely on hearsay or lose track of them completely;
they float back up again, and we either renew our friendship -
catch up to date - or find they and we don't comprehend each
other anymore. And that's how this book will work, I'm sure.
It's a floating opera, friend, fraught with curiosities,
melodrama, spectacle, instruction, and entertainment, but it
floats willy-nilly on the tide of my vagrant prose: you'll catch
sight of it, lose it, spy it again; and it may require the best
efforts of your attention and imagination- together with
patience, if you're an average fellow - to keep track of the
‘plot as it sails in and out of view,'®

Here, a fine balance is achieved between the two
voices, whereby one is ﬁade aware of the triple-layered
structure of thé novel. Todd describes the way in which
life works via the 'floating opera' metaphor and at the
same time Barth describes the way in which the content of
the book is provisional upon Todd's observations; The
shift from using the floating opera as a metaphor for life
to using it as a metaphor for the way in which the novel
is constructed, which begins at "And that's how this book
will work", is clearest proof of this. Barth is imposing a
form on Todd's structuring of the content of the novel.
Thus, for Todd the floating opera is a metaphor for the
way in which life works, whereas for Barth the floating
opera as a metaphor for life is dependent on Todd's |
consciousness. The floating opera as an artistic metaphor
is an indication of the way in which Todd must write
because of his perception of the world. For Todd, the two

aspects of the metaphor are indistinguishable but for
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Barth, the author of Todd, the two are separable. As
LeClair writes, "his (Todd's) approach to life and his
approach to art interpenetrate, are one".'® On the other
hand Barth elides the differences between the terms of art
and reality to the point at which both become problematic,
but never fully confused one with the other. Indeed, this
elision provides much of the dyrnamic in his later work
(most obviously in The Sot-Weed Factord. Within this
structure, both author and narrator are free to test, and
tamper with, the reader's reading. The concluding lines of
‘tuning my piano' are a clear challenge to the reader, and
a forewarning of the difficulties and games that lie
ahead.
The first of these difficulties is thrown up by the
style of the novel , of which Stanley Hyman has written
There are periodic roman candles and pinwheels of rhetoric,
and the narrative style is an elaborate mock-dialogue with the
reader., Ve are treated to such Tristram OShandy devices as
breaking the page into repetitive double columns (one for each
eye) and ending two chapters with the same formula (on the
grounds that the first occasion was premature). The pages that
reproduce the Floating Opera handbill typographically and
describe the performance in detail give us a foretaste of
Barth's Nabokovian talent for elaborate, spurious
documentation.
Richard Schickel has written in greater depth than Hyman
when he argues that it is
a wayward, quirky. but highly charged style in which the
conversational varies with the formal, the flowery with the
direct, the vulgar with the sensitive. The overall effect is
that of an elderly man, engaged in a rambling monologue whilst
sunning himself on a park bench.
He then goes beyond mere description towards explication
with the following

Thus, his style (that is, the style created for him by Barth)
meets the only intelligent criterion which can be applied to
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it; it is the accurate expression of the man. The quality of the
tale he tells is utterly inseparable from the quality of voice
in which he tells it. Neither could exist without the other,and
it is impossible to say whether style formed character or vice
versa.'®

This latter remark seems to me to be accurate,
because it recognises the inseparable link between form
and content, between the language on the page and the
philosophical conclusions arrived at in The Floating
Opera. Briefly, if a realist structure implies a teleology
and a raison d'étre, a novel which in its content denies
both of these cannot have a structure which is concerned
with them (without running into a wall of contradictions
which could very well reduce it to being unreadable).
Therefore, when Barth steps beyond this realist content,
he must also step beyond this structure. If we take ITom
Jones as an example of a novel which has a plot geared
towards. the restoration and assertion of order, through

its absorption of Tom into society, it is possible to see

this teleological structure at work. As John Preston has

written, in The Created Self, we

find ourselves drawn into the confusion and hazard of the
action, aware now of 'history' as a process in which we are
involved, moving towards effects we cannot predict: we are not
allowed to understand more of the course of events than the
characters do. Yet, as we have seen, this kind of involvement is
only possible on the first reading. Fielding has written into
the narrative an assumption that must be contradicted by
subsequent readings. Indeed, one cannot read even ance through
the book without finding many passages have come to take on an
altered meaning.'®

This altered meaning being that the book has an
overarching structure and order which determines that
every event, however disparate from the central action,

plays a part in the architectonic construction of the

novel.
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It is against this sense of order that The Floating
Opera rebels in its content, and a knowledge of the

history of the novel would offer up that most 'typical’

work of fiction Iristram Shandy as an example of the

possibilities contained within the rejection of
teleological, realist structures. Parenthetically, Barth

has written that

when I wrote The Floating Opera ... I was very much under the

influence of a Brazilian novelist whom I'd just come across,
Machado de Assis - who, in turn, though he wrote at the end of
the nineteenth century, was very much under the influence of
Iristram Shandy; the same kind of technical playfulness and
similar view of the world. So I got my Sterne by way of
Brazil.'” i

\

Whilst I do not believe that Barth's use of the 'shandean’
form is slavish (indeed I feel that there is considerable
irony in the use of such a similar form for such
dissimilar ends — not least of which is the divergence
between Tristram's absorption with the world and with
writing about it, and Todd's rational and rationalised
desire to quit the wmrid because of his consciousness of
himself as.a detached observer), this account does go some
way to explaining the formal process at work in The
Floating Opera. Which, of course, leads us to the
question, what is the content of The Floating Opera; what

is it about? Unlike Richard Schickel, I do not believe
that
Given the structure of the novel, there is only one way for the
critic to approach it. That is to follow precisely in the
footsteps of Todd Andrews as he proceeds dn his rounds through
Cambridge this hot June day.’'®

Indeed, it is possible to remove oneself sufficiently from

the text to be able to view it, as it were,
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architectonically, as a whole, as a discernible path,
however waywardly trodden it may be. In fact, this path,
this philosophical argument, complete with its
digressions, is the substance of the book. Without an
understanding of its twists and turns seen as a whole,

The Floating Opera becomes no more than Schickel's
rambling monologue of an old man,

To demonstrate this, I wish to take the first chapter
of the novel, ‘tuning my piano', and show how it
indicates a number of thematic and stylistic devices that
will dominate the text. The most immediately obvious thing
about this chapter, as we have seen, is its overt
establishment and use of the narrative voice of Todd
Andrews. Much that is elaborated later concerning Todd's
character and world view is intimated here. Indeed, in the
paragraph beginning, "Todd Andrews, then?, we are given a
basis of information upon which the novel builds as it
progresses.

This is not merely descriptive detail — although it
tells us that Todd is 6 feet tall. weighs 145 pounds,
resembles Gregory Peck, is a lawyer, well off, lives on
the eastern shore of Maryland, was educated at Johns
Hopkins and the University of Maryland Law School, fought
in the First Vorld Var, is a batchelor, wears expensive
clothes, smokes Robert Burns cigars, and drinks Sherbrook
rye and ginger ale! Ve also discover a number of things
about the way in which Todd views the world; that he has a
wide range of interests, such as "sailing, drinking,
walking the streets, writing my Inquiry, staring at walls,

hunting ducks, and 'coons, reading, playing politics", but
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that whilst "I'm interested in any number>,of things,
(I'm) enthusiastic about nothing."'® Even more
importantly, though, we discover that "I have my own
system, but it's unorthodox."*® These last two points are
verified in the main body of the text, and their
importance spreads throughout the story proper (the
conventional plot and narrative) of the novel. Ve are
confronted again by Todd's interests in, and opinions on,
an enormously wide range of matters from the ethics of
work to the merits of maryland beaten biscuits, from the
nature of literary symbolism to possible reasons for
committing suicide. This is the basis upon which the
Inquiry is written, that

to understand any one thing entirely, no matter how minute

requires the understanding of every other thing in the world.=®'
Related to this is the implicit demand that we discover,
through reading the text, the systematic basis for Todd's
reasoning in the 'Inquiry’ and in his questions about
suicide. There is, we are told, a methodology underlying
Todd's approach to understanding the world but it is an
unorthodox methodology which we can only decipher by
reading the novel. But, alongside these statements there
are also a number of inconsistencies in this paragraph. As
Thomas LeClair writes, the resemblance to Gregory Peck
claimed by Todd is "one of a number of minor incongruities
the reader shrugs off."*¥* More importantly, the bald
statement "I am in no hurry" is explicitly contradicted
when, in chapter 2, Todd leaps out of bed and decides to

commit suicide
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It was at some moment during the performance of this ritual- the
instant when the cold water met my face seems a probable one -
that all things in heaven and earth came clearer to me, and I
realised that this day I would make my last; I would destroy
myself on this day.=#

It is at this early point in the text that we see one
of the crucial movements of the text at work. Briefly, it
is the presentdtion of one form of understanding the
world, a massive rational understanding, which is then
contradicted by Todd's actual practice. Remember, The
Floating Opera is the story of the day Todd changed hié
mind. The contradiction between Todd's statement of
methodology and his actual behaviour is one of the crucial
driving forces in the text.

Also, importantly, this contradiction enables US‘tD
distinguish between the narratorial and authorial voices
in the text. If we, as readers, are able to identify
these incongruities, we must doubt the veracity of the
narrator's account of the events and of himself. Ve must
make a series of judgements and conscious decisions about
the status of the narrator's statements in the text. Are
we to believe what he tells us about himself at a
descriptive level? And, more importantly, we must make a
critical judgement on the validity of his philosophical
statements as they are put into practice. The separation
of these two levels is important because, whilst we have
no specific reason to believe or disbelieve Todd's self-
descriptive statements, we do have a basis upon which to
make decisions about his judgements of the world.
Statements such as "My teeth are sound, except for one
filing in my lower left rear molar and a crown on my upper

right canine"*4 are completely enclosed within the text
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and have no possible recourse to the world beyond the
text. They recreate a level of reality which is completely
autonomous and self-reliant (provided of course that the
reader had the necessary level of linguistic competence to
understand the combinations of words being presented). On
the other hand, statements like 'I needn't explain that
that's how much of life works"#* are open to a critical
assessment, i.e. our own experience and theories of 'how
much of life works'. And statements of this ilk are open
to acceptance or rejection by the reader; they create the
basis upon which the reader can examine and critically
assess the text. The most obvious example of this is the
shift from floating opera as an artistic metaphor to
floating opera as a metaphor for life, as outlined
already. The former metaphor-is a textual fact, although
of course it is open to a criticism of the extenf to which
it is actually practiced, whereas the latter is open to a
philosophical criticism, a criticism which resides in the
world beyond the text.

Finally, this opening chaptér raises the question of
the status we afford to the book as a whole, as a
statement of Todd's intentions and opinions. He says of
this introductory chapter

Perhaps when I've finished describing that particular day I

mentioned before - I believe it was about June 21, 1937 -

perhaps when I reach the bedtime of that day, if ever, I'll come

back and destroy these pages of piano-tuning. Or perhaps not.=¢
At one level this is plainly Barth playing elaborate
games, because the text exists, even down to the statement

of these doubts about the usefulness of these initial

words. At another they raise the question of the
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provisional ontology of the text, of its dubious status as
an accurate expression of Todd's life and opinions.
Practically, we accept the text{ but we should retain our
critical doubt of the veracity of this linguistically
created reality and recognise that it could be abandoned
in favour of an alternative account. If any one part of
the text comes into doubt, the rest of the text is drawn
into that doubt. This theme, here stated peripherally,
advances towards the centre of Barth's writing in his
later work.

One question,with all its ramifications, lies at the
heart of the novel. It is the question asked by Camus in

The Myth of Sisyphus; the question asked by Hamlet in
Shakespeare's play; -

There is but one <truly philosophical problem and that is
suicide. Judging whether life is or is not worth living amounts
to answering the fundamental question of philosophy.=7

Evelyn Glaser-VWohrer, in her essentially philosophical

study of Barth, has situated this question, and the

philosophy of nihiliem, firmly at the heart of The
Floating Opera -

The conflict leading to this basic nihilism in the book lies in
the apperception of man's aspiration towards rational bebaviour
and his basic animality. Man is portrayed as being ruled by his
emotions against his will=®
Indeed, Glaser—-VWVohrer's account of Todd as a character
‘confronting the irrationality of existence' is convincing
as a philosophical account of this novel. This has two
strands to it; first, that

It is obvious that Todd is meant to represent the human being
who tries to grasp the absolute knowledge of why and how the



universe functions, but he is finally forced to realise that
such a high level of awareness is unattainable

This recognition comes through Todd's inability to explain‘
his father's death through systematic and logical
guestioning. The second strand centres on the
"apperception(sic) of man's aspiration towards rational
behaviour and his basic animality"#®. Because Todd has
established rational analysis as an absolute early in his
life, the inability of rationality to explain his place in
the world leads him to the belief that there are no
absolute values.

Glaser-Vohrer is certainly right in her perception of
the philosophical texture of the novel, and her discussion
of the underlying nihilism in the text points in the right
direction. However, her discussion of the 'function of the
aesthetic artifice', whilst moving towards an

understanding of this aspect of The Floating Opera through

such statements as

these narrative devices do not aim exclusively at the readers'
entertainment; they are, above all, Barth's manifestation that
he is aware of his literary past and thus employs some of the
means in a parodic sense. In addition to this they reflect
artistically the main theme of the novel: the absurdity of the
world. =@

and

Barth's ultimate aim in this novel, as well as in those

following The Floating Opera, is to portray how difficult it is
for the artist to grasp reality; the attempt is bound to fail

because reality is too multifarious. The artist, representing
the searching and creative mind, is led to a fictionalisation of
reality and of our existence.®’

does not have much insight into how the text becomes

readable.
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Stephen Tanner is moving towards an understanding of
the elementé which make The Floating Opera a novel, rather
than "a treatise, clothed in narrative, about the
nihilistic concept of the relativity of value"##® when he
writes
There are two main themes, one growing out of the other. The
first is the conflict between the mind and the heart, and the
second is the to-be-or-not-to-be question. The first theme
centres on the father-child relationships represented by Todd
and his father, Todd and Jeannine, Colonel Mack and his son. The
second theme is reflected in the numerous references to Hamlet,
Todd's father's suicide, M¥r. Haecker's suicide, and Todd's
planned suicide.®%,
What is significant here is the reference to the manner in
which the text is developed within itself. He takes
cognizance of the fact that the characters and the
narrative both complement and stand beyond the
philosophical nihilism of the text. By this I mean that
whilst the novel has an extractable philosophical Qontent,
this content is welded into the text by the creation of a
fictional reality in which the logic of the philosophy
provides the forward momentum. It is the elements of plot,
of characterisation, and of a sense of literary history,
which give The Floating Opera its memorable qualities. To
underplay the part played by the realised authorial
imagination is to eliminate one of the most distinctive
parts of Barth's reputation and standing as a novelist.
The ideas, the philosophical structures, of the novel are
underpinned by a clear sense of the qualities which make
the novel 'lisible'®<. This is clearest at those points in

the novel at which Todd contradicts his philosophical

statements, because it is at these points that the overall
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conjunction of philosophical treatise and novel is brought
into relief.
Thus, the novel creates a reality in which
abstractions have a life-or-death significance but at the
same time this reality is placed alongside, and implicitly
compared with, a world of compromising humanity in which
the philosophical abstractions are mitigated by the
business of living. Hence the superficially contradictory
levels of 'fussy' realism (the endless detailing) and the
absolutes of the philosophicai debate (which transcend
that realism ironically at such points as Todd's inability
to remember the date of the day on which he changed his
mind).
Todd, through the Inquiry, comes close to the figufe’
who "creates an illusion about the things he cannot
understand and he resembles therefore a fiction—-writer
creating meaning where perhaps there is none"#%,
By insisting on aesthetic artifice, Todd is able to construct a
bulwark against the acceptance of personal and wuniversal
irrationality; art posits meaning, a momentary stay against
encroaching confusion.=¢

This is an accurate summation of the underlying dynamic

behind the writing of The Floating Opera, and also behind

the movement of Todd to the point at which he writes

So, I begin each day with a gesture of cynicism, and close it
with a gesture of faith; or, if you prefer, begin it by
reminding myself that, for me at least, goals and objectives are
without value, and close it by demonstrating that the fact is
irrelevant. A gesture of temporality, a gesture of eternity. It
is in the tension between these two gestures that I have lived
my adult life.®7”

Or, more succinctly, "There's no final reason for living

(or for suicide)". Reality is so multiple that any account
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of it is inevitably provisional. But the recognition of
this fact is in no sense an impediment to attempting an
account of that reality as an attempt to hold encroaching
confusion at bay. This confusion is epitomised, in Todd,
by the question "who am I?". His answer rests on the
construction of a series of masks - rake, saint, cynic -
which sustain him until Jane's question about his clubbed
fingers (a symptom of the heart disease which could at any
moment bring all of Todd's questioning and confusion to an
end) forces him to the recognition that he cannot answer
this question. Living depends upon there being a reason to
live, and "there's no final reason for living". " (Or for
suicidel)". Todd's arrival at a 'why bother' attitude is
the conclusion of his nihilism and is demonstrated by the
construction of the text, by the narrative, by the elision
together in one sentence of the two halves of the
proposition. This attitude is best exemplified in the
words

It occurred to me, for example, that faced with an infinitude of

possible directions and having no ultimate reason to choose one

over another, I would in all probability, though not at all

necessarily, go on behaving much as I had hitherto, as a rabbit

shot on the run keeps rumning in the same direction until death

overtakes him. =%

Barth has gone as far as he could with the character
of Todd, within the limitations imposed on the

construction of character imposed by the structure of The

Floating Opera, and Todd leaves us, musing

I considered too whether, in the real absence of absolutes,
values less than absolute mightn't be regarded as in no way
inferior and even be lived by. But that's another inquiry and
another story.®?®
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It is at this point that I can return to an earlier

part of my discussion, and re-examine the philosophical
argument of The Flogating Opera since a number of things
remain to be said. The restoration of the original ending
highlights a crucial point: Todd's reason for finally
changing his mind and not committing suicide, and the
implications that this has for an estimation of the text.
Stephen Tanner's use of the 1956 text means that he
fundamentally misunderstands Todd's argument, as restored
in 1967, and he interprets the sentimentality of Todd's
concern for Jeannine as being consistent with the rest of
the philosophical argument. This is wrong, because, as so
many critics noted at the time, this constitutes a shift
in Todd's argument which 1s sudden and unprepared. But
many are the ways in which the commercial concerns of a
publisher may reappear to lead the critic astray! The
revised conclusion is at least consistent (albeit as a
radically different re-statement of the tenets of
existentialism and nihilism). If there are no final
absolutes or reasons for action then, of course, "there is
no final reason for living (or for suicidel*.

Todd's retreat from the principle of ‘engagement' to
2 position where nothing really matters is, to be sure,
anti-climactic, but, in his own words

If you do not understand at once that the end of my story must

be undramatic, then again I'm cursed with imperfect

communication. Say what you wish about the formal requirements

of storytelling; this is my opera, and I'll lead you out of it

as gently as I led you in. I've little use, as a principle, for

slam-bang finishes like Burley Joe's.4®

This is very far from Camus's



_19_
And I, too, felt ready to start life over again. It was as if
that great rush of anger had washed me clean, emptied me of
hope, and gazing up at the dark sky spangled with its signs and
stars, for the first time, the first, I laid my heart open to
the benign indifferences of the universe. To feel it so like
myself, indeed so brotherly, made me realise that I'd been
happy, and that I was happy still. For all to be accomplished,
for me to feel less lonely, all that remained was to hope that
on the day of my execution there should be a huge crowd of
spectators and that they should greet me howls of execration.*’
But it is consistent with Todd's development of comic
nihilism. I shall return to a discussion of this
development and its philosophical and aesthetic
consequences at the end of chapter 2, but for now it is
sufficient to remember that Barth's intention was, on the
one hand, to search "strenuously for the radical
articulation of the individual mind, the outsider's
vision"“* and, on the other, to write a nihilistic comedy.
Or, in Todd's words, “"this is, after all a pleasure dip
I'm inviting you to, not a baptism".<* Here, we see form
and content beginning to draw together.

Finally, the antagonism which still remains at one
level between the form of the novel and its extractable
philosophical content must be resolved. This antagonism
also emerges between Todd's nihiliesm and Barth's novel as
a concrete example of the construction of philosophical
and aesthetic barriers against the encroaching confusion
which inspires the nihilistic content of the text. Todd's
pronouncement that nothing has value must be seen from the
perspective of being written within the context of a ngygl—/~
which, by its very structuring of experience, implies a
value in the aesthetic structuring of its content. The

nature of the text's existence is complementary to its

philosophical content, but the fact of its existence is in
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contradiction to this content. The resolution of this
contradiction is attempted in The End of the Road, through
a shift in the relationship of form and content. The End
of the Road represents a clarification, an untangling, of
two philosophical threads that had become intertwined in
The Floating Opera; namely, those of existentialism and
nihilism. This untangling is represented by the use of a
new form; by writing a new text which, in Barth's terms,
moves away from a comic nihilism and toward a tragedy of

some sort.



IThe End of the Road:
dissatisfaction with realism

as nihilistic tragedy



Barth's intention to write "a series of novels

dramatising various nihilistic attitudes"' is continued in
The End of the Road, and he explained in a letter to the
Library Journal in 1956 that

the plot of one would not be carried into the plot of another,
.., nor would they have specific characters in common. But they
would, ..., all have one similar character, some sort of
bachelor, more or less irresponsible, who rejects absolute
values or encounters their rejection.®
Taken at this level, it is easy to see the parallel
structures of The Floating Opera and The End of the Road:
both have some sort of bachelor who becomes involved in a
ménage & trois with a married couple as the central
character and shaping consciousness behind the text. This
is the underlying structure of both novels, the shape
behind the two texts.

However, I would argue that beyond this basic pattern
there are a number of divergences between the two texts.
Most obvious of these is the shift from the ‘nihilistic
comedy' of The Floating Opera to the 'nihilistic tragedy'
of The End of the Road. Or, as Barth himself puts it

I deliberately had Todd end up with that ©brave ethical
subjectivism in order that Jacob Horner might undo that position
in number two and carry all non-mystical value-thinking to the
end of the road.®

Before discussing this shift, it is useful perhaps to
sketch out the other major divergences and then to return
to them later. First, The End of the Road takes the
traditions of realism as a starting point upon which it
stands and launches an attack in a fashion very far from

anything in The Floating Opera. Secondly, the discussion

of language and linguistically created realities,
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intimated peripherally in The Floating Opera, becomes a
major theme and structuring device in this book.
Chronologically, The End of the Road begins with Jacob
Horner falling into a state of paralysis in Pennsylvania
Railroad Station, unable to decide where he wants to go -
I left the ticket window and took a seat at one of the benches
in the middle of the concourse to make up my mind. And it was
there that I simply ran out of motives, as a car runs out of
gas. There was no reason to go to Crestline, Ohio. Or Dayton,
Ohio; or Lima, Ohio. There was no reason, either, to go back to
the apartment hotel, or for that matter to go anywhere. There
was no reason to do anything. My eyes, as Vinckleman said
inaccurately of the eyes of the Greek statues, were sightless,
gazing on eternity, fixed on ultimacy, and when that is the case
there is no reason to do anything - even to change the focus of
one's eyes. Vhich is perhaps why the statues stand still. It is
the malady cosmopsis, the cosmic view, that afflicted me. WVhen
one has it, one is frozen like the bullfrog when the hunter's
light strikes him full in the eyes, only with cosmopsis there is
no hunger, and no quick hand to terminate the moment - there's
only the light.#
He is saved from remaining in this state indefinitely by
the Doctor who introduces him, via the existentialist
doctrine that existence precedes essence, to mythotherapy,
to the construction of a self through a series of
arbitrary activities. Part of these activities is the
obtaining of a job teaching prescriptive grammar — and
thus Jake begins to live his life according to a series of
given rules. Beyond these rules, he is nothing; he is
weatherless, he is the bust of Laocton, upon which all
moods and expressions can be imposed. Whilst teaching at

Vicomico State College he meets Joe Morgan, who is
convinced that absolute values do not exist but denies
the fallacy that because a value isn't intrinsic, objective, and
absolute, it somehow isn't real.®
It is the conflict between these two ways of living,

symbolised by the struggle for possession of Rennie, that
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shapes the action of The End of the Road. The novel
separates, and brings into conflict, the two strands of
existentialism and nihilism. The conflict between themn,
although presented as an engagement for possession of
Rennie, is a philosophical struggle. At this point we have
what at first sight seems, if we have The Floating Opera
in our minds as we read The End of the Road, a paradox.
This is that the ménage & trois, peripheral to the former
novel, has now moved to centre stage, but at the same
time has lost sexual possession as its mainspring. In the
latter the forward motion of the plot is provided by the
philosophically based conflict between Jake and Joe -
Rennie is the ethical vacuum on which both impose their abstract
roles ... Vhat begins as an ideological farce thus moves ...
grimly and efficiently from comedy to tragedy.®
Jake's existentialism, exemplified by his adherence to
mythotherapy and his insistence that it is only by role-
playing that he can avoid cosmopsis, a complete paralysis
of will, i=s complemented by his understanding that
to turn experience to speech - that is, to classify, to
categorise, to conceptualise, to grammarise, to syntactify it -
is always a betrayal of experience, a falsification of it.”
Horner refers here to the classification of experience, but in
principle what he says applies to all 'rational’ formulations,
which - in Barth's view - distort rather than explain reality.
This distortion even extends to the application of linguistic
labels. ‘'Connoisseurs' recognise all rational formulations for
the necessary expedients they are - useful devices that only
seen to isolate what in reality is continuous, to homogenise
what is really different, and to make permanent what is really
shifting ... they never confuse the formulation of reality for
reality itself.®
Joe Morgan on the other hand
understands the arbitrariness and relativity of all roles and
values. But on this awareness he builds his own arbitrary but

dogmatic system by which he lives ... his grounds for action are
as arbitrary as Jacob's. He knows that his personal code is not



logically defensible, that it is subjective, and that he is
right only from his own point of view. But what might for a man
of the Enlightenment be the basis for a pluralistic and tolerant
view of value becomes for Joe a personally absolute system on
which he is as unyielding as the most committed ideologue.®

Given this philosophical paradigm as the basis for its
structure the novel proceeds, via two important incidents,
to dramatise this conflict. The first is the point at

which Rennie and Jake spy on Joe and catch him

standing at the exact centre of the bare room, fully dressed,
smartly executing military commands. About face! Right dress!
'Ten-shun! Parade rest! He saluted briskly, his cheeks blown out
and his tongue extended, and then proceeded to cavort about the
room - spinning, pirouetting, bowing leaping, kicking
Passing a 1little mirror on the wall, Joe caught his own eye.
What? What? Aboy there! He stepped close, curtsied to himself,
and thrust his face to within two inches of the glass. MNr.
Morgan, it is? Howdy do, Mr. Morgan. Blah bloo blah. Oo-o-o-0
blubble thiwurp. He mugged antic faces at himself, sklurching up
his eye corners, abloogling his mouth about, glubbing his cheeks

.. The show then was over. Ah, but one moment - yes. He turned
slightly, and we could see: his tongue gripped purposefully
between his lips at the side of his mouth, Joe was masturbating
and picking his nose at the same time.'®

It is at this point, as Rennie says later in the novel,
that Joe's system of rationality, and crucially her belief
in it, begins to break down because he is caught in a
ridiculous and completely irrational performance. The
second 1is the act of adultery, and the subsequent analysis
of it. Jake goes to great pains to demonstrate that the

whole act is one continuum -

To reach the bathroom, she had to go through a little haliway
off the living room; to get my jacket, I had to go to an open
closet in this same hallway, and so it is still not quite
necessary to raise an eyebrow at the fact that we got up from
our chairs and went to the hallway together. There, if she
turned to face me for a slight moment at the door of the
bathroom, who's to say confidently that good nights were not on
the tips of tongues? It happened that we embraced each other
instead before we went our separate ways ~ but I think that a
slow-motion camera would not have shown who moved first - and it
happened further ( but I would say consequently) that our
separate ways led to the same bed. By that time, if we had been
consciously thinking of first steps - and I for one certainly
wasn't - I'm sure we both would have assumed that the first



steps, whoever made them, had already been made. I mention this
because it applies so often to people's reasoning about their
behaviour in situations that later turn out to be regrettable:
it is possible to watch the sky from morning to midnight, or
move along the spectrum from infrared to ultraviolet, without
ever being able to put your finger on the precise point where a
qualitative change takes place; no one can say "It is exactly

here that twilight becomes night", or blue becomes violet, or
innocence guilt.'’

This, implicitly, launohes an assault on Joe's dissection
of the world into rationally perceptible entities. Joe's
increasing dogmatism, in the face of this double attack,
and Jake's corresponding disillusion with his present
persona, lead to a breakdown of the situation. The end of
the road, as far as this setting is concerned, is now
rapidly approached. This is a summary of the plot as
conventionally realised; a philosophical progress from
relativism to dogmatism, death and flight from the social
world. |

Clearly, then, the novel attempts answers at two
gquestions. First, does life have any intrinsic value, or
are the characters obliged to live according to a system
with subjective absolutes? Secondly, of what does
existence consist, how do the characters function from day
to day? I write this because Ihg.ﬁn@_gi~ihg_gggg_is a
schematic text, designed explicitly to use events as a
means towards asking, answering, philosophical questions.
The events do not have the weight of autonomy ascribed to
events in a realist novel. To take an extreme example: the
'mushroom collecting' chapter from Anna Karenina does not
contribute to the philosophical content of the novel in as
direct & fashion as the incidents in The End of the Road.

The schematic nature of the book, in which characters
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represent philosophical stances and abide by these
stances, produces two possibilities.

First, the consequences of their philosophies have
to be faced up to within the text - in this case the
destruction of Rennie and the subsequent flights of Jake
and Joe from Wicomico. This is indicated by the terse
style of the final chapter. The sentences shorten and the
text takes on a grim realism of quasi-reportage which

culminates

And so this is the picture I have to carry with me: the
Treatment Room dark except for the one ceiling floodlight that
illuminated the table; Rennie dead there now, face mottled, eyes
wide, mouth agape; the vomitus running from a pool in her mouth
to a pool under her head; the great black belt lying finally
unbuckled across the sheet aver her chest and stomach; the lower
part of her body nude and bloody, her legs trailing limply and
clumsily on the end of the examination table.'=

To be sure, the immediate cause of this death is the
ingested sausage but the ultimate cause is ideas — the
clash of ideas between Jake and Joe. Mental products
acquife an equal force to physical realities. Secondly,
direct didacticism becomes a real possibility, acceptable
in the text. Indeed. it is these two elements of the text

to which early reviewers pointed.

Sick-sick-sick, or maybe just foul ... this 1is for those
schooled in the waste matter of the body and the mind; for
others, a real recoil’®

The book is tremendously engaging and contains many brilliant
set-pieces, but cannot finally accomplish its ends because Barth
has made his characters both insane and two-dimensional,
whereas, to truly expose an ideology the novelist must show its
effect on relatively whole human beings, just as biochemists
trace the effect of a virus through the biological systems of a
normal organism. <

Barth is clearly one of the most interesting of younger US
writers and he has produced that rarity of US letters - a true
novel of ideas.’'®
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The plot sounds absurd, but beneath the comic surface questions
are being raised regarding choice and meaning in 1life. The
writing is very good, but may occasionally shock some readers.'®

Thus, we have a tension being created between, on the
one hand, the inescapable conclusions of the realism of
the text and, on the other hand, the undermining of that
realism by overt and schematic didacticism and by the
text's increasing awareness of itself as text. The End of
the Road draws upon the tradition of realist fiction in
order to create itself. It has the sense of forward motion
so often radically lacking in The Floating Opera. And yet
this sense of The End of the Road being a recognisably
realist novel is undermined until it is revealed as being
hopelessly riddled by all the above-mentioned problems of
attempting to artistically structure reality. The fagade
of realism is revealed as being exceedingly problematic,
and The End of the Road becomes a very different kind of
novel.

| But, first of all, let us examine that facade,

because its creation in this second novel indicates a

development in Barth's novelietic abilities. Beneath the

exposition of philosophical ideas the novel is very
tightly structured in terms of novelistic convention. A ‘
few examples will suffice: the actual adultery between

Jake and Rennie is presaged in Chapter 4 by a joke about

adultery and by Joe's statement that
suppose it were true that because of my psychological make-up,
marital fidelity was one of the givens, the subjective
equivalent of an absolute, one of the conditions that attach to
any string of ethical propositions I might make for myself. Then
suppose Rennie committed adultery behind my back. From my point
pf view the relationship would have lost its raison d'étre, and

I'd probably walk out flat, if I didn't actually shoot her or
shoot myself.'”
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The two horses which Jake and Rennie ride in Chapter 15
act as a symbol for two perceptions of Rennie. Tom Brown
"was a spirited five-year-old stallion of 15 hands"'® and
Susie is “described as gentle, although she was plenty
lively enough for me".'® Finally, there is the allegorical
structure which can be ascribed to the book, in which Joe
is Reason, Being, God; Jake is Unreason, Not-Being, Satan;
and Rennie is the Human Personality. Battle is joined by
the first two for possession of the last in a world of
"Dntological Manichaeism".#*® Now, I am not arguing that
these formal structures are completely deciphérable in
terms of the philosophical construction of the novel, but
that they offer the possibility of decipherment and thus
bind the text together more tightly than is true in the
case of The Floating Opera. We acknowledge the presence
of this multiple structure as we read, and it enhances and
increases our perception of the coherence of the text.
Furthermore, the descriptive detail is vast. From a
tiny reference to the existence of racial segregation in
Philadelphia in 1951 ("I can't go into fhat lounge over
there"*' says the black Doctor to the white Jake Horner),
through absolute precision about dates and times (Jake's
first attack of cosmopsis occurs at "seven o'clock in the
evening of March 16, 1951"#%), to the precision of the
description Df the physical postures of the Doctor and
Jake as they sit in the Progress and Advice Room. All
this creates the facade of realism, of a multifarious
reality with which we come to grips via the conventions of
realist narrative and the sense of reality created by the

detailed precision of the text. At the same time, this
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sense of realism is undercut throughout the text by the
Dveft interposition between the events of the book and the
reader of the figure of Jacob Horner as author. The
lengthy description of postures mentioned above continues
It seems to me at just this moment (I am writing this at 7:55 in
the evening of Tuesday, October 4, 1955, upstairs in the
dormitory)==
Here we become aware of the contrast between the mass of
descriptive detail and the evasive baldness of "upstairs
in the dormitory". Or rather, as readers conversant with
the realist tradition, our wish for detail is pandered to
and, indeed, up to a point satiated — then we are
deliberately cast adrift as we become una?oidably aware of
the text's status as text. Given the later usage of
Scriptotherapy, who is to say that the novel is not the
product of Jake undergoing Scriptotherapy; that the text
is further evidence to prove the dictum that existence
precedes essence; that it is the product of Jake's
adoption of the mask of author?

Indeed, it is at this early stage in the text that we
become conscious of the distinction between the text as
self-conscious artefact and the text as a representation
of reality. Both of these textual states continue to
exist, but with the former constantly undermining the
latter. This point is best emphasised if we move forward,
briefly, to Letters and quote Barth's final pronouncement
on the existence of The End of the Road -

In the evening of October 4, 1955, two years before Sputnik,
happy birthday Frederic Remington, as an exercise in
Scriptotherapy you Began an account of your Immobility,
Remobilisation, and Relapse, entitled What I Did Until the

Doctor Came. By means that you have not yet Discovered (your
manuscript was lost, with certain of the Doctor's files, in the



move from Pennsylvania to New York), this account became the
basis for a slight novel called The End of the Road(i958),
which ten years later inspired a film, same title, as false to
the novel as was the novel to Your Account and Your Account to
the actual Horner-MNorgan-Morgan triangle as it might have been
observed from either other vortex. =<

A clear extension of this point is Barth's
construction of Jake's character, and the concurrent
structure of the novel, both of which make any appeal to
the world of reality impossible. The confusion surrounding
the date of Jake's interview at Vicomico College concludes

with the following sentence

Since I would not in a hundred years have been at home enough in
Dr. Schott's office to ask Shirley to investigate her files, the
question of my appointment date could not be verified by appeal
to objective facts,=®

Thus, we are drawn further and further into Jake's world:
forced to accept the text as an account of the events and
at the same time realising that the text is a product made
by Jacob Horner. The recognition that Jake's use of
language interposes itself between the text and the
reader, and thereby necessarily distorts that which it is
describing, is contained within the text itself. As the

Doctor says

In iife there are no essentially major or minor characters. To
that extent, all fiction and biography, and most historiography,
are a lie. Everyone is necessarily the hero of his own life
story. Hamlet could be told from the point of v1ew of Polonius
and called . _ 1z
He didn't think he was a minor character in anythlng, I daresay
Or suppose you're an usher at a wedding. From the groom's
viewpoint he's the major character; the others play supporting
parts, even the bride. From your viewpoint, though, the wedding
is a minor episode in the very interesting history of your life,
and the bride and groom both are minor figures. Vhat you've done
is choose to play the part of a minor character: it can be
pleasant for you to pretend to be less important than you know
you are, as Odysseus does when he disguises as a swineherd. And
every member of the congregation at the wedding sees himself as
the major character, condescending to witness the spectacle. So




in this sense fiction isn't a 1lie at all, but a true
representation of the distortion that everyone makes of life.=®

More importantly, we also have Jake's pronouncements
on language at our disposal and it is at this point that I
wish to discuss the role language itself plays in the
creation of the text. Wayne C. Booth's suggestion®” that
all novels have, at the very least, an implied narrator is
by now commonplace. But Barth moves beyond this to employ
an overtly present structuring conscicusness as the
narrative voice. Although not by any means the first
writer to use this mechanism, he does establish his use of
it as one of the characteristics of his works. On two
occasions Jake tells us that what we have just read is a
compression and an interpretation of the actual events
Now it may well be that Joe made no such long coherent speech as
this all at once; it is certainly true that during the course of
the evening this was the main thing that got said, and I put it
down here in the form of one uninterrupted whiz-bang for
convenience's sake, both to illustrate the nature of his
preoccupations and to add a stroke or two to my picture of the
man himself, ==
Like Joe's earlier disquisition on values, this history of the
Norgans' domestic problems was not delivered to me all in so
handy a piece as I've presented it here.=®
Thus, the text The End of fthe Road is Jake's
interpretation and reconstruction of the ‘actual events':
we have to accept his account, because we have no recourse
to any other source. It is crucial to a reading of the
novel that we remember that, first, it is Jake's account
and, secondly, that it is a linguistic creation - the only
existence the events of the novel have is within Jake's
use of language.

Before continuing with this latter point it is

worthwhile considering briefly the importance of the fact
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that this text is only a partial account of the reality
it attempts to embody. Vithin the book itself there is a
point at which the partial nature of an account of events
becomes extremely important to the narrative, and this is
the interrogation by Joe of Jake's motives for having
sexual intercourse with Rennie. Joe says
I want to hear your version of the business, if you've goﬁ one.
I've already heard Rennie's - that's what I've been doing for
the last three days. But her memory's not perfect, and like
anybody else's it's selective. naturally, what I've heard puts
the best possible interpretation on what she did, and the worst
possible on what you did. Remember, boy, I wasn't there.
Rennie's not playing innocent, but I want all the facts and all
the possible interpretations of the facts.=°
There is an obvious contradiction contained in this
speech, between "her memory's not perfect, and like
anybody else's it's selective." and "I want all the facts
and all the possible interpretations of the facts"; all
that he can have is his own selection of the facts and his
own selective interpretation. And his selective
interpretation is precisely what drives him further and
further into a dogmatic assertion of the necessity of
absolute rationality. The progression of this assertion

can be seen in the shift from his proposition that there

are no absolutes to

The most important thing in the world to me ~ one of my
absolutes, I suppose - is the relationship between Rennie and
me, 21 '

Jake's assault on this absolute, through his adultery with
Rennie, and his corresponding assault on Joe's system of
rationality, through his assertion that "I don't know why
I did it", forces Joe into increasing dogmatism mentioned

above and finally to the point at which he says
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You claim you didn't have any conscious motives. You weren't
aware of any unconscious motives. You won't rationalise. You
didn't make any conscious interpretations of anything Rennie
did. And you can't remember conversations. Have I got to agree
with Rennie that you don't even exist? Vhat else makes a human
being accept these things?==
To which Jake would reply 'Mythotherapy' and, in the words
of the Doctor,
Mythotherapy is based on two assumptions: that human existence
precedes essence, if either of the two terms really signifies
anything; and that a man is free not only to choose his own
essence but to change it at will.==
Ve can assume from his remarks on page 3 of the text that
at the moment of writing The End of the Road Jake is
undergoing Scriptotherapy. He is adopting the role of
author in order to write an account of the events he was
engaged with whilst adopting the role of grammar teacher.
Now, i1f we return to the Doctor's explanation of
Mythotherapy, we discover that it is akin to the
production of fiction. Jake is writing himself into
existence, as both character and author. He is writing, at
best, as true a representation as he can of the distortion
that he has made of life. And the only tool that he has
with which to write his account is language which, as he
perceives, is itself problematic as an instrument for the
communication of accurate versions of any material. As he

demonstrates, by using an overtly Saussurean theory of

language,

there's ultimately no reason why the symbol 'horse' shouldn't
always refer to grammar book instead of to Equus caballus: the
significance of words are arbitrary conventions, mostly;
historical accidents. But it was agreed before you and had any
say in the matter that the word horse would refer to Equus
caballus, and so if we want our sentences to be intelligible to
very many people, we have to go along with the convention. Ve
have to say horse when we mean Equus caballus, and grammar book
when you mean this object here on my desk, 54
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This is all very well as long as Jake remains on the safe
ground of description: we accept his words and recognise
what they stand for, and thus his descriptions of the
Progress and Advice Room, the Morgans' living room,
Vicomico, etc., are all intelligible. Furthermore, we
accept his designation of roles to other characters,
recognising that the role can change but that each is
sufficient for a moment. Thus Jake is, in his own words, a
sneak, a coward, an adulterer, "an owl, peaéock,
chameleon, donkey, and popinjay, fugitive from a mediaeval
bestiary"®%, "giant and dwarf, plenum and vacuum". And he

can give other characters roles; Peggy Rankin is the

"Fourty-Year—-0ld-Pickup".®®

But all of this safe ground begins to crumble as soon
as Jake is forced to analyse and attempt to understand
other human beings in all their complexity, as happens
when he tries to identify Rennie's emotional response to

himself.

Y

The apparent ambivalence of Rennie's feelings about me, I'm
afraid, 1like the simultanecous contradictory opinions that I
often amused myself by maintaining, was only a pseudo-
ambivalence whose source was in the language, not on the
concepts symbolised by the language. I'm sure, as a matter of
fact, that what Rennie felt was actually neither ambivalent nor
even complex; it was both single and simple, like all feelings
it was also completely particular and individual, and so the
trouble only started when she attempted to label it with a
common noun such as love or abhorrence. Things can be signified
by common nouns if one ignores the differences between them; but
it is precisely these differences, when deeply felt, that make
the nouns inadequate and lead the Ilayman ( but not the
connoisseur) to believe that he had a paradox on his hands, an
ambivalence, when actually it is merely a matter of x's being
part horse and part grammar book, and completely mneither.
Assigning names to things is like assigning roles to people: it
is necessarily a distortion, but it is a necessary distortion if
one would get on with the plot, and to the connoisseur it's good
clean fun. Rennie loves me, then, and she hated me as well! Let
us say she x-ed me, and know better than to smile.®7
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Here, then, language is drawn into becoming a part of
the continuum of reality and, Jjust as Jake was not
prepared to distinguish between moments in an act, now he
is not prepared to distinguish between separate words as
descriptive of specific and discrete entities. But, just
as Joe Morgan is driven to distraction by Jake's refusal
to accept rational distinction, so we, as readers, and
Barth, as author, recognise that this is the road to
chaos. As Morrell writes
The next step is to use x or y or z for various common nouns -
that is, lapse into nonsense - and the step after that is to
lapse into silence. For Barth to continue his series about
nihilism in this direction he would have had to cease writing.
He had demonstrated that words and things did not exist in a
one-to-one relationship, that words were a simplification of
things, a distortion of them, hence that realism, which is based
on the theory that words can transpose the world onto paper, is
not a ‘truthful' literary technique,®#
Thus, Jake's perception that language always has the
potential to collapse into chaos and his malady of
cosmopsié can be related to one another. They are both the
inability to choose, and they both lead to silence and
immobilisation. And, further, Mythotherapy and the choice
of particular words to describe reality are seen as
arbitrary but useful methods of release from the problem
Enough now to say that we are all casting directors a great deal
of the time, if not always, and he 'is wise who realises that
this role-assigning is at best an arbitrary distortion of the
actors' personalities; but he is even wiser who sees in addition
that his arbitrariness is probably inevitable, and at any rate
is apparently necessary if one would reach the ends bhe
desires.®®

Both enable remobilisation: mythotherapy acts as a means

for preventing Jake from falling into the vacuum of the

realisation that there is no essence to humanity, only

existence, and that existence — choosing - shapes Jake.



Beyond mythotherapy he is weatherless: language becomes a

means of imposing a description upon reality, a set of

categories imposed on the continuum of reality to stop it

slipping into chaos. This point is re-emphasised later in

the text, when Jake repeats the same ideas; that language

falsifies reality, but this is the only way in which to

get to grips with it. Once this acceptance has been made

it is then possible to get on with the job of creating an

artistic representation of reality, or at least one's
perception of reality.

But then, in a typically Barthian gesture, all of
this is undermined with one final sentence. It is worth

quoting this passage complete

Articulation! There, by Joe, was my absolute, if I could be said
to have one. At any rate, it is the only thing I can think of
about which I ever had, with any frequency at all, feelings one
usually has for one's absolutes. To turn experience into speech

- that is, to classify, to categorise, fo conceptualise,
grammarise, to syntactify it - is always a betrayal

experience, a falsification of it; but only so betrayed can it
be dealt with at all, and only in so dealing with it did I ever
feel a man, alive and kicking. It is therefore that, when I had
cause to think about it at all, I responded to this precise
falsification, this adroit, careful myth-making, with all the
upsetting exhiliration of any artist at his work. Vhen my
mythoplastic razors were sharply honed, it was unparalleled

sport to lay about with them, to have at reality.
In other senses, of course, I don't believe this at all.<®

Thus Barth, in the creation of Jacob Horner and in

the writing of The End of the Road , introduces the idea

of language as a distortion which is contained in the very

nature of language itself, where arbitrary distinctions
are imposed upon the undifferentiated continuum of
reality. These distinctions, though, are not only
arbitrary but also necessary 1f one is to gain a handle

with which to grasp reality. And then this recognition
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itself is undermined by Jake's ambiguous statement that
"In other senses, of course, I don't believe this at all".
As we read we find ourselves constantly aware that the
text is always teetering on the brink of collapsing into
the chaos of a rejection of the rules of grammar and
syntax, of language itself and its arbitrary relation of
signifier to signified, only to find itself pulled back
from the edge by the understanding that these arbitrary
rules are necessary to communication.

Then this whole process begins again. The effect is
akin to that of seeing Joe Morgan asserting the power of
rationality after Joe and Rennie spy on him locked into
his irrational performance. In Freudian terms Joe is
repressing his need for irrationality, just as the text is
repressing the possibility of its falling into disorder
and irrationality. But both, equally well, show the power
of the repressed to return to the centre of conscious
concerns.

The way beyond this dilemma is, as Jake recognises,

s

that

If you do want intelligibility, then the only way to get 'free'
of the rules is to master them so thoroughly that they're second
nature to you.“?

I see this as a motto for the rest of my discussion of the

whole of Barth's work. Or, as David Morrell has it,

His alternative to carrying language to the end of the road was
to set out in a different direction and on a different road, to
imitate not the world directly, but the world as it has already
been distorted in the eighteenth-century novel, to embrace
distortion and use it as a ‘true representation of the
distortion we all make of life'. And his next book, The Sot-VWeed
Factor, he tried just that.<®



The uses of structuralism
as a means of analysis

in John Bartith's early fiction
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If we now turn to a formal analysis of the two texts,
an immediate comparison is possible. I wish to make this
comparison in the spirit of Claude Lévi-Strauss's
distinction between formalism and structuralism, in which
the abstract nature of formal discussion is eliminated by
removing the distinction between form and content.

For structuralism, this opposition does not exist. There is not
something abstract on one side and something concrete on the
other, Form and content are of the same nature, susceptible to
the same analysis. Content draws its reality from its structure
and what is called form is the structural formation of the local
structure forming the content.’
The similarities and divergences in the construction of
The Floating Opera and The End of the Road demonstrate the
co-existence (along with these formal indications) of
thematic convergences and separations. Indeed, as I shall
argue in detail later, considerations which are apparently
only formal become part of the thematic structure of the
texts. Not only what is written of, but also the manner in
which it is written about, become part of Barth's
meanings.

Both novels, then, are constructed around a triad of
characters and the interrelations between them. In The
Floating Opera Todd, Jane and Harrison have a relationship
which functions at two levels. First, there is the total
relationship between the three, accurately identified by
several critics as a parody of liberal attitudes towards
sexual relationships. Secondly, there are the three
relationships between the three couples. One of these is
despatched as peripheral to the central action of the
novel, namely that between Harrison and Jane. Of the other

two, that between Todd and Harrison is extremely one-sided
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— Harrison can be seen a mere shadow of Todd. His
responses to the world are a delayed and occasionally
tiresome replication of Todd's, brought about by Todd's
influence over Harrison. The final pair of the three, that
between Todd and Jane, provides the external impetus for
the action of the novel. The overall effect of this is to
direct the centre of attention in the novel towards Jane
and Todd, with Harrison as very much a minor character.
This builds into the design of the novel a clear and
obvious irony, that the most 'legitimate' relationship is
of the least interest whilst the most ‘'illegitimate'’ acts
as a focus.#

On the other hand, the emphasis in the triad of The
End of the Ropad is equally placed on the three sides of
the triangle, but with an emphasis on the sexual conflict
between Jake and Joe over Rennie which becomes, enlarges
into, the philosophical duel between them. This is the
basis of the difference between the two texts: the
undeveloped aspect of the ménage & trois in the earlier
becomes developed in the later. 0f course, one attitude
that both works share is the assumption that both Jane and
Rennie are no more than the territory upon which the male
characters will exercise their philosophical and sexual
desires.

If we view the two texts schematically, it could be
said that the conflict between Jake and Joe is the
externalisation of the internal conflict between the two
sides of Todd'é character. This is in no way to say that
the terms of the conflict are the same, but rather that

they have the same functional and structural purposes. It
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is as if Barth bhad recognised the potentialities of the
structure he adopted for The Floating Opera and proceeded
to explore them further and more deeply in The End of the
Road, the second in the Rrojected series . The later novel
narrows down the perspective, removes any figure
corresponding to Harrison, and makes the two halves of
Todd's character problematic by developing them into two-
opposing figures.® The two halves to which I refer are the
recognition that "goals and objectives are without value"
and the belief that this fact is irrelevant and may be
overcome by the adoption of masks (or an endless task such
as the Inquiry): halves united in the character of Todd
and united grammatically in his sentence "There's no final
reason for living (or for suicidel". They are however
separated in The End of the Road into the characters and
philosophical stances of Jake and Joe. The evidence for
this is, I believe, made conclusive by the respective
fates of these two. Joe becomes an absence at the end of
the novel, "a dead instrument in the dark", whilst Jake
survives the events of the novel to become their author as
a patient undergoing Scriptotherapy. Their fates are
separated, and are separable because they are two
characters, whilst Todd continues to exist despite the
internal contradictions of his philosophy. Jake and Joe
are hunted down by the consequences of their ideas.

Both novels seem to accept the hypothesis that
existence precedes essence and then attempt to answer the
question, of what does existence consist? At this point
the role of masks, and their adoption by Todd and Jake,

becomes important. Todd is at pains to demonstrate why he
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adopts his three masks of rake, saint, and cynic, and alsc
to explain why each was rejected. In each case, he faces a
situation which demonstrates the insufficiency of the
adopted mask — the final situation being the most
important. Here, Jane's question about his clubbed fingers
forces him to face up to the fact of death, a fact against
which there is no defence. This is the catalyst which
drives him towards the decision to commit suicide. The
subsequent decision to change his mind, to adopt an
attitude of indifference, is not as unproblematic as the
subsequent movements of the text would have one think. The
discursive style of The Floating Opera, the demonstration
of the statement that Todd has 'opinions about
everything', pushes the reader towards some kind of
perception of Todd as a more 'rounded' (to use E.IM.
Forster's terminology) character than the philosophical
content of the text strictly allows. The conclusion of the
novel permits an existence which provides for the
possibility of continuation beyond the bounds of the novel
because some undefined essence in the character extends
beyond the text towards a humanism of some (undefined)
sort. Hence the rhetorical shoulder-shrugging of the

concluding sentences

I would take a long careful time, then, to tell Dad the story of
The Floating Opera. Perhaps I would expire before ending it;
perhaps the task was endless, like all its fellows. No matter.
Even if I died before ending my cigar, I had all the time there
was.

This clear, I made a note to intercept my note to Jimmy Andrews,
stubbed out <(after all) my cigar, undressed, went to bed in
enormous soothing solitude, and slept fairly well despite the
absurd thunderstorm that soon afterwards broke all around.4
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Jake, on the other hand, is continually insistent
that he has no essence beyond his masks, and he holds firm
to the construction of a character with no ethical basis

that would permit an essence to extend beyond the text.
The form, the direct style, of The End of the Road,
driving on as it does towards the conclusion of the novel,
allows nothing outside of itself to intrude. For Jake,
experience consists of fhe elimination of one mask after
another from the range of possibilities, and The End of
the Road can be seen as the successful, but temporary, use
of scriptotherapy and of the mask of author as a
~description. At the same time it is a working-out of the
elimination of the possibility of a character existing
beyond the text. Quite simply, Jake does not exist for us
beyond a text of his own making which concludes,
significantly, with the word "Terminal". He has even
abandoned his car and his bust of Laoccon, and he has
become author, nothing more.

One is left, then, with a further question to answer;
namely, how is this existence portrayed aesthetically? In
The Floating Opera there is a welter of almost desperate
realism as a stream of detail is invoked - as we have seen
in chapter One. The dichotomy between essence and
existence is demonstrated by an almost Sternean
recruitment of the details of existence on the one hand
and the philosophical assertion of the absence of essence
and absolute value on the other. However, the
juxtaposition of these two elements, because of the
contradictions between them (most obviously the claim of

realism that essence resides in the accumulation of the
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details of existence), causes the flaws and weaknesses
outlined above. The book begins to slip towards becoming a
‘traditional novel, with a central character who has some
kind of essence which exists beyond the novel: towards
becoming a 'comic epic in prose' which exists in the world
of compromising humanity. Throughout, The Floating Opera
hovers uneasily between the Scylla of the realist novel
and the Charybdis of the philosophical treatise, and never
integrates the two forms together in a synthesis.

On the other hand, the paradigmatic (as opposed to
syntagmatic) construction of The End of the Road, with its
account of the conflict between two philosophies, has |
allegorical elements which are contained within the text,
as Jake indicates thus

Joe was the Reason, or Being (I was using Rennie's cosmos); I
was the Unreason, or Not-Being; and the two of us were fighting
without quarter for possession of Rennie, like God and Satan for
the soul of Man.*®
The characters function as fixed symbols of a particular
pattern of behaviour and the structure of the novel is
didactic, by which I mean that it contains nothing that
does not relate, almost directly, to its philosophical
purpose. But, just as the text attempts to contain the
shifting nature of language, so here it takes cognizance
of the fact that this allegorical structure Ywill stand no
close examination" and then re—-accepts the allegory as
useful. Thus, the text stands at a distance from the world
we readers normally inhabit., It stands as an enclosed
reality which should be viewed as removed from any debate

about the realism of the characters. The text itself is
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the only basis we have for judging the characters and
their actions.®

At this point, as my discussion of these two texts is
moving away Ifrom an analysis Df what they mean, of their
philosophical structure, towards a discussion of how they
mean, of their aesthetic structure, the impetus behind
this whole thesis begins to emerge. My contentions are,
first, that there is a correspondence between Barth's
idea that ‘reality' is linguistically constructed and
apprehended, and the work of structuralist theoreticians
and critics. Secondly, that Barth's work is open to a
structuralist analysis; that the theoretical frameworks of
criticisms based on Saussurean and post—-Saussurean
linguistics provide a means by which a number of insights
into Barth's work will be revealed. And, thirdly and this
will emerge towards the end, that structuralist thinking
needs augmentation from other theoretical sources if it is
to offer anything resembling an account of Barth'’s work
and development.

Thus this chapter itself will divide into two parts.
The first dealing with the presence of structuralist ¢ or
at least proto-structuralist) ideas in Barth's first two
novels, and the second attempting to apply the work of
some structuralists to The Floating Opera and The End of
the Road both as individual texts and also as novels in
which the use of language follows the broad tenets of
realism.

These two strands of criticism are undeniably
intertwined because of the proximity of their content -

the concentration on language as a social construct and as
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a structuring mechanism for a‘perception of reality - but
I believe that it is important to keep them theoretically
separate because of the implications of the two threads.
The former admits & relationship between the text and the
critical theory, a broad correspondence in the direction
of both, and thus the theory, the criticism, attempts to
expropriate the text as an expression and extension of
itself. In the latter, the validity of the theory, and its
subsequent practical application, depends upon it beiﬁg
capable of taking into account any text. Thus the critical
theory and the practice of criticism must be separable
from the text in order that the theory and the criticism
be able to demonstrate their mutual ability to take
account of the text before them. A more general example of
this is structuralism's relation to the nouveau roman. For
the nouveau roman could be seen as the fictional
expression of structuralism, with its’apparent lack of
relationship to the realist tradition, with which it
shares no appreciable common ground (since their
underpinning linguistic theories are in conflict).

Because, if there ie a coincidence between linguistic
theory and fictional practice the possibility of a
productive critical space is potentially removed. In the
same way, the two sides of Barth's relationship to
structuralism are the introductidn and integration of
structuralist ideas into his writing, and the
possibilities of a structuralist account of his work that
goes beyond the coincidence of ideas in the actual content
of The Floating Opera and IThe End of the Road. Therefore,

it may be that to 1limit our critical frame to
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structuraliem alone effectively removes the space in which
the genuinely critical act exists.

The most immediately obvious example of the influence
of structuralist ideas on the early John Barth is the
passage in The End of the Road when Jacob Horner is
discussing grammar with his students at Vicomico State
College, when his pronouncements on the nature of language
can be directly attributed to Saussure's Course on General
Linguistics. Indeed, they even employ the same example to
demonstrate their theories on the nature of the linguistic
sign — that of equus caballus”., And this is not an
arbitrary (sic) application of structuralist ideas onto
the shape of the novel; but is an integral part of the
construction of Jake's character within the text. Because,
as he says later in continuation of Saussure's ideas - the
natural (sic) progression of which is that any linguistic
description of the world is arbitrary® -

Articulation! There, by Joe, was my absolute, if I could be said
to have one. At any rate, it is the only thing I can think about
which I ever had, with any frequency at all, the feelings one
usually has for one's absolutes. To turn experience into speech
- that is, to classify, to categorise, to conceptualise, to

grammarise, to syntactify it - 1is always a betrayal of
experience, a falsification of it; but only so betrayed can it

be dealt with at all, and only in so dealing with it did I ever
feel a man, alive and kicking. It is therefore that, when I had
cause to think about it all, I responded to this precise
falsification, this adroit, careful myth-making, with all the
upsetting exhiliration of any artist at his work. Vhen mny
mythoplastic razors were sharply honed it was unparalleled sport
to lay about with them, to have at reality.

In other senses, of course, I don't believe this at all.®
He has both explained his idea that any articulation of
the world of experience is a falsification of that worid
because of the arbitrary nature of language and, through

his last sentence, shows that falsity: we cannot be sure
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that the written word ie an expression of his meaning
precisely because it is expressed through language. This
idea, as I shall show later, is more fully worked out in
Barth's later novels and theoretical writings. Another,
similar, example is Todd's belief in his ability to grasp
the meaning of his father's life and suicide through his
writing it out in his Inquiry. Through language, Todd
believes, he can understand his father and thus himself.
The faillre of the belief is betrayed by the endless
expansion of the project into an ever—-greater number of
peach baskets and we can continue the idea by saying that
only when Todd has encapsulated the whole of reality will
he be able to understand his father - but at that point
the experiment fails because there are no longer any
grounds for distinguishing his writing of his father's
life from the totality of reality and thus language loses
its basis, its ability to distinguish between phenomena.
It would be foolish to deny that the major
philosophical structures of The Floating Opera and The End
of the Road are those of nihilism and existentialism. But
I will now argue at some length that the nature of the
relationship between existentialism and structuralism is
not absolute but rather historically and theoretically
relative and complex. Indeed, Simon Clarke, in The
Foundations of Structuralism, goes to some lengths to
indicate both historical and philosophical connections
between them. Historically, he argues that both
existentialism and structuralism grew from the

intellectual crisis of the Third Republic in France:
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They shared a common rejection of the doctrines with which they
were confronted as philosophy students, and the grounds for the
rejection were remarkably similar in each case.’'®

He continues to see the Solutioné proposed by Lévi-

Strauss, Sartre, and Merleau—-Ponty as "alternative

possibilities inscribed in a common, anhd widely-shared,

reaction to an acute intellectual crisis"''. This crisis
came, in the realm of ideas, as a result of the collapse
of Durkheimian sociology and Bergsonian philosophy, and
their acceptance of "French classical philosophy's
dualistic formulation of the opposition between reason and
emotion"'#. The inter—-war response to this collapse, on

the part of Lévi-Strauss and Sartre, was to embark on a

search for the individual; “the metaphysical appeal to

absolutes of morality was rejected in the name of concrete
experience" '#,

Two more points of common origin are obvious; the
firset being the involvement of a number of existentialists
and structuralists (along with leading liberals,
catholibs, novelists, communists, and surrealists) in the
1933-1939 seminars on Hegel taught by Alexandre Kojéve at
Ecole Pratique des Hautes Etudes. The list included
Raymond Aron, Maurice Merleau-Ponty, Raymond Queneau, Jean
Desanti, Georges Bataille, Jacques Lacan, and Jean—-Paul
Sartre'<. Kojéve's concentration on the writings of Hegel
(particularly The Phenomenology of Mind) as a
philosophical anthropology of human consciousness "was an
intellectual source for the renewal of marxism, for
Sartre's existentialism, and even perhaps for the
structuralism of the 1060s"'#. Indeed, I would want to go

one step beyond Mark Poster and suggest Hegel's work as a



negative starting—point for the work of the post-
structuralists, as something from which they feel the need
to escape before they can embark on their own

investigations.
The second point of common origin is the mutual

rejection of essentialism. As John Sturrock has written of

Roland Barthes

Sartrean existentialism marked him profoundly and traces of it
have remained, notably in the extreme distaste which Barthes has
expressed over and over again for the philosophy to which
existentialism was opposed: that of essentialism. Essentialism
holds that within each human individual there is some ultimate
essence which does not change and which obliges us to behave ,
as our lives unfold, within more or less predictable limits ..
Existentialism, on the contrary, preaches the total freedom of
the individual constantly to change, to escape determination by

his part or any final definition by others ... Barthes, 1like
Sartre, pits therefore +the fluidity, the anarchy even, of
existence against the rigor mortis of essentialism ... Sartre,

so far as one can see, allows the human person a certain
integrity or unity; but Barthes professes a philosophy of
disintegration, whereby the presumed unity of any individual is

dissolved into a plurality and we each of us turn out to be many
instead of one’®

Then, as Simon Clarke writes

There is no doubt that between structuralism and existentialism,
in particular, there is an unbridgeable gulf, expressed in the
by-now standard oppositions of structure to history, object to
subject, unconscious to conscious, determinacy to free will,
immanence to transcendence ... However, this unbridgeable gulf
is not a gulf between two absolutely antithetical philosophies,
but in one between philosophies that offer complementary, but
divergent, solutions to a common set of problems'”.

For my present purposes I shall reduce the
divergences between structuralism and existentialism to
one basic issue: the answers to a common question which
begin to steer the two schools of ideas in different
directions. This common question is assessing the role of

the subject in social thought. It is here, Clarke argues,

two different theories begin to emerge as Sartre posits a
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Cartesian individual in whom "it is the conscious mind
that imposes meaning on experience by integrating
experience into a meaningful whole"'®, whilst Levi-Strauss
begins from a basis in the Freudian conception of the
individual, albeit a conception "purged of all
irrationalism by the reduction of the unconscious to a
purely formal structuring capacity"'®. Sartre asserts the
individual consciousness as the only source of meaning in
an absurd universe, whilst Lévi—-Strauss adheres to the
notion of a deep structure to which the individual, in
some fashion, corresponds. Poster sums up the distinction
between the two positions, of the assertion or of the
decentring of the subject, in this fashion:
Structuralists have indeed brought to 1light a new level of
meaning, but they concluded from this that structure was
necessarily opposed to the subject. They shifted attention away
from any reconciliation of object and subject toward a
programmatic examination of the systematic incongruities between
structure and subject, without accepting the need for concrete
studies to determine if human beings could self-consciously
design structures®®.
This anti—ﬁumanist tendency has been pursued further by
Michel Foucault in a series of investigations®' which
proclaim that the human consciousness would be completely
displaced from the centre of knowledge.

The structuralists' attack on humanism, and upon
Sartre for maintaining his belief in a conception of the
cogito derived from Descartes, of the human mind as the
absolute verification, had, by 1969, pushed Sartre to the
point where he made the two following statements - here in
Mark Poster's translation

I am in complete agreement that social facts have their own

structure and laws that dominate individuals, but I see in this
the reply of worked matter to the agents who works it ...
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For structuralism, history is an internal product of the system.
There are as wmany histories as structured societies: each
society produces its temporality. Progress is the development of
order. This historical pluralism subordinates history ... to
structural order. The future remains anticipated, but at the
interior of well-defined limits, in a positivist sense. In this
way, it is viewed as already in the past. It will be understood
as anterior future, it will realise for the social agent that it
produces and that it conditioms, the future being that it is
implicitly present in its past. In other words, it is not to be
made, but to be predicted., Praxis is here eliminated in favour
of process. ¥,
I wish to make two remarks about Mark Poster's
scholarship. To my mind he mistranslates a crucial word
from Sartre's original. Sartre's sentence begins "L'avenir
reste previsible" which Poster translates as "The future
remains anticipated". For me, a more satisfactory
translation would be "The future remains open to
prediction". Moreover, the final sentence quoted is, in
the original, not the final sentence of a paragraph. It is
the first sentence of a paragraph which continues
Nais c'est, comme le dit Engels, 1' "homme quit faire 1'histoire
sur les bases des circonstances anterieures”. Non que les
systemes n'existent pas, mais c'est 1'homme qui les produit, a
travers l'objectivation de sa praxis qui s'inscrit dans le monde
inorganique comme on sceau®4,
This is not mere carping on my part. The latter of these
'adjustments' by Poster ignores Sartre's estimation of
‘orthodox marxism' as adhering to Engels' conception of
dialectical nature, of a correspondence between the
structure of human thought and nature as the basis for a
scientific socialism. As Callinicos has shown®%, this

conception of marxism led to the determinism against which

Sartre (and Lenin®%) rebelled. The 'mistranslation' has as
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its main purpose a downgrading of the r
human subject.

By these means Poster is able to posit a combination
of Sartrean existentialism and structuralism, a
combination in which the two philosophies investigate
different, and separate, levels of meaning. Against
Poster, I would argue that any juxtaposition of two such
differing theories of the subject Cah only be, at best,
short—lived and provisional. Like contending super—-powers,
they will sooner or later be moved to invade the other's
territory or sphereé of interest. In those circumstances,
peaceful co-existence is not a possibility. The necessary
contradictions which emerge from this juxtaposition of
opposed ViewS of the subject in social discourse are
transcended by a fusion of the initial premises of
structuralism and existentialism based on two passages

from Karl Marx. They are as follows:

¥en make their own history, but not of their own free will; not
under circumstances they themselves have chosen but under the
given and inherited circumstances with which they are directly
confronted. The tradition of the dead generations weighs like a
nightmare on the minds of the living. And, just when they appear
to be engaged in the revolutionary transformation of themselves
and their material surroundings, in the creation of something
which does not yet exist, precisely in such epochs of
revolutionary crisis they timidly conjure up the spirits of the
past to help them; they borrow the names, slogans and costumes
so as to stage the new world-historical scene in this venerable
disguise and borrowed language®7.

In the social production of +their existence, men inevitably
enter into definite relations, which are independent of their
will, namely relations of production appropriate to a given
stage in the development of their material forces of production.
The totality of these relations of production constitutes the
economic structure of society, the real foundation, on which
arises a legal and political superstructure and to which
correspond definite forms of social consciousness. The mode of
production of material life conditions the general process of
social, ©political and intellectual 1life. It is not the
consciousness of men that determines their existence, but their
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social existence that determines +their consciousness. At a
certain stage of development, the material productive forces of
society come into conflict with the existing relations of
production or = this merely expresses the same thing in legal
terms - with the property relations within the framework of
which they had operated hitherto. From forms of development of
. the productive forces these relations turn into their fetters.
Then begins an era of social revolution. The changes in the
economic foundation lead sooner or later to the transformation
of the whole immense superstructure. In studying such
transformations it is always necessary to distinguish between
the material +transformation of +the economic conditions of
production, which can be determined with the precision of
natural science, and the legal, political, religious, artistic
or philosophic - in short, ideological forms in which men become
conscious of this conflict and fight it out==,

With Clarke, I see existentialism as "the ghost that
insists on haunting the structuralist enterprise, rudely
prersisting in pressing the claims of the human subject
that structuralism has suppressed, and about whom it would
rather remain silent"**, Hence, the occasional but
striking convergence of thought. Let me offer but one
example. Fredric Jameson's (correct) assertion that

Saussure's originality was to have insisted on the fact that
language as a total system is complete at every moment, no
matter what bhappens to have been altered in it a moment before.
This is to say that the temporal model proposed by Saussure is
that of a series of complete systems succeeding each other in
time; that language is for him a perpetual present, with all the
possibilities of meaning implicit in its every moment®©,
has a mass of correspondences with Sartre's comments on
time in an essay on Faulkner:
Beyond this present time there is nothing, since the future does
not exist. The present rises up from sources unknown to us and
drives away another present; it is forever beginning anew®’,
In both, the existence of the present is seen as a total
perception with no past and no future; in this

structuralism and existentialism are in accord.

But in the previously mentioned passage from

Itinerary of a Thought, Sartre is defending history, the
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past, as "the human freedom haunting all structures by
putting the future of those structures in question" &,
Paradoxically, perhaps, Sartre seems to maintain an
adherence to the synchronous nature of the present whilst
at the same time demanding that each movement become a
link in the chain of diachronicity®®. The consistent point
in Sartre's writing is the assertion of the individual
subject, be it as the structuring compulsion behind
discrete events or as the agent of change, and it is the
maintenance of this assertion that differentiates the two
theories of language.

It is to the divergent theories of language that I
can now turn in order to make a number of more specific
remarks about their respective roles in The End of the
Road. Sartre maintained a theory of language in which
language was seen as a "tool for expressing states of
consciousness or ideas", but it was a tool which "never
translated thoughts into words perfectly"%<, In Vords
Sartre documents "his unending struggle to narrow the gap
between intention and language"=*=,

In contrast to Sartre language was for Lévi-Strauss not an
obstacle to truth but a mechanism that was its own truth. The
human mind was manifest, not in its intentional statements, but
in the hidden structure, the system of binary oppositions that

were present to the speaker in his unconsciousness of them. ®¢

It is possible to find examples of both these theories in

The End of the Road: the Sartrean at the point at which
Jake discusses Rennie's emotions towards him as "x%, and

the structuralist in the previously-mentioned passage on
grammar books. Thus, I want to argue that although the

book has a predominantly Sartrean philosophical structure,
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as evidenced by Jake and Joe's acts of bad faith in
refusing to acknowledge responsibility for their actions
and for Rennie's fate, it is possible to posit a‘
synthesis, in the modes used to structure the book,
between Sartrean existentialism and structuralism by
lookiﬁg at the respective fates of Jake and Joe.

There is a tension between Jake's constant denial of
intentionality (the repeated phrase "I don't know", when
questioned about his motives) and the provisional
intentionality he displays by producing this text for our
reading. Jake accepts the pre-existent structure of
language, writes within a socially intelligible structure
because, as he recognises, to attempt to close the gap
between intention and language drives language out of the
social arena and reduces it to a private language of
nonsense. He accepts the structuralist tenet that
"communication of language was inherently social, and
(that) any phenomenon that was withdrawn from the social
system ... must be doomed®”. He recognises the arbitrary
nature of language and then accepts that, however
impossible it may be to close the gap between intention
and language, the latter remains a useful tool to be
employed, in his case, to both escape from Vicomico and
subsequently to continue his therapy by telling his story
in an intelligible fashion.

Joe, on the other hand, resolutely adheres to the
concept of intentionality and refuses to accept the
existence of structures beyond the contrel of the

individual ego. He is
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The sort who heads directly for his destination, implying by his
example that paths should be laid where people walk, instead of
walking where the paths happen to be laid.=#

He creates his own system of personal values which become

his absolutes and he refuses the validity of all arbitrary

systems except his own. And he is driven, first, into the
gibbering nonsense of a private language, when Jake and

Rennie spy on him through the window of the Morgan house,

and finally into silence. It is worth looking at the final

telephone call between Jake and Joe in detail. Although it
is Joe who initiates the conversation, in his continuing
search for Jake's intentions, he is forced, by Jake's
statement "I don't know what to do", first to say, simply,

"Oh" and then into the silence that signifies that Jake's

rejection of intentionality, of any system of beliefs and

actions comprehensible to him, has finally driven Joe out
of the social world.

A silent irony in the text at its conclusion is that
the character for whom abstract ideas really have had a
life—-or—-death consequence, Rennie, is entirely absent by
the time of this conversation.

The pragmatic, if contradictory, fusion of
structuralism and existentialism, at least in terms of
language theory, is Jake Horner's guarantee of survival.
But this individual solution to the philosophical problem
extends no further than the confines of The End of the
Road. Outside of this novel, it is only possible to say
that both existentialism and structuralism have as central
to their thought the concept of language as a structuring
element in perception. Saussure, in his explanation of the

diacritical creation of meaning, argued that language is a
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form in which there are no positive terms. That is, an
object is perceived by being placed within a framework of
objects from which the first object is differentiated by
negativity. The parallel between this and Heidegger's
assertion, that "It is in words that things first come
into being and are"#%®, is easy to draw. "Heidegger mekes
not simply the meaning but the very existence of things
emanate from man's verbal expression of them"<®. There is
a difference in emphasis between these two statements but
this can be brought into sharper focus by reference to
Jameson's remark that
To be sure, when today we say that everything is ultimately
historical, or economic, or sexual, or indeed linguistic, we
mean thereby not so much that phenomena are made up, in their
very bone and blood cells, by such raw material, but rather that
they are susceptible to analysis by these respective methods.4'
For structuralism this is true, whereas for Heidegger's
existentialism and Earth's practice as a novelist (more
clearly revealed in the later novels but already apparent
in The End of the Road), language is the "very bone and
blood cells" of phenomena. The direction of the argument
is the same in both cases; the difference lies in the
distance to which it is carried. Beyond these basic
convergences it is possible to map out a theoretical
field, an area of study and examination across which
existentialism and structuralism have passed, leaving
tracks the similarity of which it is impossible to ignore.
I have suggested earlier that Barth's commitment to
realism is continually undermined in The Floating Opera
and The End of the Road by his concern with language's

inability to express accurately the reality of which it
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purports to be a description. This problematic is not
specific to Barth, but is, rather, part of a wider change
in the estimation of realism as an artistic mode. One of
the most influential views of realism is that expounded by
Erich Auerbach who, in Mimesis, proposes the theory that
realism, viewed historically, is a series of formal
conduits through which various perceptions of reality
pass. Language is seen solely as the agent of change, as
an innocent mechanism though which ideas are translated.
The critic's task becomes the pursuit of meaning, of the
vision of the ‘'real' which the text stbolises.

Barth's first two novels have a contradictory view of
realism contained within them, a contradiction which is,
perhaps, best explicated by structuralist literary
criticism of the concept of realism. The contradictory
nature of Barth's practice as a novelist resides, on the
one hand, in his recognition, in accordance with post-
Saussurean linguistic theory,

that language is not transparent, not merely the medium in which
autonomous individuals transmit massages to each other about an
independently constituted world of things. On the contrary, it
is language which offers the possibility of constructing a worid
of individuals and things, and of differentiating between them.
The transparency of language is an illusion.<**®
On the other hand, Barth continues to employ the discourse
of expressive realism. By discourse I mean "a domain of
language—use, a particular way of talking (and writing and
thinking)“+® and by expressive realism I mean
the theory that literature reflects the reality of experience as
it is perceived by one (especially gifted) individual, who

expresses it in a discourse which enables other individuals to
recognise it as true.<¢
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This is most clearly reflected in Barth's creation o
narrator who, although allowing the possibility of
alternative accounts of the material in his text,
structures and controls the teit through his own
consciousness. The persistent use of the first-person
pronoun in both texts is evidence of this ... "In a sense
I am Jacob Horner". VWVhatever the protestations to the
contrary, we are trapped within the narrator's account:
the texts are the work of Todd and Jake. This latter point
may seem self-evident to the point of banality, until we
re-emphasise the use of the first-person pronoun. As Terry
Eagleton writes
Realism, as (George) Eliot conceives of it, involves the tactful
unravelling of interlaced processes, the equable distribution of
authorial sympathies, +the holding of competing values in
precarious equipoise.<®
Thus, "since every destiny is significant, each is
consequently relativised"<®. For Barth's first two novels,
the destiny of the narrator is all-important and all other
characters are secondary — as is evidenced by the
discarding of Peggy Rankin, and by Todd's decision to
destroy himself regardless of the consequent destruction
of his two closest friends and their/his daughter. And,
beyond the bounds of the narrated content of the text,
both of the narratorial voices in these two novels
intervene between the reader and a posited author.

L}

And herein lies the contradiction at the heart of the
discourse employed by Barth in The Floating Opera and The
End of the Road. Whilst denying that language is a
transparent medium, and thus calling into question one of

the central tenets of realism, he continues to structure



his use of language via the first-person narrator, a
figure in whom we, as readers, must place a certain degree
of trust.

The question which needs to be answered, then, is how
— theoretically and practically - a realist process of
construction takes'place. Coward and Ellis, in Language
and Materialism, begin to explain how this happens when

they identify the two basic features of realism as being

mimesis, the imitation of reality based on fixing <the
signifier/signified identity, and the stratification of
discourses around this which set up the subject in the place of
mastery. 47

The installation of the narrator as the site of
textual truth is simultaneous with the establishment of a
procession of discourses which are less than that central
discourse. As, again, Coward and Ellis describe the

process:,

The identity Tbetween wsignifier and signified which 1is
established in realist writing is the precondition of its
ability to represent a vraisemblance, an accepted natural view
of the world. It does not mean that all writing is absolutely
transparent, ©but rather that +the narration, the dominant
discourse, is able to establish itself as Truth. The narration
does not appear to be the voice of the author; its source
appears to be a true reality which speaks. The value of the
other discourses in the text (the speech of various characters,
descriptions of subjective processes, etc.) is measured against
this voice of truth ... The other discourses of the text then
contain varying degrees of truth or even none at all. Through
this position of dominance, based on its equivalence with
reality, the narration can then attribute points of origin for
subsidiary discourses, appearing itself to have a point of
origin in reality.<®

Drawing on the work of Roland Barthes<®, Stephen Heath%®
and Julia Kristeva®' , Coward and Ellis establish, first,
the place of a hierachy of discourses within realist
fiction and, secondly, connotation as the means by which

the text achieves its sense of the real, of vraisemblance.
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thinking about realism from other critical theories, and I
wish to concentrate on it first. Its operation is effected
through the action of intertextuality, through the
construction of a network of discursive practices within
which the text is situated. It is not

the investigation of sources and influences as traditionally

conceived; it «casts 1its net wider +to include anonymous
discursive practices, codes whose origins are lost, that make

possible the signifying practices of later texts.==
These anonymous and lost codes include, of course,
grammar, syntax and genre; they are the transmission of
general intelligibility as the implicit sum of knowledge
which makes it possible to read the text. One of the
central codes for the above-mentioned critics would be the
myth of the individual as the source of meaning. Their
anti-humanism makes it possible for them to recognise the
ways in which realist discourse depends upon the humanism
of the rising bourgeoisie. This raises a more general
point, namely that the revelation of these codes is easier
when those codes have fallen into some sort of redundanpy.
Hence, The End of the Road takes racial segregation and
the illegality of abortion as two of its codes to
establish its sense of vraisemblance. But theée are
rendered almost comic in their redundanéy by their re-
appearance in Letters®® (as Barth himself points early in
that novel).

Beyond this general principle are the specific
functions of intertextuality at the level of allusion, as
it attempts to produce a particular reading by 'prompting’

the reader towards certain readings or styles of reading.



These two degrees of intertextuality are united in the
theoretical model propounded above by its refusal to see a
world of perception not shaped by the intervention of
language or linguistic models. There is no disjunction
between an anonymous code which establishes the real, and
a specific reference to a particular text. That is to say;
the distinction between connotation and denotation is
fluid.

Within this theoretical and critical framework it
is now possible to return to the realism of The Floating
Opera and The End of the Road.To begin, then, with The
Floating Opera. The self-conscious references to Iristram
Shandy in the novel, the author's denigration of his own
artistic abilities and his carrying of the precept of
realism to its logical conclusion (that reality expands at
least as rapidly as the time needed to write about it and
thus to write becomes an ever—growing task) - all this
creates what is best described as a language of
eccentricity. This functions alongside the internal
construction of the character of Todd. The references to
Iristram Shandy énd its eccentricity (both in terms of
itself andiof its place in the traditions of the novel)
create an atmosphere in the text in which the eccentricity
of Todd's character becomes permissible. Naturally, for
those readers who are unaware of the existence of Iristram
Shandy the burden of the creation o0f Todd's character must
rest entirely on the image created by a denotative
structure within the text.

More importantly, two other texts play a crucial role

in the connotative construction of the philosophical



s novel. These are The Myth of Sisyphus and

iamlet, and the discussions of suicide contained within

[

argument in th

these texts. Todd begins from exactly the same starting
point as Camus in his philosophical meditations, namely
that the first question we, as thinking human beings, must
answer is whether or not we should commit suicide in the
face of a world in which there are no intrinsic values.
Indeed, in the opening section of The Myth of Sisyphus
Camus's meditations on suicide have a great deal of
resonance for any reader familiar with Barth's novel (and,
of course, the reverse is also trué) — whether or not we
should commit suicide in the face of a world in which
there are no intrinsic values. Indeed, in the opening
section of The Myth of Sisyphus Camus's meditations on
suicide have a great deal of resonance for any reader
familiar with Barth's novel (and, of course, the reverse
is also true) -

Dying voluntarily implies that you have recognised, even

instinctively, the ridiculous character of <that habit, the

absence of any profound reason for living, the insane character
of that daily agitation and the uselessness of suffering.®4

This is precisely Todd's recognition at the beginning of

The Floating Opera. And again, when we remember Jane's

question to Todd about his clubbed fingers, the following
lines from Camus reflect the closeness of the two writers'

concerns at this point -

There are many cases for a suicide and generally the most
obvious ones were not the most powerful ... what sets off the
crisis is almost always unverifiable. Newspapers often speak of
‘personal sorrows' or of ‘incurable illness'. These explanations
are plausible. But one would have to know whether a friend of
the desperate man bhad not that very day addressed him
differently. He is the guilty one. For that is enough to
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precipitate all the rancours and all +the boredom still in

suspension. ®&
But beyond this common basis, Barth constructs a
philosophical argument.which is radically different from
~that of Camus - the attitude of 'why bother?' is very far
from Camus's assertion that

I draw from the three absurd consequences which are my revolt,

my freedom and my passion. By the mere activity of consciousness

I transform what was an invitation to death - and I refuse

suicide. "%
Now, one could argue that because the end result is the
same, the reasons for the refusal of suicide are
irrelevant. But that is to miss the point of this
discussion of intertextuality, which suggests the ways in
which Barth constructs an argument that begins on common
ground with Camus but in its process, its development,
diverges significantly.

Any discussion of suicide in literature must include
Hamlet. And, indeed, woven into the plot of The Floating
Opera are several allusions to this play, the most obvious
being Mr. Haecker's attempted suicide, when he is found
lying with a copy of Shakespeare's text next to him
"opened to Act Three, Scene One, of Hamlet with, believe
it or not, the words 'not all' noted in the margin
opposite the line 'Thus conscience does make cowards of us
all'"®”, This is the most obvious because it carries
direct reference to Hamlet within it, but perhaps a more
influential example would be the connections between
Hamlet and his father's ghost, and Todd and his father's
ghost., Both sons feel that his father's death has

dispossessed them of the reason for continuing to live. On



the other hapd, however, there are the ironies that
Todd's father himself committed suicide and that Hamlet
ultimately does act whereas Todd does not

Clearly, then, connotation is functioning in two

different fashions in this text. The Myth of Sisyphus \

contributes to the philosophical shape of the text, whilst
Hamlet makes a both direct and indirect conﬁributicn to
the narrative. But, by this, I do not intend to install a
Chinese wall between the two elements of philosophical
content and narration. Camus's text makes a direct
contribution to the forward thrust of the text, albeit as
a touchstone of difference whilét the references to Hamlet
are peripheral to the meaning of the text; they are a
different level of connotation, a level at which they are,
as it were, a distorted echo — an attempt to tap a
culturally received notion of the suicidal impulse, and of
its role in Hamlet. Stephen Tanner writes that we should
not be surprised when Mr. Haecker has been reading
Shakespeare's play before he attempts to kill himself, and
he is right. But equally so, we should not be surprised
that the actual terms in which Todd discusses suicide are
very far from those employed by Hamlet — the references to
Hamlet are present in the text not to contribute to the
debate on suicide, but rather to produce the conditions in
which suicide as a topic in literature is resonant in
Barth's text.

Intertextuality cannot indicate a monolithic process without

change. Vriting involves the <constant reformulation and

repositioning of the signifying process that is being called
up. 5o
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In writing The Floating Opera, Barth reformulates and
rewrites the debates surrounding suicide The Mvih of
Sisyphus and Hamlet into the synthesis of ‘comic
nihilism'; an attitude of *‘why bother?'. The threads of
connotation in the text become synthesised into the
denotation that is Barth's novel. An example of this
synthesis is the cynical commentary this novel provides on
another passage from Hamlet. When we compare the tone of
Barth's book to the following passage from Shakespeare's
play, it is possible to see in Todd's cynicism and irony
the roots of his version of nihilism - specifically
through a comparison of Todd's view of humanity, as here
expressed in his attitude to his first sexual encounter;

New to the manners of the business, I cried like a baby, bleated
like a goat, roared like a lion. The time came, the lesson, when
I was stallion indeed.

And then I looked into the mirror on my dresser, beside us -
an unusually large mirror, that gave back our images full-
length and life-size - and there we were: Betty June's face
buried in the pillow, her scrawny little buttocks thrust
skywards; me gangly as a vwhippet and braying like an ass. I
exploded with laughter!®%;

with these lines from Shakespeare;
¥hat a piece of work is a man! How noble in reason! How infinite
in faculties! In form and moving, how express and admirable! In
action, how like an angel! In apprehension, how like a god! The
beauty of the world! The paragon of animals!®®
Barth's novel is here very far from Camus and Shakespeare,
but it would be wrong to argue that, for this reason, The
Floating Opera is a rejection of these works. Rather, it
is the creation of a new discourse which both accepts and
rejects precepts from the works I have identified as the

most resonant sources. As such, it will carry traces of

its predecessors embedded within it. My task at this point
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is to demonstrate that the ‘perspective of fragments, of
voices from other texts’® are both denotative and
connotative to any reading of The Floating Opera.

In The End of the Road, the same process is at work.
Here, the connotative texts are Saussure's Course on
General Linguistics and Sartre's writings on
existentialism and the construction of the personality.
Indeed, the degree to which borrowed terminology and
almost straightforward quotation are used - in such
passages as Jake's discussion of linguistics with his
students - almost moves beyond connotation and into the
realm of self-conscious acknowledgement of sources and
influences on his work. But this is avoided by Jake's
coherent and self-contained characterisation which
culminates in the speech quoted at length earlier
(beginning "There, by Joe, was my absolute ..."). Here,
the denotative qualities of the text contain any extension
into direct quotation within the bounds of the text
itself, demand that the first allegiance of connotation
within the text is to this creation of a fictive,
autonomous reality, and prevent the text from being soiely
parasitic on those works to which it alludes. It is
because Jake is a denotatively coherent character in the
terms of the book that we are able to recognise that he
has an ontological status in Barth's writing that extends
beyond being structured into existence by direct allusion
and quotation.

Simply put, Jake Horner is a character created by
John Barth in his novel The End of the Ropad. But

surrounding that core of originality in the novel, the
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elements that make the novel a move beyond being a mere
accumulation of the allusive materials it contains, is the
whole layer of material which contributes its
philosophical and psychological context as a peripheral
reinforcement to the creation of Jake as a character.

Thus, it is possible to read the novel without any
awareness of Sartre and Saussure and the weight of Barth's
contribution to the text is sufficient to maintain it as
an original and separate work. But equally so, a reading
which is aware of the presence of intertextuality must
still take cognizance of Barth's contribution to the book.
The former reading is capablé of acting as the basis for
an appreciation and a criticism of the text: the latter
reading is more fully capable of locating the text
historically and philosophically, but unless it takes
account of the former reading <(however theoretically and
abstractly) it will be a flawed reading - a reading
incapable of coming to grips with John Barth as a
novelist.

I am arguing, therefore, for a critical reading of
the text which takes account of both its connotative and
denotative qualities. The former of these two 1s, perhaps,
controversial because in both The Floating Opera and The
End of the Road the synthetic nature of Barth's use bf
connotation disguises its actual presence; creates,‘as it
were, the illusion that what we are reading is é
transcript of the real, the creation of a reality, albeit
one that functions according to the rules of fictive
reality. The irrealism of the text, paradoxically, becomes

the mask of its realism. This is especially so in those
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particular cases where elements which point directly to
their existence as artefacts permit the text to function
apparently in a denotative fashion - they appear as
particular descriptions of a reality which has its own
rules, its own logic. But this, in turn, hermetically
seals the text off from being 'realistic'.

Thg only way out of this impasse is to cut through
the surface of realism in these texts and to recognise
that they are only wholly intelligible when viewed as
conscious (indeed, self-conscious) contributions to the
theory of narrative; texts which incorporate and build
upon past texts and thus act as a commentary upon the
process of narration even as they produce their own
specific narrative. Thus, as in the case of The Floating
Opera, they reformulate (rewrite) Hamlet and The Myth of
Sisyphus, and in that re-writing produce new ideas and new
philosophical inquiries into the purpose of life and the
meaning of suicide. The motif of this is Todd's peach
baskets: they contain his description of his father's
death, they achieve an autonomy within the text and Todd
is condemned to a constant reformulation (rewriting) of
his Inquiry. Within the text, the process of reformulation
has been incorporated into the structure of the novel. At
a theoretical level, at the level of ideas, and at the
level of actuality, the text contains the forms of the
process nof reformulation in its synthesis of The Myth of
Sisyphus and Hamlet: and at the practical level, at the
level of both Todd's writing of the text and the author's
re~writing, the text contains the process of

reformulation.
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In the words of Coward and Ellis, "the examination of
realist texts now takes the form of an interrogation of
their structuration rather than their structure"®'. By
this I mean moving beyond a simplistic formalist analysis
of the ways in which the novel uses form to activate
content, and towards an analysis of the processes at work
within the text whereby the text produces meaning. This is
only possible by recognising that the basic mechanism by
which the realist text (however tenuous this phrase has
now become) produces its meaning is an indissoluble
synthesis of denotation and connotation, in which the
denotation rests upon connotation — "the final effect of
connotation in the realist text is to produce the illusion
of denotation, the illusion that language is incidental in
the process of the transcription of the real¥#:,

One example may help to make this clearer: the texts
contain within themselves discussions ‘on the problems of
representing reality ﬁhfough language (Todd can't, or so
he claims, and Jake is undergoing Scriptotherapy). At the
same time, their references to texts of the past which
discuss the problems of representing reality through
language and literature Saussure and Iristram Shandy) acts
connotatively. The texts denote specific philosophical and
fictive realities, but they do so with connotative
reinforcement. The form of the realist text itself, with
its demand for a representation of reality, ensures that
connotation must become part of the process whereby that
representation of reality is produced. This is so because

each text is suspended in the network of all others, from which

it derives its intelligibility. Realism is 'a copy of a copy',
supported by connotation, a 'perspective of citations'. It is



silent quotation, without inverted commas, with no precise
source, &%

Because Coward and Ellis argue that reality is
linguistically structured, there is for them effectively
no distinction between connotation and denotation. Given
this kind of argument, Barth recognised the possibility of
employing the literary devices normally thought of as
connotative in a process of denotation. It was this which
led him into the labyrinths of irrealist fiction. Indeed
this step is the recognition of the possibilities of
connotation itself as a means of representing reality.

A final distinction for the moment can be made
between the realist and irrealist texts of Barth, one
which helps us to distinguish between two methods of
reading and of writing, both of which may be appropriate
according to the status of the text itself. In the realist
text the line which marks off conscious connotation from
denotation, on the part of both reader and author, is
quite clear and limits the extent to which one can
meditate on the role of connotation in the text. As I have
indicated earlier, the number of conscious connotatioﬁs in
The Floating Opera and The End of the Road seems to be
strictly limited and this limitation creates the space in
which the problematic outlined above is permitted to
operate. The text creates an illusion of a representation
of reality by means of this limitation, but it is a
representation which founders on, precisely, this
limitation. Ve shall see later how in the irrealist texts
this is overcome through a destabilisation of the status

of denotation and connotation, and by the recognition that
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fiction is a representation of a representation of
reality. In these earlier texts Barth seems to be aware of
the problems which face him but has not yet elaborated a
means by which to escape from the (uitimately self-
defeating?) terms of his problem. That leap forward comes
with The Sot-VWeed Factor; with the production of several
different forms of connotation within one text, and with

the recognition of the process of connotation as a self-

sufficient form of denotation.



the turn towards irrealism
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The new course upon which Barth embarked was not
clearly defined when he began work on what was to become
The Sot—-Weed Factor. Indeed, the disparity between his
estimation of the time necessary for completion and the
actual time needed, might be taken to demonstrate that the
scope and implications of the new project on which he
began work in 1956 and finished in 1959 expanded before
him as he wrote. His intentions in The Sot-Weed Factor
were, as he half—jokingly described them, to write " a
book large enough so that the title could be printed
across the spine, with a plot funnier than that of Tom
Jones"'. But there was also a more serious purpose,
revealed by his meticulous research into colonial Maryland
in general and Ebenezer Cooke in particular. It is this
purpose, revealed for the first in Barth's career by The
Sot-VWeed Factor, that has drawn partisans to defend
fiercely and equally fiercely attack Barth as he developed
in subsequent years and subsequent novels.

It is a purpose too complex and intricate to be
stated baldly, albeit that Barth himself attempted to do
sp in his essay The Literature of Exhaustion. Rather, it
has to be approached via an explication of Barth's text,
through a study of the ideas in the above-mentioned essay
as they are put into practice. Through a critical study of
The Sot-VWeed Factor, I hope to show the nature of its
radical break with its predecessors.

Thanks to the researches of Lawrence Wroth® and
Philip Diser®, we now know that the central character of
the novel is based on an historical figure. But the doubts

and lacunae surrounding the historical Ebenezer Cooke
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demonstrate much that is common to Barth's use of history
throughout the novel. He has taken a framework of fact
which he has embellished and developed in order to use it
for his own ends - he creates, as it were, an alternative
rendering of history, an alternative account which is
potentially at least as plausible as the original and the
reality.

The intricate, and even labyrinthine, bhistory of
colonial Maryland is employed in the same way. At times
Barth's account is very close to the truth - or rather it
correlates with other accounts! At others it stands alone,
stepping off along a path defined only by its own logic.

It is a logic which owes as much to prior literature
as 1t does to history. By this I mean that John Barth
employs the formal conventions of other literary genres in
a fashion close to that in which he uses history: as a
place from which to begin. Most obviously, there is his
indebtedness to the archetypal 18th-century novel, with
its length, 1its complex plot and its other characteristics
which make such an easily recognisable (and indeed so open
to parody, as its practitioners themselves understood<)
form. Indeed, so easily recognisable that even a not
particularly distinguished novelist is capable of
producing a fair reproduction: Fanny by Erica Jong®. But
there are also uses made of Hudibrastic verse, the mock-
epic, even Chaucer (compare the tale of Harry Russecks'’
cuckolding with the "Reeve's Tale"). Barth moves beyond a
mere facsimile of these genres. As he wrote

what I meant by ‘pastiche' 1is something that is not just a
parody but neither is it a serious attempt at replication or



imitation ... something that was partly a parody but mainly an
echo and not an imitation.®

Finally, there is his employment of the dominant themes of
American literature. I realise that to talk of dominant
themes may be construed as a vast generalisation and
schematic reduction of an enormous amount of literature.
It will, therefore, be necessary to formulate a contention
that there is a thread running through the literature of
America around which a number of themes have accumulated.
Beyond this, any further statement becomes, necessarily,
tentative. 1 shall return later to this question of the
cohesiveness of a national literature.

It is, then, perhaps more apposite to break this
discussion of The Sot-Weed Factor into two main areas of
inquiry in order that the monster may be more easily
controlled and understood. First, the specifically
literary and, secoﬁd, the relatively historical.

As I have suggested earlier, the amount of labour
John Barth lavished on this novel indicates that it
commanded considerable importance for him. Indeed, I would
propose that his ideas about fiction went through a
radical transformation as he wrote this third novel and
that the novel changed to accommodate these new ideas. The
first of these changes was the change in subject matter.
WVhen first started, The Sot-Veed Factor was intended as a
continuation of the series of novels about nihilism. But,
"he had thought that he invented nihilism, 'and when I
found out I hadn't' he said, 'l lost interest.'"” And,
further, as Evelyn Glaser—Vohrer writes

The novel deals with a nearly  inexhaustible number of
philosophical, political, historic, artistic, and  human
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concerns, which are all questioned to a degree where they almost
come to invalidate themselves completely because they are only
man's constructs. VWhat remains in the end is the artifice and a
feeble hope in the efficiency of relative values.8

It seems then, that the subject matter has expanded
dramatically to almost the entire field of metaphysics.
Richard Noland, however, has argued that The. Sot-Veed
Factor is a continuation of Ihe_ElQQiiﬁg_ngzg,and The End
of the Road in that the "the dominant themes are again
existence and identity"®. Whilst I would agree with this,
I would bhave to qualify my agreement by saying that the
statement is so general as to be virtually meaningless -
akin to saying that both a ball and the world are round.
Of course this novel shares the themes of existence and
identity with its predecessors, but these are so radically
transformed in this third novel that the very terms of the
debate have been both shifted and expanded beyond

recognition.

For Barth

the only essential difference between the first two novels and
The Spt-Weed Factor is that he was not interested anymore in
writing realistic fiction, "fiction that deals with Characters
From Our Own Time, who speak real dialogue".'®
And here, I believe, we are beginning to penetrate into
the heart of the change: that in writing The Sot-Veed
Factor Barth abandoned attempting to write realist
fiction. As I have argued in my second chapter, the signs
of his dissatisfaction are evident in The End of the Road
as Jake (as author) recognises that he must aesthetically
and linguistically structure his text. But now, the

questioning of realism begins to move towards more

philosophical grounds. As Jake had said



Articulation! There, by Joe, was my absolute, if I could be said
to have one. At any rate, it is the only thing I can think of

about which I have ever had, with any frequency at all,

the

feelings one usually has for one's absolutes. To turn experience

into speech - that 1is, to classify, to categorise,

to

conceptualise, to grammarise, to syntactify it - is always a
betrayal of experience, a falsification of it; but only so
betrayed can it be dealt with at all, and only in so dealing
with it did I ever feel a man, alive and kicking. It is
therefore that, when I had cause to think about it at all, I
responded to this precise falsification, this adroit, careful
myth-making, with all the upsetting exhiliration of any artist

at his work. Vhen my mythoplastic razors were sharply honed

was unparalleled sport to lay about with them, to have at

reality.
In other senses, of course, I don't believe this at all.'?

But in writing The Sot-Veed Factor, Barth deletes the
final sentence and accepts completely that the realist
fusion of word and object i1s philosophically unviable.

David Morrell has written (at some length!)

As

realism was for Barth more than just dramatically uninteresting;
it was, he had come to feel, philosophically untenable. 'To turn

experience into speech,' he had Jake note, ' that is, +to
classify, to categorise, to conceptualise, to grammarise, to
syntactify it - is always a betrayal of experience, a

falsification of it'. Grammar imposes an order on things that is
not there of itself. Abstract words like "good" interpret things
rather than describe them. Concrete words like "apple" simplify
things that are enormously complex amalgams of other things like
"seeds" and "skin" and "juice", and those words simplify things
that are themselves enormously complex amalgams of other things.
But if the fundamental discrepancy between words and what they
refer to makes realism invalid and inaccurate as a means of
communicating the truth of things, Barth would not only have to
find a different, more 'honest' basis for his fiction; he would
also have to stop writing about Reality, in the sense of Life As
It Is and Things As They Are, for only by words could he
understand Reality. But words distort, hence his understanding
would always be imperfect and the sole Reality open to him would
be his version if it. 'One ought to know a lot about Reality
before one writes realistic novels', he eventually summed up in
a interview., 'Since I don't know much about Reality, it will
have to be abolished. What the hell, Reality is a nice place to
visit but you wouldn't want to live there, and literature never
did, for very long'. Once Barth had discounted Reality as a
proper subject for his fiction, however, what else was there for
him to write about?'=®

This crisis is, perhaps, common to the work of many

contemporary American writers. It is a crisis which Tony

Tanner'® has suggested is couched in terms of a choice
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between referentiality and reflexivity, between the
transmission of a message and the transformation of a
language. But it would be a mistake to see this as an
'either/or' choice for, as Jakobson has pointed out in
another context'<, the choice is not between the content
of the message and its form to the exclusion of either,
but rather a question of emphasis. This is a necessary
warning for this whole discussion because it would be all
too easy to lose sight of the fact that, even at its most
self-reflexive and allusive, Barth's work still contains
philosophical contents which exist in intimate
relationships with their forms.
Vriting with the benefit of hindsight in 1967/8,
Barth outlined the direction in which his fiction moved as
he wrote The Sot-Weed Factor and, in one crucial passage,
indicated the basis of these important changes in his
work.
One way to come to terms with the difference between art and
life is to define fiction as a kind of true representation of
the distortion we all make of life. In other words, it's a
representation of a distortion; not a representation of 1life
itself, but a representation of a representation of life. If you
acknowledge that premise to begin with, there's no reason in the
world why you can't do all sorts of things that otherwise could
be objected to on philosophical or other grounds. Like an old-
fashioned characterisation, for example, If you acknowledge that
you're doing it as an imitation of the way we in fact
characterise in 1life, then you're mnot pretending to an
illegitimate omniscience - you're not pretending that the novel
is something it isn't. Art IS artificial, after all.'s

This, it seems to me, is akin to a manifesto for the

writing of The Sot-Weed Factor; it is the philosophical

and aesthetic imperative behind the self-reflexive nature

of Barth's writing hereafter. Literature becomes, for

Barth, "a representation of a representation"'® and thus,
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initially, he must foreground the artifice behind the
production of the novel. This is why The Sot-Veed Factor
becomes a massive parody of literature itself, why Barth
feels that his hands are untied by this recognition.

Let us begin, then, to analyse the uses Barth has
made of literature in this novel. First and foremost is of
course Ebenezer Cooke's poem The Sot-Weed Factor, from
which Barth quotes and which provides the basic plot of
Barth's _The Sot-Veed Factor. This latter stétement needs
expansion. The plot of John Barth's The Sot-WVeed Factor is
the writing, and then total re-writing, of Ebenezer
Cooke's The Sot-Weed Factor. Ebenezer sails to America
with the intention of becoming a poet. Indeed, he begins
to write his Marylandiad before his departure. It is, as
shown in the text of John Barth's The Sot-VWVeed Factor, a
grandiloquent piece written in Hudibrastic couplets. The
place of this poem in the text is as an anticipation of
Ebenezer's actual experiences. Thus, we have the
description of his voyage to America before the actual
voyage; his description of his arrival in Maryland before
his actual arrival; and there is his description of, and
meditations on the origin of, the Indians before his
encounter on Bloodsworth Island where he has his
revelation about the common origins of humanity. In each
case, Ebenezer's vision as expressed in his verse is
sorely disappointed by his actual experiences during his
voyage and on arriving in Maryland. It is this thwarting
of Ebenezer's ideals for the New VWorld which eventually

drives him to say, on re-reading the above-mentioned

verses:



Vhat price this laureateship! Will I sing these lies, so to
write 'Pt & Lt of Maryland' after my name? Gracious folk! Grand
dwellings and hostelries! Majestic courts-of-law! Out on't!
Here's nothing but scoundrels and perverts, hovels and brothels,
corruption and poltroonery! Vhat glory, to be a singer of such a
sewer!1”

He then begins to write The Sot-VWeed Factor. The lines
quoted from Ebenezer's poem on pages 478-481 are taken
directly from Ebenezer Cooke's The Sot-Weed Factor and
occur at what can easlily be seen as the nadir of
Ebenezer's progress to Malden (the geographical and
psychological place). Hereafter, Ebenezer writes no poetry
and slowly regains his place; he earns Malden. But the
progress is not yet over. The epilogue, in which Barth
undermines completely the 'happy ending' of the novel,

contains both Ebenezer's criticism of The Sot-Veed Factor:

The Sot-Veed Factor itself he came to see as an artless work,
full of clumsy spleen, obscure allusions, and ponderous or
merely foppish levities; and none of his later conceptions
struck him as worthy of the pen'®

and also Ebenezer's epitaph, written by his own hand:

Here moulds a posing, foppish Actor,
Author of THE SOT-VEED FACTOR,

Falsely prals'd. Take heed, who sees this
Epitaph; look thee to Jesus!

Labour not for Earthly Glory:

Fame's a fickle Slut, and whory.

From this Fancy's chast Couch drive her:
He's a Fool who'll strive to swive her!
E.C., Gent, Pt & Lt of Md.'®

But even this piece is lost, because:

Regrettably, his heirs saw fit not to immortalise their sire
with this delightful inscription, but instead had his headstone
graved with the usual piffle. However, either his warning got
about or else his complaint that Maryland's air - in any case,
Dorchester's - 11l supports the delicate muse was accurate, for
to the best of the Author's knowledge her marches have spawned
no other poet since Ebenezer Cooke, Gentleman, Poet and Laureate
of the Province,=®
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The development, as seen by Barth, of Ebenezer Cooke's The
Sot-Weed Factor to the historical and verifiable version
that is regarded as Ebenezer's poem lies parallel to the
development of Barth's own The Sot-Weed Factor. Both began
as one kind of text and ended as something very different
from that original conception. But before embarking on a
discussion of the implications of this use of literature
itself as a referent for the creation of new literature,
it is important to document the three other forms this
usage takes in Barth's The Sot-VWeed Factor.

The second use of literature is the use of the form
of the eighteenth century novel. Ve have already seen that
one of Barth's avowed intentions in writing The Sot-Veed
Factor was "to see if I couldn't make up a plot that was
funnier than Tom Jones". Beyond this half-serious
intention there are other, more substantial, reasons fof
the choice of the eighteenth century novel. The first,
unsurprisingly, is that it is the appropriate form for the
period in which the action of the novel is set. By the
time that Ebenezer Cooke's The Sot-Weed Factor was
published in London in 1708 very few recognisable novels'#®
had appeared and by Ebenezer Cooke's death (® 1732)
Robinson Crusce, Moll Flanders, Roxana and Gulliver's
Iravels had been published, and Pamela(1740), Joseph
Andrews(1742), Clarilsesa(l748), Tom Jones{(1748) and

Amelia(l1751) were to appear in the next twenty years.

Secondly, if we examine David Morrell's list of the

conventions of the eighteenth century (picaresque) novel -
a hero on a journey with a nit-wit servant for his companion, a

search for one's father and one's long-lost beloved, stories
told along the road, tests of virtue and manliness, encounters
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with TDbandits, bawds, nobleman, and bullies, unbelievable
coincidences, abundant fornication and adultery, ©possible
incest, and more, woven into a plot whose complications seem
designed to set the reader's head aspin.®'-
we can see the attraction for Barth. For a writer intent
on escaping what he saw as the enclosing, indeed almost
suffocating, demands of contemporary realism - but equally
intent on not following Joyce's trajectory out of these
constrictions - to write an eighteenth century novel must
have seemed a true ‘untying of the hands'.
Finally, Barth himself saw the beginning of the novel
in the following way
The idea of writing a novel which imitates the form of the Novel
or which imitates some other form of document, is not so
decadent as it sounds at first blush. In fact, that's where the
genre began - with Cervantes pretending that he's Hamele
Benengeli, Alonzo Quijano pretending that he's Don Quixote;
Fielding parodying Richardson, Richardson imitating letters, and
so forth. The novel seems to have its origins in documental
imitation, really.==

In imitating the eighteenth century novel, which itself

imitated other literature, Barth is returning himself to

the vitality which he saw in that form.

I now wish to lay aside for the time being
consideration of the philosophical problems which surround
the writing of an eighteenth century novel in the
twentieth century and to move on to consider the status of
this imitation.

Approximately twenty years after the appearance of
The Sot-Veed Factor another eighteenth century novel
written in the twentieth century was published, and a

brief comparison between the two will lead us a long way

towards an understanding of the role of imitation in

Barth's novel. Fanny by Erica Jong is a reproduction of
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the formal and linguistic conventions of the eighteenth
century novel onto which has been crudely superimposed an
essentially twentieth century quasi-feminist view of
sexuality. As a result, the novel constantly jars as the
reader is jolted between the formal excellence of its
writing and the completely unsynchronous ideas expressed
therein.

With Barth's novel the situation is somewhat
different. As he writes early in The Sot-VWeed Factor, "a
clever author may, by the most delicate'adjustments, make
a ridiculous parody of a beautiful style"=%, And,
furthermore, a clever author is able to create an
imitation which simultaneously comes very close to the
original and, by the most delicate adjustments, parodies
the original. To restate the point: through his use of
language Barth makes us as readers aware of the tension he
is creating by writing an eighteenth century novel in the
twentieth century.

Two elements serve to illustrate this. The first,
briefly, is Barth's insistence on historical chronology.
Dates are repeatedly emphasised, the exact age of any
particular character at any stage in the text is
ascertainable and we can create a sub-text of historical
setting for ourselves. This is very different from the
original eighteenth century novel, which attempts to exist
almost beyond time through an abnegation of historical
chronology. Thus, we have Barth giving us a 'handle' by
which to take hold of the text - an identification with an
historical period and thus with a literary genre - and, on

the other hand, we are deprived of a tight grasp on this
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handle by the author's own insistence on that
identification. The second illustration is very similar
but it is worth quoting at some considerable length from

the text:

Not bothering to trouble his skin with water, he slipped on his
best linen drawers, short ones without stirrups, heavily
perfumed, and a clean day-shirt of good frieze holland,
voluminous and soft, with a narrow neckband, full sleeves caught
at the wrist with black satin ribbon, and small, modestly
frilled cuffs. Next he pulled on a pair of untrimmed black
velvet knee breeches, close in the thighs and full in the seat,
and then his knitted white silk hose, which, following the very
latest fashion, he 1left rolled above the knee in order +to
display the black ribbon garters that held them up. On then with
his shoes, a fortnight old, of softest black Spanish leather,
square-toed, high-heeled, and buckled, their cupid-bow tongues
turned down to flash a fetching red lining. Respectful of both
the warmth and the fashion of the day, he left his waistcoat
where it hung and donned next a coat of plum-coloured serge
lined with silver-grey prunella - the great cuffs turned back to
show alternate stripes of plum and silver - collarless, tight-
shouldered, and full-skirted, which he left unbuttoned from neck
to hem to show off shirt and cravat. This latter was of white
muslin, the long pendant ends finished in lace, and Ebenezer
tied it loosely, twisted the pendants ropewise, and fetched up
the ends to pass through the left top buttonhole of his open
coat, Steinkirk fashion. Then came his short-sword in its
beribboned scabbard, slung low on his left leg from a well-
tooled belt, and after it his long, tight-curled periwig, which
he powdered generously and fitted with care on his pate, in its
natural state hairless as an egg. Nothing now remained but to
top the periwig with his round-crowned, broad-brimmed, feather-
edged black beaver, draw on his gauntlet gloves of fawn leather
stitched in gold and silver (the cuffs edged in white lace and
lined with yellow silk), fetch up his long cane (looped with
plum-and-white ribbons like those on his scabbard), and behold
the finished product in his looking glass.®4

Here, we have the exactitude and plethora of detail which
enables us to place the content of the text firmly at the
beginning of the eighteenth century. But alongside this,
that very wealth of detail foregrounds the asynchronous
nature of the text simply because an eighteenth century
reader would need no vast wealth of detail of this

historical and cultural kind since it would be a part of a
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shared cultural field for both reader and author. A
comparable contemporary example is Ian Fleming's constant
employment of trade—names in order to create a
recognisable, but clearly separate, cultural field for his
most famous creation, James Bond! - whereas a twentieth
century author writing an eighteenth century novel for a
twentieth century audience must create (or recreate) that
cultural field. Thus, the text leads us towards believing
that it is an eighteenth century text and, at the same
time, forces us to recognise that it is two steps removed
from the original experience and one step removed from
the twentieth century reader reading an eighteenth century
novel. Throughout the structure of the text, Barth
constantly emphasises the artificiality of art and uses
that artificiality to create a virtuoso performance which,
in his own terms, shows the way towards the possibility of
a revival of fiction:

Barth, avoiding realism by returning to the origin of

the novel, was paradoxically not going backward at all;

he was in effect moving beyond realism a large step

forward, coming upon new uses for some of those

conventions of the novel lately judged obsolete.=%=
This is, again, a debate to which I will return when
discussing Barth's essay The Litersature of Exhaustion. For
the present, I am concerned to indicate the range and
purpose of imitative writing in The Sot-Weed Factor.

Barth's parody extends to American literature; it is

a parody in which, again, expectations and common
assumptions are assailed. It is of two kinds; first, a
broad thematic parodying which takes as its subject the

notion of American literature as unified around its
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treatment of a series of ideas, and, secondly, the
parodying of specific works of American literature where
these themes are displayed.

To begin, then, with generalisation. During the
twentieth century a series of critical works have appeared
which have sought to identify what it is that makes
American literature 'American'®%, These attempts have
combined this first endeavour with the effort to identify
a tradition of work which fulfils their criteria of
'Americaness', and, at their worst, have slipped into a
crudely reductionist and schematic judgement of texts by
their adherence to this abstract model. Russell Reising
has acutely demonstrated the ways in which these works
have set out to identify a single feature of the
literature which can act as a definitive point of
definition.*” That these single points multiply alongside
the proliferation of the works in which they are outlined
might indicate that this reductive programme is in vain,
but, equally well, these works have acted as a setting out
of a critical and theoretical framework within (or
against) which we who come after them are compelled to
operate. For Barth, wrifing in the late '50s, the critical
paradigm would, presumably, have been constructed around
works like Richard Chase's The American Novel and its
Tradition®®, in which the thematic frame of American
literature is expressed by a series of oppositions: the
Indian as noble or savage, the American wilderness as
paradise or hell, liberty versus lawlessness, romance
versus realism, the individual versus social construct. A

series of themes which are debated in Cooper's
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Leatherstocking novels ~ one of the paradigms of 'American
liferature'.

The Sot-Veed Factor takes up these debates but there
is a crucial difference between the original expositions
and Barth's parodic display. In the latter the debates are
held explicitly and in a setting which tends to undermine
the serious nature of the discussion. Thus, Barth detaches
the themes of American literature from his own work and
highlights them by setting them in a position where they
are not wholy integrated into the text. It is almost as if
he is indicating to the reader his capacity to understand
the presence of these themes in earlier works and his
ability to use them in his own little piece on American
literature. This process is now parodic because in the
original texts the thematic structure was an integral part
of the work, precisely something which could not be
detached.

One of the best examples of this double level of
parody 1s the debate on the nature of the Indians. It is
couched in almost exactly the same terms as that outlined
above, "Does Essential savagery lurk beneath the skin of
civilisation, or does essential civilisation lurk beneath
the skin of savagery?"#*® but is conducted in a way very
different from Cooper. In The Sot-Weed Factor, it is
almost a formal debate with speeches for and against
whereas in Cooper the terms of the debate are set, to a
much greater extent, by the distinction between, in Wayne
C. Booth's terminology, "telling and showing". Barth is
more than capable of the latter technique when it serves

his purpose, but here it does not. For his precise purpose
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in foregrounding the theme as debate is to make it
explicit (that 1is, detachable) and thus easily seen as
part of an overall parmdic strategy.

The second part of the joke is that the whole debate
is carried on in the wagon of Mary Mungommery, the
Travelling Whore of Dorset, who concludes her contribution
to the debate thus:

I wonder again what oft and oft I wonder as I watch the

nightly circus in my wagon: is man a salvage at heart,

skinned o'er with fragile Manners? Or is salvagery but

a faint taint in the natural man's gentility, which

erupts now and again like pimples on an angel's arse?=°
This is just one example of a wider movement, a movement
from, to be brief, romance to realism. The characters
debate the essential nature of humanity but it is in terms
of humanity's performance in the 'nightly circus' of the
brothel; Ebenezer writes an epic poem, but its subject is
'poor beshitten Maryland'; the colony is saved from an
Indian rebellion, but only because Henry Burlingame
discovers John Smith's secret for enlarging his penis.
Again and again, the text moves from one pole to the other
of a debate which has produced such creative tension in
American literature, namely the tension between rompance
and realism. Barth's account is a carnalisation of some of
the themes of that literature.

All of this 1s, of course and of necessity, sweeping
in its generalisation and I now hope to strengthen my
argument by turning to the second and specific form of
parody. I will use an example of this a comparison with

Billy Rumbly's slaying of the bear and the first three

sections of William Faulkner's The Bear#®'. In order to
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sharpen the focus of this comparison I will make no
reference to any contrast between Barth's parody of
eighteenth century diction and Faulkner's style. Indeed,
even within this limited ambit I wish to concentrate
almost solely upon two aspects of these two texts; the
situation of the protagonists and the manner in which the
bears are slain.

In Faulkner's text the central figure, Ike, is
soclally located. He stands between, on the one hand, the
blacks (as represented by Sam Fathers) and the southern
'white trash' (represented by Boon Hogganbeck) and, on the
other hand, the southern aristocracy represented by Major
de Spain and McCaslin (and beyond them, Thomas Sutpen and
General Compson). This social hierachy is removed from its
surroundings and set down in the wilderness but it is
still preserved - Major de Spain rides the one-eyed mule
while Sam and Boon run with the dogs.

Ike's development towards adulthood is marked by his
increasing individual skill as a woodsman, which
eventually enables him to be present at the slaying of 0ld
Ben. But, equally well, his detachment from the world of
Sam and Boon, because of his social advancement, means
that he 1s only a witness to the killing. He sees Boon
leap onto the bear's back armed only with a knife and thus
bring to an end "the yearly pageant-rite of the old bear's
furious immortality"®#.

The oblique thrust of Faulkner's text, then, is
towards an interrogation of the quintessentially American
myth of the man testing himself against the wilderness. It

is an interrogatioﬁ because, as long ago as Cooper's
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novels, there was a recognition within one line of the
American novel that the social - as opposed to Adamic -
nature of man was primary even in the most isolated
- circumstances. But equally well, Faulkner's text rests
upon the common assumption that
the uniqueness of American fiction lay in its repeated
flight from history and society, its myth of Adamic
innocence, and its reconstitution of romance within the
novel form, =*

This paradigm of American fiction, acting as it does
as an interpretive base from which the novelists work, had
become commonplace through the work of R.W.B. Lewis,
Richard Chase, and Leslie Fiedler by the time Barth
embarked on writing The Sot-VWVeed Factor and was
incorporated both wholeheartedly and ironically into the
design of the novel. Russell Reising has demonstrated the
ways in which these two interpretations of the American
novel contested for critical hegemony in the United States
in the Fifties and early Sixties - precisely the time at
which Barth was serving his apprenticeship as an American
author. Parenthetically, the work of critics such as Myra
Jehlen and Michael Rogin®< in recent years has
demonstrated the role of this social nature in works which
apparently rebuff that level of determination.

Barth's interrogation of this myth is two-fold.

First, because of Billy Rumbly's double social dislocation
the question of the relationship between individual
endeavour and social location is thoroughly confused -
which is surely part of Barth's larger project of obscured
identity and its psychological ramifications in The Sot-—

VYeed Factor. It is also part of his, historically located,
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acceptance of critiques of social determination which had
come to the fore in the Fifties. Secondly, the killing of
the bear is, for Billy as for Faulkner's characters, a
ritual -

I offered to fetch him a longer pole, and learned ‘twas a breach
o' his murtherous rules to take help from any wight soever or
change weapons once ye've touched the bear - 1I'll own I felt
then, and feel yet, he was hatching these customs as he went
along, but fact or figment, he followed ‘em like Holy Orders.=%
But the interrogation of mythic patterning in The Sot-Veed
Factor is clearest in the actual manner by which Billy
kills the bear. This is no heroic gesture as the bear dies
- with the spear thrust 'where I need not mention!'. Just as
history has been carnalised in the novel, so too is the
American myth of self-reliance. As such, it is part of a
larger project of parodying the tenets of American
literature. Finally, Clive Bush has demonstrated the ways

in which the bear has become a quasi-mythological beast in

American literature

Ve have already seen how in Gass's accaunt of the Lewis and
Clarke expedition, the bear became a ritual victim to expiate
guilt about the possession of land. In American literature from
T.B. Thorpe's The Big Bear of Arkansas(1841) through VWilliam
Faulkner's The Bear(1941) to Norman Mailer's parody of the
phenomenon and the tradition in Why are we In Vietnam® (1967)
the bear has been the symbol of forbidden <(often with sexual
connotations) territory.®€

Turning from specifically literary to relatively
historical intertextuality, our second main area of
inquiry, it is obvious that Barth broke through the
barriers of realism which had, in his view, restricted his
writing in the earlier novels. John Stark, in his

discussion of the structure of The Spt-Weed Factor, which

he likens to a series of Chinese boxes, writes




In The Sot-Veed Factor his way of showing the complex and

obscure relations between reality and imagination differs from
Borges's and Nabokov's for he mixes the two domains in each box
rather than establishing a clear boundary for the whole series,
with imagination on one side and reality on the other

Because an actual poem gives him the bare bones of his story,
that poem as well as Barth himself are in the outermost box.
Barth, of course, is real and the poem is both real, because it
exists in print, and imaginary, because his imagination bhas
created it ...The Sot-Weed Factor comes next and is likewise
both real and imaginary ... Then follows the most complex box
and also the one that contains the infinite possibilities that
the literature of exhaustion seeks: the historical and pseudo-
historical material of the novel, including the journals of
Burlingame and John Smith. These journals are real in that they
describe historical people, conditions and events, but they are
also imaginary since they do not exist outside the novel and
since they contradict the conventional notions about colonial

American history ... The main plot line bhas the same status as
the journals, except that its action has not been written down
elsewhere, as the journals have been ... The difference between

the journals and the rest of the plot is not so great that
another layer, containing Smith and Burlingame, must be added,
since Smith and Burlingame did not really write these purely
fictive Journals. Lacking this easy way out - drawing another
box - the reader confronts another snag because he must try to
decide what is real, a problem that Barth wanted to create ...
Barth has thus vastly complicated the old problem of the
relative reality of frame and main story. He could make this
problem infinitely more complicated and could string this novel
out to an infinite length, delaying the death of the novel as
Scheherazade delayed her own death by using her inventiveness
A writer using Barth's method could write an infinitely long
novel if he invented an infinite number of journals or an
infinite number of actions that he can claim to be historical.®7

This, it seems to me, 1s an accurate account of the text
itself and of the way in which 1t merges fiction and
reality to a point at which the reader must always be
making decisions about the status of particular materials
and events within the text, or simply give up trying to
make any of these choices. The most obvious example of
this is the status of Ebenezer Cooke as an historical and
fictional figure. The following material is the product of
the research of Diser and Wroth into the life of the

historical Ebenezer Cooke.
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1661 An Andrew Cooke served on a jury in St.
Mary's City, Maryland; received a license to trade in
Maryland.

1662, '64,'68. Andrew Cooke mentioned in land records in
Kent and Dorchester counties, Maryland. One tract of land
he bought, located at the mouth of the Choptank River,
called “"Malden" and then later "Cooke's Point".

1664 Andrew Cooke applied to the Proprietary of
Maryland for 200 acres of land for transporting four
people, including a person named Andrew Cooke, from
England to America.

Aug.1, 1665 In England, Andrew Cooke, "merchant and
bachelor of the parish of St. Michael, Bassingshawe,
London, married Anne Bowyer.

1694 Ebenezer Cooke, a freeman of St. Mary's
City, signed a petition against the moving 6f the capital
of Maryland from St. Mary's City to Annapolis.

1708 The Sot-Weed Factor, signed "Eben. Cook,
Gent" published in London.

Dec.31, 1711 The will of "Andrew Cooke of the parish of
St. Giles—-in-the Fields in the County of Middlesex
Gentleman" filed.

The will, probated on Jan.2,1712 in London,
bequeathed to Ebenezer and Anna Cooke "Cooke Poynt" and
two houses in London.

1717 Ebenezer sold his share of Cooke's Point to
Edward Cooke and Anna sold hers to Captain Henry Trippe.
1720,'21,'22 Ebenezer a recelver—general under Henry

Lowe, Jr., his successor Bennet Lowe, and others.
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1728 Ebenezer admitted to the practice of law in
Prince George's County.

Dec. 1728 An elegy, signed "E. Cooke. Laureate." on
the death of Nicholas Lowe published in the Maryland

Gazette.

1729 Ebenezer Cooke a witness in a trial in
Provincial Prerogative Court.

1730 Sotweed Redivivus, signed "E.C.Gent.,"
published in Annapolis.

1731 The Maryland Muse, signed "E.Cooke, Gent.,"

published in Annapolis.

1732 An elegy, signed "Ebenezer Cooke, Poet
Laureate", "written on the death of VWilliam Locke in May,
1732w

The sketchy and, in Vroth's account, tentative nature
of this material afforded Barth the opportunity to create
a character to fill the pages of his novel. Onto this he
hung a much larger tapestry in which verifiable facts and,
at times outrageous, invention are blended to produce the
fictional Ebenezer. As readers, we have here a situation
in which we are able to identify two extremes: on the one
hand the (apparently) irrefutable evidence that, for
example, Ebenezer probated his father's will in 1712 and
on page 793 of The Sot-Weed Factor; and on the other, the
obvious invention that is Barth's description of Ebenezer
on the first two pages of the novel. But between these two
is the vast area in which we are constantly forced to make
epistemological and ontological judgements about the
veracity of the text (in the sense of truth to an extra-

textual realityd.
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It is also, incidentally, a sign of Barth's growing
assurance as a novelist that he does not feel the need to
overtly tell us that this process is at work, as he did
with Jake's musings on the structuring of The End of the
Road, but is willing and able to allow this to reside in
the overall form of the text. This is best indicated by
the integral role another level of parody plays within the
actual plot of the novel, and this is the use made of
parodies of narrative accounts of the early discovery and
exploration of America. The most obvious of these basic
texts is John Smith's General History of Virginia.

The privie’Journall of Sir Henry Burlingame and A
Secret Historie of the Voiage Up the Bay of Chesapeake
From Jamestown In Virginia are parodic iﬁ a number of
ways. First, and most obviously, they are facsimilies of
the typography and literary style of the original
narratives.

At the same time, Barth injects an element of bawdy
which acts as an undercutting of the original. This
becomes obvious when one examines the constant sexual
references in Barth's narratives. The dictum, taken from

the body of The Sot-VWeed Factor that “More history's made
in the bedchamber than in the throne room "*¥ is borne out
with a vengeance as we learn of the genital and
scatological threads which bind together Barth's theory of
history as displayed in this novel.

This leads one to a point which lies half-way between
the two levels of parody in the novel, these being the

parody of historical material and that of American

literature. It is possible to see how these two levels are
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focused, and have their implications widened by reference
to one passage in the book. This is Barth's rewriting of
John Smith's account of his release after being captured
by Powhatan. Let us start with Smith's account of the
events
The Queene of Appamatuck was appointed to bring him water to
wash his hands, and another brought him a bunch of feathers, in
stead of a Towell to dry them: having feasted him after their
best barbarous manner they could, a long consultation was held,
but the conclusion was, two great stones were brought before
Powhatan; then as many as could layd hands on him, dragged him
to them, and thereon laid his head, and being ready with their
clubs, to beate out his brains, Pocahontas the Kings dearest
daughter, when no intreaty could prevaile, got his head in her
arms, and laid her owne upon his to save him from death: whereat
the Emperour was contented he should live.<®
This is the standard version of the story, and Barth
employs it in two ways. First, in the line of his
carnalisation of history, Barth makes the reason for
Smith's release his possession of an abnormally-sized, and
-propertied, penis.
when now his codd stood readie for the carnall tilt, he rear'd
his bulk not an inch below eleven, and well nigh three in
diameter - a weapon of the Gods! Add to we', it was all a fyrie
hue, gave off the scent of clove and vanilla, and appear'd as
stout as that stone whereon its victim lay ... and as for that
same Pocahontas, she did swoone dead away. <!
It is yet another example of Barth's revelation of the
sexual forces which underly the motions of history in the
text and, quite clearly, refers us back to his thesis
that 'more history is made in the bedchamber than on the
battlefield'. Secondly, Sir Henry's FPrivie Journall is
written in a fashion which, in its typography and diction,
‘brilliantly parodies Smith's original. This lends a sense

of veracity to Barth's account such that he is capable of

making the following remark
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this version (Smith's) made no mention whatever of his
scurrilous deflowring of the Princesse, but merelie imply'd, she
was overcome by his manlie bearing & comelie face! It was this
farce and travestie, ... w<" bhath mov'd me, In hopes oOf
pacifying my anguish'd conscience, to committ this true
accounting to my Journall-booke.*=

Once again, we are led to doubt the authority of

historical texts and, thus, are moved towards a sense of

the relative nature of the truth of any historical

account. This i1s, surely, compounded by Burlingame's claim

that his text is the "true accounting" of the events when

we know that the whole of the Privie Journall is a

Barthian invention.

The suppression of this 'true account' is of a
different order to that undergone by, for example, John
Cleland's Fanny Hill, in which the text has been censored
by virtue of its erotic content. Here the author has
engaged in self-censorship for the purpose of elevating
his own status. And, again, we have a reference to oné of
the underlying themes of The Sot-Weed Factor - namely, the
way in which an individual will present a particular
version of a series of events in order to produce a
certain interpretation of his/her place in the web of
history. The one figure in The Sot-Veed Factor capable of
overreaching this process of relativisation 1s the author,
who orchestrates and controls the maze of the plot. This
creates a contradiction for reading to which I shall
return.

With this creation of (in John Stark's terms) the
Chinese box of invented ‘'historical' material, it is

possible for Barth to undermine the notion of a single,

definitive account of history. The constantly recurring
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motif in the text of the sheet (or sheets) of paper used
for one pﬁrpcse and then for another is clearly symbolic
of this. Burlingame's search for the journals has two
motives; first, to discover his own past, and, secondly,
to find the evidence against John Coode written on the
reverse of the journal pages. What Barth seems to be
suggesting is that there are a number of equally valid
accounts which could be made of colonial Maryland history
and the only final limiting factor éhould be the human
imagination. He offers us his fictive account, but couches
it in such a way that it is nigh impossible to say ' no,
it could not have been this way'. Through his parody of
historical material he challenges the notion of a single
and final account of the events by offering an alternative
and, especially if one has a bawdy turn of mind, plausible
account. Suddenly, the fixed points around which other
historical accounts have been constructed begin to slide
away. John Smith's image as a fearless and upstanding
symbol of the Elizabethan and Jacobean adventuring spirit
begins to slip towards a figure devious, spiteful and
carnal, and, to the twentieth century reader, more
plausible. And there can be no real objection to Barth's
account because the original image of John Smith was
created by Smith himself!

To expand a little further. Barth's account of
colonial Maryland, especially the power struggle between
John Coode and Lord Baltimore, is labyrinthine almost to
the point at which the reader merely abandons him/herself
to the text, no longer able to make any real sense of the

complexities, and thus enters a relationship of
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subservience to the author. As we read, we rely more and
more on Barth to act as our guide through the maze,
relying on him to deliver us to the final full stop. Thé
alleglances, the identities, even the existence, of so
many characters are called into doubt and we, as readers,
are left with the sensation similar to that experienced by

Ebenezer when he looks up at the stars.

"Forget the word ‘sky'", Burlingame said off-handedly, swinging
up on his gelding, "'tis a blinder to your eyes. There is no
‘dome of heaven' yonder."

Ebenezer Dblinked +twice or thrice: with the aid of these
instructions, for the first time in his life he saw the night
sky. The stars were no longer points on a black hemisphere that
hung like a sheltering roof above his head; the relationship
between them he saw now in three dimensions, of which the one
most deeply felt was depth. The length and breadth of space
between the stars seemed trifling by comparison: what struck him
now was that some were nearer, others farther out, and others
unimaginably remote. Viewed in this manner, the constellations
lost their sense entirely; their spurious character revealed
itself, as did the false presupposition of the celestial
navigator, and Ebenezer felt bereft of orientation. He could no
longer think of up and down: the stars were simply out there, as
well below him as above, and the wind appeared to howl not from
the Bay but from the firmament itself, from the endless
corridors of space.

"Madness!", Henry whispered. .

Ebenezer's stomach churned; he swayed in the saddle and covered
his eyes. For a swooning moment before he turned away it seemed
that he was heels over head on the bottom of the planet, looking
down on the stars instead of up, and that only by dint of
clutching his legs about the roan mare's girth and holding fast
to the saddlebow with both his hands did he keep from dropping
headlong into those vasty reaches!<®

And when we read Barth's account of his reading of
the Archives of Maryland we find that he has adopted the
labyrinths of colonial American history and politics but
wishes to reject the original archive's premise for making
sense of the compiled material.

"I studied a year or so, very carefully, what they call The
Archives of Maryland. This 1s a series of bound volumes, the
records of the colonial Assembly and the Governor's Council from
the time the Province was chartered until it became a state in

1776%. He learned that the compilers of the Archives were as one
in believing Lord Baltimore an extreme good man and John Coode
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an extreme villain. He found evidence in the Archives, however,
that Baltimore may have been a very oppressive governor and that
Coode may bhave plotted against bhim for just reasons.
Accordingly, when he wrote his novel, he had Coocke accept first
one view and then the other of Baltimore and Coode, and finally
throw up his hands, unable to decide whether the two even exist
or not, so confusing does the matter seem, <<

Again and again during the text, we find Barth
recasting history by throwing into doubt the truth of
other people's accounts. His realisation that history can
only be known through written accounts, and his further
realisation that these accounts are necessarily selective
in both their use and interpretation of the raw material
of the events, is hardly startling to the philosopher of
history or knowledge but it does release the novelist to
construct an alternative account which is bound so closely
into itself that it becomes almost impossible to doubt and
thus issues a challenge to history. If words have an
arbitrary connection with the objects they describe, then
sb too historical accounts have an arbitrary relation to
the events they describe. This constitutes the next step
along the slow road towards a completed postmodernist
aesthetic in the work of Barth. The epistemological
framework received from criticisms of realism and from
Saussurean linguistics has been absorbed and now begins to
wield an influence, albeit implicit and contradictory at
this stage, on the ontology of the novels.

History, then, becomes for Barth a bare framework of
undisputed facts onto which can be woven a variety of
accounts. Leaving aside for the moment the problem of
agreements on which are the undisputed facts, we can begin

to see a convergence with some of the basic premises of

Levi-Strauss's version of structuralism. What matters is
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not the facts but the relétionships between them or, for
Barth, between the facts and the layers of submerged
material which support them. An example will make this
clearer. Barth, Vroth and Diser are all in agreement that
Ebenezer Cooke's name appears on the petition against the
moving of the capital of Maryland from St. Mary's City to
Annapolis in 1694. The difference being that Barth makes
the signature a forgery perpetrated by Burlingame in order
to confuse John Coode and his allies as to Ebenezer's
whereabouts and his real sympathies in the struggle for
power in Maryland. A simple, easlly verified piece of
information is thus thoroughly imbued with ambiguity by
Barth's writing.
This is, of course, Barth's point: that through the

constant parody of history ambiguity begins to run
riot until tﬁe reader is massively confused into not
knowing what to believe. Tiny details are accurate; the
brief mention of the voyage of the Ark and the Dove refers
to a real voyage and reference to a map shows that Barth
was at pains to be geographically accurate<®, and yet
Henry Burlingame, arguably the central character in the
text, is a fictiomnal creation whose very name is an
elaborate Jjoke.“% Historical figures are impersonated and
then have thelr very existence called into doubt. And at
the same time a bizarre concoction of aubergine and spices
comes to play a crucial part in the plot. Ve, as readers,
are placed in the same situation as the Swedish navigator;

we are like a Swedish navigator I knew once in Barcelona that

had dreamed up a clever way of reckoning longitude by the stars

and was uncommon accurate in all respects save one; to his dying
day he could not remember whether Antares was in Scorpius and
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Arcturus in the Herdsman, or the reverse. The consequence of't
was, he reckoned his longitude by Antares with azimuths he'd
sighted from Arcturus, and ran his ship into the Goodwin
Sands! <47

As Burlingame says,
your true and constant Burlingame lives only in your fancy, as
doth the pointed order of the world., In fact you see a
heraclitean flux: whether 'tis we who shift and alter and
dissolve; or you whose lens changes colour, field and focus; or
both together. The upshot is the same, and you may take it or
reject it.4®

and then concludes that the only way to escape this dilemma is

One must needs make and seize his soul, and then cleave fast
to't, or go babbling in the corner; one must choose his gods and
devils on the rum, quill his own name upon the universe, and

declare, ‘Tis I, and the world stands such-a-way! One must
ASSERT, ASSERT, ASSERT, or go screaming mad. What other course
remains?4®

Barth's assertion is the writing of The Sot-Veed Factor,
the structuring of the heraclitean flux into an aesthetic
model. The reader's assertion, I would argue, should be an
engaged reading of Barth's text. A grappling with the
fabric of contradictions until the monster is tamed to
one's satisfaction.

It is now possible to ask why, in general terms,
these layers of parody are built into the text, to ask
what lies behind this formal and thematic range of parody.
It seems to me that an extensive answer is necessary to
this question, because of the lucid and well-argued case
that Earl Rovit made against The Sot-Weed Factor in 1963.
His argument asserts that the novelist still faces

the old Aristotelian injunction to make a beginning, a middle,

and an end - to start somewhere and conclude with some artifice
of finality. The line of movement which the reader traces in the
novelist's wake - whether it be serpentine or linear, whether it
circles back on itself or climbs far from its point of origin -
will indelibly delineate the artist's resolution of form and his

statement of value. And no contemporary novelist can evade the
moral and aesthetic challenge this problem of form brings with
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it ... The novelist has every right - perhaps, indeed, every
obligation - to begin with the axiom that "nothing has intrimnsic
value", but the end of his novel must make a tacit declaration
of value, or it will have failed to have achieved an aesthetic
form. Hence the popularity of two opposite strategies in
contemporary fiction; on the one side is the faith in a
superimposed intellectual system with its self-contained
logicalities, and, on the other side, the irrational faith in
the dark currents of the passional life. The constructed concept
and the fragmented dream, the completely conscious abstraction
and the dangerous world of the marginal consciousness - these
are the two major paths which the artist can choose between, and
with rare exceptions, +the choice of one will exclude a
significant influence from the other. The Sot-Veed Factor is
exemplary of the choice for Pope rather than for Poe, for a
faith in the limited powers of the human capacity to make
abstractions rather than a faith in the irrational urge toward
what 1s unknown and unknowable ... Digressions and stories-
within-stories determine the structure of the novel, so that
although Cooke's plot-line is reasonably straight, the overall
structural impact of the novel reminds one of a pack of hounds
with stuffed noses frantically sniffing out a non-existent covey
of quail. All this is very comic, of course, and the comedy is
rendered even more effective when the reader realises at the end
of the novel that no detail has been accidental; each seemingly
digressive flight of fancy and each wildly invented anecdote are
seen to fit into their proper places. Barth's comic parody turns
upon the reader as a conjuror's trick of deception. The entire
novel is a joke upon the reader; he was persuaded to show his
courage by plunging into a literary swamp and the swamp turned
into an elaborately designed swimming pool, replete with
interior lighting, automatic drains, and cleverly concealed
filter systems.

He then concludes

The novel ends in the last analysis as a shallow parody, an
intellectual gymnastic, a mechanical puzzle in which Barthean
flex the muscles of his extraordinary dexterity. The reader
admires the labour of +the craft, enjoys the well-wrought
gimcrack, ©but finds his world unchanged, his experience
unenhanced. He has been entertained, to be sure, but he has been
cheated of the honest confrontation with the basic questions of
his own secret soul that Barth's talents had led him to expect.
And bhe has been doubly cheated, because Barth had perhaps
deceived himself while deceiving his reader.®® :

These are serious charges, and it is my intention to
challenge them in a number of ways. First, one thing seens
to have escaped Earl Rovit's attention and it is a factor
so large that it is, indeed, easily overlooked. The Sot-
Veed Factor is an eighteenth century novel written in the

twentieth century and, of necessity, there must be at the
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very least an implicit contrast of world views between {in
Earl Rovit's words) "the externally structured universe of
an Alexander Pope" and "the dreamemergent rhythms of an
Edgar Allen Poe". Or, to put it still more clearly,
between the rigorously structuring consciousness of the
eighteenth century novelists - specifically Fielding®' -
and the twentieth century assertion (of irrationalist
philosophy) that "nothing has intrinsic value". Barth's
conjunction of these two views of the world is the motor
which drives so much of The Sot-Veed Factor. For Earl
Rovit to forget this is for him to stand by a thoroughly
idealist notion of reading which asserts that the reader
comes to each new text as a tabula rasa. Barth, on the
other hand, takes constant account of the onward march of
both philosophy and literature and creates a text which
lies upon the disjunction constantly forced upon the
reader by that onward march.
As Morrell writes
the imitation would be no superficial one of Cooke's moral
indignation only. It would involve, as near as Barth could
recreate, the very cosmic assumptions that Cooke supposedly
would have had, living at the turn of the seventeenth century.
No Marx, no Freud, no Declaration of Independence. Just(!)
Galileo, Newton, Henry More, and such. Aside from the authentic
tone Barth would thus give to his book and the fun he would have
imagining what it was like to think back then, he would also be
implicitly contrasting the world view of the seventeenth century
with that of the twentieth century and getting much thematic
mileage out of the contrast. (One difference being between the
sun as the centre of man's universe and the atom as the centre.
There are other differences too, but what they are exactly does
not matter so much as the fact of the difference. People in that
age had certain premises which they thought represented the
nature of the world, and so do we; their premises turned out to
be inadequate and misleading, and so will ours.)==

Parenthetically, I can only discover two anachronisms in

the whole text and both concern words used before their
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first historical appearance (according to the Oxford
English Dictionary). They are, significantly, "ontology" -
the science of being - and "houmenal" - the real object
which lies unknown beyond our perception of phenomena. The
presence of these two words is, surely, an arcane
philosophical joke, a teasing of the reader's close
attention.

Back to the question: does the text have a serious
thematic intent underlying the parody, a heart beneath the
skins of the onion of formal construction? I do not wish
to proclaim, in a paraphrase of Rovit, that the reader
does indeed 'find his world changed, his experience
enhanced' but, rather, I wish to maintain that The Sot-—
Veed Factor contains a detailed exposition of ideas with
which the reader engages whilst reading the text. Now. it
is clear that the only absolute way to reproduce these
ideas in a complete fashion is by a word-for-word:
reproduction of the text, because each artistic production
has a concrete specificity which is not reproducible in
any form other than that of the text 1tself. What, then,
in this relative world is the purpose of criticism? It is
the generation of meaning(s) other than that produced by

the author in the writing of the text and therefore the

explication of those meanings generated by the dialectic

between the text and the reader. The text does not have an

inherent meaning which can be extracted, rather, its
meanings are surely the product of a process of engagement
between reader and text.

Within this model, it is possible to describe

circumscriptions imposed on the process by the formal mode
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of the text but, as the works of Roland Barthes and
Geoffrey Hartman have shown, it is possible to 'read' the
construction of even a realist text; a text which
apparently denies or systematically conceals the
conditions of its production.

The oddity of Rovit's model, which allows only of a
choice between Pope and Poe(!), ipso facto disables him
from considering the possibility of a thorough synthesis
of the two. And it is this synthesis of order and disorder
which acts as a thematic core to The Sot-Weed Factor. It
is not a fixed énd permanently balanced core but is,
rather, the balance of a ball atop a pyramid - always on
the point of plummeting down one side or the other. The
ordered structure of the plot holds in check the chaos of
the individual events, whilst the content of the events
gives a pattern to the whole novel. Henry Burlingame's
vision of the heraclitean flux holds in check Ebenezer's
view of the world as ordered, and vice versa.

The argument in favour of the conception of a
‘thematic core' is that it indicates a means by which the
text can be read, a method rather than an end. To write of
an ‘extractable core' would be, at some level, to write of
the core of the novel, of the correct reading of the text.
But reading 1s an enactment of a polyvalent text, just as
‘form' is an enactment of poly?alent 'content'.

In addition to Rovit's claims, Jac Tharpe has it
that, along with all the other literary genres The Sot—
¥eed Factor pays homage to in its parody, it is also a
"Bildungsroman, in that it deals with the education of the

main character" and "a philosophical novel in the manner
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of Mann, Joyce, and Musil".®® and he offers a schema for
the novel in the following words
Henry is the pragmatic existentialist who literally follows the
idea existence precedes essence and claims that therefore a man,
in all his freedom, may be whatever he likes, responding to any
set of conditions with a bold resolve to be himself, paradoxical
as the approach may be. Ebenezer is a platonic absolutist who
operates on the idea that essence precedes existence, and his
decision to be a poet guides his activity throughout the novel.
A great deal of the narrative reveals some nuance of that
complex matter, as Eben meanders through the confusion. having
chosen the absolutist position, he has set matters up for a bad
experience in education.®<
This offers a means by which the two pairs of opposites -
identity and experience, cosmopsis and cosmophily — can be
examined as thematic motivations for the plot, as guides
to the progress of the characters through the text.
Eben's proclamation,
Vhat am I? Vhat am I? Virgin, sir! Poet, sir! I am a virgin and
a poet; less than mortal and more; not a man, but HMankind! I
shall regard my innocence as badge of my strength and proof of
my calling: let her who's worthy of't take it from me!®s
follows his rebuffing of Joan Toast, and this self-image
acts as a guide for his behaviour for much of the novel.
But a tension is created between the ramifications of this
statement and the reality of the situations to which Eben
must respond. The erosion of Eben's pretensions to being a
poet have been outlined earlier, and a similar process is
at work with regard to his virginity.

The incident with Joan Toast sets in motion one of
the 'great circles' of the plot in which Eben's rejection
leads to Joan's flight to Maryland and her subsequent
degradation into a syphilitic whore. Ebenezer marries her

while drugged with opium but continues to cling to some

idealistic notion of women until the final denouement of
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the main body of the text. To 'earn Malden' he must
consummate his marriage with Joan, of which consummation

he says

"'Tis of no importance, Henry. Whate'er she hath, she hath on my
account, by reason of our ill-starred love. I little care now
for my legacy, save that I must earn it. 'Tis atonement I crave:
redemption for my sins against the girl, against my father,
against Anna, e'en against you Henry"

"Vhat sins?" protested Anna, coming to his side. "0Of all man on
the planet, Eben, thou'rt freest from sin! Vhat else drew Joan
half round the globe, do you think, through all those horrors,
if not that quality im you that hath ruined me for other men and
driven e'en Henry to near distraction - ". She blushed,
realizing she had spoken too much. "Thou'rt the very spirit of
Innocence", she finished quietly.

"That is the crime I stand indicted for", her brother replied:
"the crime of innocence, whereof the Knowledged must bear the
burthen. There's the true Original Sin our souls are born in:
not that Adam learned, but that he had to learn - in short, that
he was innocent."®®

Sexual experience and a wider understanding of the world
are, at this point in the text, equated.

But through the novel Eben has a series of sexual and
quasi-sexual experiences which leave his virginity, if
still technically intact, certainly considerably tattered.
On two occasions he is, quite literally, caught with his
trousers down, once at the King O' the Seas and once by
Mary Mungommery. Then there are the events surrounding his
night at Tim Mitchell's with the near—-rape of Joan Toast
(disguised as Susan Varren) by Eben and of Eben himself
(by Burlingame disguised as Tim Mitchell). And finally,
there i1s Eben's near-rape of Joan Toast during the general
rape and pillage of the Cyprian and his complex reaction
on hearing that Boabdil contracted venereal disease by his

rape of Joan, which concludes

This mystic yearning of the pure to join his ravished sister in
impurity: was it not, in fact, self-ravishment, and hence a

variety of love?=”
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This last sentence leads us to the relationship between
Eben and Anna,and the constantly reiterated theme of

incest between the twins. It begins with the ambiguous

ring which intertwines their names. Burlingame's constant

hints that he has slept with Anna, or that he has not

because he desires both the twins together, etc.,

complicates the matter still further. And his discourse on

genealogy, which concludes

‘*Tis this union Anna desires with all her heart, howe'er her
mind disguises it; 'tis this hath brought her halfway round the
globe to seek you out, and your father to fetch her home if he
can find her. 'Tis this your own heart bends to, will-ye, nill-
ye, as a flower to the light, to make you one and whole and
nourished as ne'er since birth; or as a needle to the lode, to
direct you to the harbor of your destiny! And 'tis this I yearn
for too, and naught besides: I am the Suitor of Totality,
Embracer of Contradictories, Husband of all Creation, the Cosmic
Lover! Henry More and Isaac Newton are my pimps and aldes—de-
chambre; I have known my great bride part by splendrous part,
and have made love to her disjecta membra, her sundry brilliant
pieces; but I crave the whole - the tenon in the mortise, the
Jjointure of polarities, the seamless universe - whereof you
twain are token in coito! I have no parentage to give me place
and aim in nature's order: very well - I am outside Her, and
shall be her lord and spouse!*®®

makes his opinion and ultimate intention clear. But the
relationship is made more complex, for Eben, by the

introduction of Joan Toast into the equation;

As he tiptoed down the stairs and out the back door of the
house, he saw his sister's drawn and bhardening features; as he
stalked across the dark yard to the stables he recalled her
presentation of the ring, and his answering nervous vow to make
her dowry flourish. By the time he found some visitor's saddled
-horse and mounted, the image of Joan Toast had somehow got
blurred with that of Burlingame, on the one hand, and his own
cause merged in some way with Anna's on the other, so that the
two pairs stood in an opposition no less positive for its being,
presently at least, not quite identifiable.®®

This is reiterated in the author's apology to his readers;

The twins were as close as they had even been at St Giles, with
the difference that their bond was inarticulate: those dark,
.unorthodox aspects of their affection which had so alarmed them
in the recent past were ignored as if they had never existed;
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indeed, the simple spectator of their current life might well
have inferred that the whole thing was but a creation of
Burlingame's fancy, but a more sophisticated observer - or
cynical, 1f you will - would raise an eyebrow at the relish with
which Ebenezer confessed bhis earlier doubts of Henry's good
will, and the zeal with which he now declared that Burlingame
was "more than a friend; more e'en than a brother-in-law-to-be,
he is my brother, Anna - aye, and hath been from the first!" And
would this same cynic not smile at Anna's timid devotion to the
invalid Joan, whom every morning she helped to wash and dress.®©
Clearly then, in this relationship Barth is hinting at a
more complex correlation of knowledge and sexual
experience than is so in that simply between Eben and
Joan. Indeed, the reference to 'those dark, unorthodox
aspects of their affection' and Eben's (and Anna's
reported) shying away from such suggestions allows the
possibility of a Freudian reading of this aspect of the
text.

But this reading is to a great extent circumscribed
by Eben's explicit construction of character in which an
essence of innocence 1is asserted in the face of reality.
This in turn is circumscribed by the problem of judging
individual identity in a world of infinite capacity for
deception, a problem which increasingly undermines Eben's
belief in the efficacy of absolute values or assertions of
essence. The root of the problem is very close to a
similar problem faced by Jake Horner, whose reading of
Sartre gave him no guidance on whether or not to take
sandwiches to work. Eben's version of this is his
assertion that being a poet and virgin gives him no help
in choosing a book in which to write his poetry. It is the
subsequent attack of cosmopsis, "the realisation that

possibilities are unlimited"¢' but that equally there is

no means for distinguishing between the possibilities,



-111-

that constructs Eben's progress in which he asserts an

increasingly ill-fitting model of the world and himself

until that model disintegrates.

Burlingame, on the other hand, is a personality with

no fixed points, a descendant (or predecessor!) of the

Doctor in The End of the Rpad and a precursor of Harold B.

Bray in Giles Goat-Boy; a cosmophilist. As Jac Tharpe

writes

Henry's theory of cosmophily is a combination of ethics,
epistemology, and metaphysics. If cosmopsis is the realisation

that possibilities are limited, cosmophily is exploiting

the

potential in precisely those possibilities. Potential allows for
a great deal of illusion and fabrication. In fact, the artist
can perform, at least to some extent, precisely in fabrication.
If he fabricates to avoid the pit, he is always running from
despair and death, of course; but that is perhaps the secret of

life anyway.

Cosmophily means that anything goes. And Henry does not create

the situation only the name. If God exists as Creator,

what

exists is what God made. And Henry, instead of disapproving of

it, will appreciate it.==

or as Burlingame himself says

your true and constant Burlingame lives only in your fancy,
doth the pointed order of the world. In fact you see

heraclitean flux: whether 'tis we who shift and alter

dissolve; or you whose lens changes colour, field and focus;

as
a
and
or

both together. The upshot is the same, and you may take it or

reject it.&=
He is Henry Burlingame the Third, Peter Sayer, Lord
Baltimore, Tom Mitchell, Monsieur Casteene, John Coode,
Nicholas Lowe, the brother of Charley Mattasin and

Cohunkopets, (and Ebenezer Cooke). He is the man who

proclaims that the individual should exploit the flux of

life to the fullest extent by entering into that flux;

and

yet he also claims that "One must assert, assert, assert,

or go screaming mad"“<. Perhaps two passages can best
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illustrate the 'fabric of contradictories' that make up
Henry. First, his words on freedom:
There is a freedom there that's both a blessing and a curse,
for't means both liberty -and lawlessmess. 'Tis more than just
political and religious liberty - they come and go from one year
to the next. 'Tis philosophic liberty I speak of, that comes
from want of history. It throws one on his own resources, that
freedom - makes every man an orphan like myself and can as well
demoralise as elevate.®®
The second is the afore-mentioned passage on Eben's view
of the stars as a chaos upon which order is imposed
because this comes close to being analogous to
Burlingame's philosophy. He is, in Tharpe's words 'the
pragmatic existentialist', he imposes a personal order
upon a reality he knows to be chaotic, and it is an order
he alters at will. But this, he asserts, is the only way
to avoid ignorance — by absorbing experience from many
different angles. Hence his protean character!

One thing remains constant in Burlingame throughout
the novel, and that is his search for his genealogy.
Through all the changes of personality and apparent shifts
in allegiance, the quest for his past obsesses him. His
lack of history, his orphanage from the world of history,
is precisely the force which releases his cosmophiliac
power. However, this freedom is 'both a blessing and a
curse' and one senses an increasing desperation in his
search for the manuscript of the Frivie Journall until he
discovers his historical identity as Tayac Chimec's son.
As bhe returns to these roots, so he begins to move away

from the centre of the novel until he vanishes completely

into history, dressed as an Ahatchwhoop warrior.
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This figure of the seemingly limitlessly creative and
fertile imagination as a form of structuring consciousness
is obviously an attractive figure for Barth, returning to
it so repeatedly as he does. It is a figure which holds
out the possibllity of value in a world which previously
he saw as having no intrinsic value. Although of course
not intrinsic, the value of artistic structure is that it
at least gives some sense of value. Jake Horner
constructed a world which made sense to him through his
imposition of an (essentially) aesthetic structure -
specifically his assertion that language imposed a
necessary medium between actual experience and the report
thereof. And now Burlingame, whose manipulation of events
seems, at times, to be part of a huge and elaborate game
with extremely, even excessively, complex rules, appears
as a larger scale version of the same protean figure.

For Barth, this possibility of introducing a value
into a world he saw as valueless comes via the possibility
of art imposing an order upon disorder. As Glaser—VWohrer
writes "In The Sot-Veed Factor, the overreaching motif is
the position of the artist and his aesthetic concerns" <.
This is the reason for the imposition of a rigid aesthetic
structure, that of the eighteenth century novel, upon a
content that continually gravitates towards a vision of
‘the Pit', of chaos. And this arises in conjunction with
the rejection of other forms of order, specifically that
of history. The notion of history as a series of
perceptible causes and effects is constantly parodied and
rejected in favour of an alternative notion which relies

upon the idea of history as infinitely more complex than
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this, upon an idea which continually creates alternative
accounts - A Secret Historie of the Voiage up the Bay of
Chesapeake, The FPrivie Journall, A Briefe Relation of the
Voyage into Mary—land - all of which rely upon the motif
of different accounts being recorded upon the recto and
verso of the same sheet of paper. Again, there are
recurring epigraphs upon the nature of history which
undermine the notion of history being anything more than
one partial account of the raw material of the actual
events.

But if history is rejected as a source of order in
favour of an aesthetic structuring, this latter is not to
be seen as unproblematic in its potential for imposing a
definite form on what Barth sees as the orderlessness of
reality. As Glaser-Vohrer writes

Barth is iroﬁical and chooses a hero who is not a poet by
vocation but has assumed this role as a result of his inablility
to achieve anything else. this gives Barth the opportunity to
lead his protagonist from an idealistic but wrong conception of
the profession to a realistic one, by interspersing comments on
the essence of the artist's task.<”
This is still clearer when we consider Eben's dream of
climbing the twin alabaster peaks of Parnassus — he has to
ask which is the right one and even on reaching the summit
realises that “"there's naught to ¢limb here for"#=#, This
dream concludes with Eben overwhelmed with cosmic despair
and he wékes only at the point at which he is preparing to
throw himself off. Glaser-Wohrer writes of this
This moment is the turning point of his life: he is not only
cured physically, but also mentally, when recognising that not
only the world is absurd and futile, but also his 'values' of
poetry and virginity. Not by consciously distorting reality but

by trying to grasp it, can one lead a relatively meaningful
life. After this perception he feels a strong inspiration and
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sits down to write a revised Marylandiad, The Sot-Weed Factar,
which differs greatly from the first version.

then concludes her discussion thus

In his eighteenth-century tour de force which parodies the
conventional techniques of fiction writing, Barth confronts his
protagonist with the most essential human problems of the fields
of philosophy, politics, history and even art. As Ebenezer Cooke
envisions these questions from an utterly naive perspective, he
responds to them in an innocent manner. This attitude causes him
to suffer repeated disappointments about his ideals ... Vhen
gradually all his dreams and intellectual concepts are
shattered, he accepts the fact that nothing has intrinsic value
and that man finds no real comfort in metaphysical beliefs.
Thus, after changing his idealistic and optimistic hero into a
more or less pessimistic but realistic character, Barth makes
him adopt his personally held Tragic View of life.®®

This is essentially correct except that there is

insufficient emphasis placed upon the growing importance,

for

Barth, of aesthetic ordering. The possibility of

imposing an order upon an apparent chaos through art

becomes, as we shall see later, of prime importance for

Barth.

As Richard Noland writes of the end of the novel

The apparently happy ending is only the prelude to further loss
and change. Thus form parodies a universe which at this point in
the twentieth century is, to many, inconceivable. The rational,
ordered and moral world of the age of reason is now seen as an
unsuccessful attempt to create order, value and identity out of
the same shifting, uncertain, and meaningless chaos that has
tormented writers in the twentieth century. So the present is
not measured against the past. rather the past is assimilated to
the present. And the perennial themes of American literature -
the idea of innocence, the place of the artist in American
society, the Indian as evil or noble savage, the wildermness as
paradise or anti-paradise, the initiation into society, the
problem of identity - are examined against the background of an
absurd universe. The result is a comic view of the American
experience, but a comic view qualified by an awareness of
absurdity in tragi-comedy.”¢

If the text is not to negate itself completely, it

must assert something, and that something is the

possibility it itself offers of grasping the flux and flow

of reality. But in achieving this grasp Barth creates an
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hermetically sealed text in which the characters are
constantly redeemed by the interconnected if
labyrinthine) nature of the plot. And, as Noland points
out, one step beyond this self-contained machine, such as
Barth takes in the apology, and the whole edifice begins

to collapse in despair, disease, and death.



Giles Goat-Bowv:
irrealism, and myth as a

source of meaning
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It is debatable how seriously one should take Barth's
assertion that he had no knowledge of the works of Raglan
and Campbell when writing The Sot-VWeed Factor. But it is
clear that by the time he started on his preliminary work
for Gilles Goat—-Boy the myth of the hero as a narrative
structure had become central to his thinking: "he decided
that Raglan's 22 stages would be a good general outline
for a huge comic novel he bhad in mind"."' It is, however,
equally clear.that he was concerned to avoid a slavish
application of Raglan and Campbell's patterns — they were
to be a "good skeleton"*® rather than a template. As he
said to David Morrell: "it was necessary to turn my back
on knowledge lest it paralyse action".® Thus, any attempt
to assess Giles Goat-Boy as a mythic narrative must be
conducted in two ways. First, through an investigation of
its adherence to the model presented by Raglan, Campbell
and Propp; that is, as a Jjustification of proto-
structuralist conceptions of a universal underlying
narrative structure. Secondly, in its existence as a self-
contained and original narrative. Barth's method should be
seen as one in which myths provide materials for fiction
as part of the longer-term project of revitalising
‘exhausted' narrative forms, and thus as a way of opening
new avenues for fiction beyond the classical realism with
which Barth had already demonstrated his dissatisfaction.

The procedure I will adopt, therefore{ in the first
part of this chapter will be an indication of the
allegorical elaboration of the basic structure of the
novel. After this, and using this material as a basis, I

will go on to argue that, in both form and content, Giles
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Goat—-Boy is a move (albeit a move problematic in ways I
will demonstrate) into the realm of post—-modern fiction
and is, thus, a development for Barth.

The central thesis of Raglan and Campbell's research
is that 1t is possible to identify a common underlying
deep structure beneath the divergent incidents of any
single heroic myth. Thus, each myth is capable of being -
assessed according to its adherence to an established
pattern. Vliadimir Propp came to a set of similar
conclusions in his independent research on folk-tales; he
demonstrated the possibility of extracting a common
pattern into which all individual folk-tales could be
fitted. It is worth noting that a similar procedure was
adopted by Lévi-Strauss in his work on myth and culture.#
All three methodologies are profoundly ahistorical in the
sense that they assume that every individual element
within the structure has a consistent positive content
because it can be enclosed within the overall structure.
The meaning of individual factors is subsumed beneath its
pdsitional meaning within the structure and as part of the
structure. This is, to all intents, a diacritical method.
The positive value of an individual element is replaced by
a meaning derived from its place within the structure.

This will be both my main formal objection to this
method and the source of considerable irony for Barth.
For, of necessity, a change in the meaning of an
individual element must alter the nature of the structure.
(0Of course, Lévi-Strauss and the structuralists would
approach this point from the opposite direction, insisting

that a change in structure is necessary for, and



-119-
necessarily produces, a change in the meaning of
individual elements.) For example, the removal of the
taboos surrounding incest alters the position of the act
of incest within a general social structure and also
alters the shape of that social structure's pattern of
taboos. To deny the need to take the positive of the
individual elements into account when analysing a
structure of individual elements is to lapse into an empty
formalism — the ghost which is always staring
structuralist methodology in the face. To reiterate my
point with a more pertinent example: changing the status
of heroism forces one to view the patterns established by
heroic quests in earlier myths (when the status of heroism
was unproblematic) with considerable irony.

Laying aside for the moment the fact that all three
models differ from each other (and the doubt that this
might cast on their common enterprise), we can agree with
Scholes when he says that the fundamental purpose of
Raglan, Propp, and Campbell was "té show how mythic forms
had certain persistent and recurring features".®. From
this basis, proto-structuralists (among whom for the
purposes of this discussion I include Raglan and Campbell
but not Propp because the latter's work remains at the
level of formal analysis) "argued persuasively for the
dependence of mythic narratives on certain primitive
religious rituals".® This, of course, raises the immediate
question of the role of these rituals in the formation of
human consciousness and allows Campbell to wax at his

mythical and vacuous worst. It also, though, allows one to
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work towards Barth's purpose in using a version of hero-
myths as a basis for his novel.

But first, it is necessary to detail the ways in
which Barth adheres to, and deviates from, Raglan and
Campbell's models. Campbell Tatham works from the thesis
that, although "Barth implies that the movement of Giles
Goat—Boy is closely linked to the archetypal patterns
brought out by Raglan"”, the novel "is far more indebted
structurally to Campbell than to Raglan".® He‘begins by
detailing the ways in which Barth relied on Raglan for his
narrative pattern and then noted that

Raglan also notes other common features of the pattern, and
Barth takes care to work them in: e.g., the hero's lameness, his
having to work out various riddles as initiation tests, his
struggle with a strange figure who may represent the king in
disguise, and the close association with human beings in animal
form.®
But, Tatham argues, although this parallelling is obvious
it is not crucial, or even especially significant, to an
understanding of the text. Raglan's text operates as a
formal structuring device whereas Campbell's theory of the
monomyth offers the possibility of irony as a second level
of formal organisation. According to Tatham, then,
Raglan's work organises the form whilst Campbell's
mysticism orders the ironies of the content. I would wish
to object to this as a little simplistic, in that I do not
find in Raglan the empty formalism that Tatham's argument
implies:. However, I do wish to accept the idea of heroic
myths offering an order for Barth's text at two levels;
that of easily identified parallels with Campbell's

models, and that of a divergence between the intentions
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which motivate the production of heroic myths and Barth's
production of an ‘heroic myth'.
Tatham then goes on to indicate the points at which

Barth diverges from Campbell's notion of the monomyth

In traditional myth, such distinctions (as that between 'hero-
saviour' and 'world-annihilating demon') would at least be clear
if not predictable. In Barth's inversion, a basically
existential premise is inevitably built in: faced with cosmic
relativity and contingency, one must (arbitrarily) choose one's
role, so that values (demons and saviours) become a matter of
point of view.

whereas in the monomyth the 'call' comes typically from without,
from some external agent of the gods, Giles' determination to be
a hero is entirely self-willed; he calls himself and is thus
denied the confidence in the validity of the quest which was
granted to prophets and heroes of old. '°

Giles' progress through various forms of conceptual
organisation to the point where he sees the impossibility
of any form of conceptual Drganisafion is interpreted by
Tatham thus, "Actuality fades into paradox, and the
monomyth's basic simplicity is manipulated to reveal

ultimate ambiguity".'' So,

Giles begins his quest with many of the fundamentally naive
assumptions which underlie Campbell's pattern: he seeks
connection with the ‘infrahuman' (hoping that his rather special
qualifications as goat-boy will help) and poses various sorts of
‘universal doctrine' in his confrontation with the all-
generating void. But what he discovers is a void which is not
all-generating, but which is Ultimate Paradox. All hope for
absolute meaning is shattered ... Because the world is
ultimately unfathomable, in the sense of its being made up of
interfused polarities, interlocked paradoxes, what the hero has
to offer is not a philosophical doctrine but certain aesthetic
principles. Giles discovers that there are no answers, but also
that this discovery can in itself be a partial answer by forming
the subject matter of art.'=

To recap, Campbell's conception of the heroic quest is
based upon some external and verifiable system of
conceptualisation which lends meaning and validity through

its objectivity. But in Barth's novel this system is
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denied and thus the book makes great ironical play through
the Charaéters' attempts to order their existences
according to an non-existent world view. Beyond this loss
of any meaning to the heroic quest

Barth substitutes the use of the monomyth for its fact, employs

it against itself, and successfully accomplishes new human work.

The boon which Giles and his creator offer to mankind is not

doctrine but artifact, the novel itself. Our delight must be in

the appreciation of the manipulation of aesthetic ultimacy, not

in the discovery of Answers.'¥®

To Tatham's argument (to which I am sympathetic if
only because it moves beyond a sterile formalism) I would
wish to add the following. Barth is attempting to create a
narrative which still has mythic significance for the
ordering of the contemporary consciousness. To do this he
employs two distinctive strategies in the writing of Giles
Goat—-Boy. Obviously, Barth makes use of tﬁe archetypal
narratives indicated by Raglan and Campbell. But he also
uses a series of allegorical patterns which are overlaid
onto this primary formation, a set of patterns that demand
that the reader is led to attempt to interpret them even
as their production denies this possibility. Much of the
rest of this chapter will have as an implicit subtext the
question, does this combination of narrative strategies
make for complexity or incoherence in the structure of the
novel?

Barth makes use of Campbell and Raglan in two
specific ways: first, as sources of patterns and,
secondly, as sources of content. By a source of pattern I
mean the ways in which the hero myth presents itself as a
narrative structure. By source of content I mean both the

hero as a generality, in which the overcoming of obstacles
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is the main device, and the hero myth as a source of
specific events within. the text.

Raglan's 22 points' could be offered as a more or
less accurate formal account of the plot of Giles Goat-—
Boy, with George scoring very highly on a checklist of the
prerequisites for herohood. If we then take the points one
by one, we can see many of the events reproduced (or at
least substituted for) in the novel. The initial
difficulty we may have in recognising the overall
similarities between Raglan's model and the actual novel
are caused by the juggling of narrative chronology and
also by the very disparate number of pages allowed by
Barth to each point - #11 in Raglan's plan occupying the
bulk of Barth's novel. George faces a whole series of
tests of various kinds, from physical dexterity to
philosophical awareness, and this indicates Barth's
secondary intention in using the hero-myths as a basis for
this hugely complicated novel. To an audience aware of the
parallels, Barth's text becomes an ironic commentary on
the simplicity with which the status of hero was once
achieved, by showing the difficulties any character
aspiring to herohood faces in a world redolent with the
philosophical doubts and insecurities of the late
twentieth century.

Up to this point I have considered Raglan,
Campbell, and Propp as somewhat of a collective offering
models to which, in various ways, Barth's text adheres in
its narrative shape. But it is now necessary to separate
them and consider their underlying intentions. Raglan's

text works towards a 'scientific' <(that is, free from any
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obvious, conscious polemical intention) analysis of the
role of the hero and hero-myths in the formation of a
religious sensibility. Of course, his exclusion of Jesus
Christ from his considerations indicates the kind of
religious sensibility to which he is referring but aside
from this blindspot (doubtless caused by the prevailing
opinion during Raglan's time that Christianity was in some
sense a qualitatively different kind of religion and thus
beyond this kind of analysis) The Hero is a sober attempt
to consider the role of hero-myths in the shaping of human
consciousness and their part in answering certain needs.
Campbell, on the other hand, asserts positively the
importance of re—discovering mythic consciousness. He,
too, indicates the existence of common patterns in hero-
myths but he diverges from Raglan in his assertion of our
need to accept these mythic patterns as truth. To quote
from his preface
It is the purpose of the present book to uncover some of the
truths disguised for us under the figures of religion and
mythology by bringing together a multitude of not-too-difficult
examples and letting the ancient meaning become apparent of
itself ... My hope is that a comparative elucidation may -
contribute to the perhaps not-quite-desperate cause of those
forces that are working in the present world fore unification
As we are told in the Vedas: "Truth is one, the sages speak
of it by many names".'®
In other words, he is proseltysing in the cause of some
mystical conception of the need for the rediscovery of a
common pattern in the hero—myths as a guide for the living
of our lives today. It is this aspect of his intention
which allows Campbell to make the following ridiculously
thin statement:

Perhaps it will be objected that in bringing out the
correspondences I have overlooked the differences between the
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various Oriental and Occidental, modern, ancient, and primitive
tradition. The same objection might be brought, however, against
textbooks. %
This is a significant way from Raglan's attempted
scientificity — it is a concerted attempt to discover a
common pattern for specific ends:
The modern hero-deed must be that of questing to bring to light
again the lost Atlantis of the co-ordimated soul ... It is not
society that is to guide and save the creative hero, but

precisely the reverse.'”

Propp's methodology is succintly summarised by Robert
Scholes in the following way

From a set of 100 tales of similar configuration he worked on

deriving the structure of a master-tale, whose 31 functions
include all of the structural possibilities found in the entire

set.'®
And Scholes rightly emphasises Propp's lack of interest
(beyond speculation about the interconnectedness of myth,
folk-tale and chivalric romance) in the reasons for the
similarities he detects between various téles. Propp's
concern is primarily formal; that is, his research does
not extend to the aesthetic responses induced by any one
function but concentrates on demonstrating the existence
of a common pattern. This tendency towards formalism is
held in check in Propp by his adherence to the inclusion
of only narrative functions in his schema. But in the work
of Lévi-Strauss non—narrative functions begin to enter the
model and the road to a proliferation of arbitrary
schemes opens up. This inclusion of a semantic dimension
into what is, essentially, a discussion of narrative
allows not only the expansion of the study of myth into

the study of the common structure of the human mind (as

Lévi—-8Strauss would argue) but rather the expansion of the
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myth into a mirror for the inventiveness of the student's
own mind. When this tendency is combined with my earlier
caveat about the rejection of substantial meaning, Lévi?
Strauss's work, at crucial moments, can be seen as
collapsing into a meaningless subjectivity. As Eagleton
has written of this movement in criticism, "as long as the
structure of relations between the units is preserved, it
does not matter which items you select."'® And if it does
not matter which items you select, the many aspirations
towards the construction of a common master—plan must be
abandoned in favour of the proliferation of ever—-more
inventive personal plans. Although many post-
structuralists would doubtless approve of this, I would
argue that this is very far from Barth's intention.

Therefore, leaving Lévi-Strauss aside, I want to
argue that the works of Raglan, Campbell, and Propp act as
a series of bases for Giles Goat-Boy, not only in terms of
their actual content but also through their diverse
intentions as suggested by myself.

Campbell's presentation of the "modern hero-deed" is
ob&iously something very close to George's heart, but
Barth's argument cuts across this. Although George fulfils
many of Campbell's prerequisites for hero-hood, it is
important, even crucial, to remember that George is a
self-appointed hero — "I'm going to be a hero". In
contradiction to Campbell's (and Raglan's) heroes, who
achieve hero-hood by the overcoﬁing of obstacles, George
declares himself to be a hero and then sets out in pursuit
of obstacles: "If a man knows he's a hero, can't he always

find himself a dragon?".#*® This critical reversal, which
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has its repetition in George's assertion that as he is the
Grand Tutor everything he does must be Grand Tutorial,
means that George is incapable of fulfilling the role of
hero as an exemplary figure. In Campbell's and Raglan's
models, hero-hood is attained by the successful completion
of a series of tasks in a particular way. Because George
declares that he is the Grand Tutor before attempting his
tasks, we have no way of knowing whether he has fulfilled
them correctly. And neither do the populace of the
University, who follow George's teachings into confusion
and destruction.

Furthermore, because we have only George's account of
the events, we have no way of assessing the status of any
of the characters as participants in the myth. The text is
awash with indeterminacy. To adjust Campbell's quotation
from the Vedas — the sages speak of truth by many nanes,
and there are as many truths as there are sages®'. This
projects an ironic argument against Campbell by rejecting
the possibility of the discovery of any exemplary or
positive mode for examining the aspirant hero's actions.
Canmpbell's meaningful past and meaningless present have
been collapsed together by Barth into a confusion of which
Giles Goat—-Boy is the enactment. This is, of course, a
variant on Barth's earlier statements about the absence or
impossibility of intrinsic or absolute values.

| Beyond this, it 1s possible to read Giles Goat—-Bay
in two ways - as ritual and as allegory - and I want to
argue that the tension between these two strains the

novel. As Scholes has indicated, neither Raglan nor Propp
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are concerned to discover the meaning behind the
similarities they detect in myths and folk-tales:

Raglan's point is to suggest a basis in ritual for all these

similarities, but with or without ritual the similarities

suggest the existence of some fundamental grammar of narrative

over a wide range of humanity. Neither Raglan nor Propp is

concerned for the reasons for this.==
Their point is to indicate the existence of continuous
elements and their concern is not with a discussion of the
specific meaning or purpose of each individual element.
This approach can be adopted when reading Giles Goat—Boy,
and the novel can be seen as as performance of the pattern
that makes up the ritual. VWith this reading, one's
attention focuses not on interpreting the meaning of
Giles' Assignment, his journeys through WESCAC, or the
Shafting. It focuses upon noting the presence of these
events as one checks them off against a list of
prerequisites for the book's admission to the company of
myths. The opacity of certain sections of the book
certainly lends itself to this reading. This coincides
with the work of the mythographers, where discussion of
the substantial meaning of particular elements of the myth
or ritual is abéent.

But at the same time, it is possible to read the book
as an allegory, in the technical sense. That is, it is
possible to identify a relationship between the events of
the novel and historical events. It is to an investigation
of this difficult and many-layered relationship to which I

wish now to turn, in an attempt to indicate some kind of

substantial meaning in the text. Robert Scholes, in
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Fabulation and Metafiction, indicates two basic ways in
which allegory functions in Giles Goat—-Boy:

1) a simple sort of allusion to a specific person or event under
another name.

and

2) a more complicated sort of allegorical allusion, through
which a character or event acquires a discernible reference to a
corresponding person or event in actuality without becoming
entirely governed by or explainable in terms of that
actuality.==

The first kind of allegory is more easily identifiable, as

Glaser—-Wohrer and Morrell have shown:

Politically, the world of Giles Goat-Boy consists of two
university campuses, East and West, inhabited by Student
Unionists (Communists) and Informationalists <(Capitalists). The
two campuses have been in a cruel war, the Second Campus Riot,
against Siegfrieder College (Germany), during which hundreds of
Moishians (Jews) had been killed by the Bonifascists (Nazis).
The war had ended when someone in New Tammany College (USA)
pushed a button on WESCAC (West Campus Automatic Computer) and
thereby caused a terrible disaster in Ameratsu College (Japan).
East and VWest Campus are now in a Quiet Riot (Cold War) which is
always endangered to turn into CR III if one of the colleges
should try out its EAT (Electroencephalic Amplification and
Transmission) project (atom bomb) on other campuses.

The action of the novel takes place in  New Tammany College
which is ruled by a Chancellor (President) and by VESCAC, the
great computer that can program itself automatically.=<

East Campus and West Campus are pretty obviously Russia and the
United States. Siegfrieder College is Germany. The Bonifascists
are the Nazis, and the Student-Unionists are the Communists.
Campus Riots One and Two are the Vorld Wars. The computer WESCAC
with its devastating EAT rays is the atomic bomb. All that is
easy to identify. But what about the novel's characters? Are
there real-life counterparts to them as well? A search in that
direction is fascinating. Thinly disguised are Dwight and Milton
Eisenhower, Kruschev and his son-in-law, the Kennedys (Joe,
John, Robert and Jacqueline), J. Edgar Hoover, Bernard Baruch,
Oppenheimer and Einstein, Joe McCarthy, Leslie Fiedler, the
Dalai Lama, and lord knows who else,®®

Indeed the individual reader finds resonances which it is

possible to pursue. An example; if Lucius Rexford can be

connected to John F. Kennedy, then surely the Lighthouse

lights being left on during the crises at New Tammany

College are a reference to Schlesinger's report in his



-130-
memolrs that during the Cuban missile crisis Kennedy kept
the lights of the White House burning all night whilst he
wandered rooms and corridors? The identification game can
be played to the slightest or deepest level, once the
reader has grasped the broad outlines of the patterns;
historical, religious, philosophical, mythical, etc.. Of
coﬁrse, one is on dangerous ground here because, as
Tolkien wrote of allegory,
I cordially dislike allegory im all its manifestations, and have
always done so since I grew old and wary enough to detect its
presence. I much prefer history, true and feigned, with its
varied applicability to the thought and experience of readers. I
think that many confuse ‘'applicability' with 'allegory'; but the
one resides in the freedom of the reader, and the other in the
proposed domination of the author.=¢
The line between 'applicability' and 'allegory' is never
clear or even stable in Giles Goat—-Boy. This is, I
believe, intentional for two reasons. First, because in
writing a 'sacred book' he wishes his reader to take the
text to heart in the same way as biblical exegesis, i.e.,
as the basis of many and different interpretations. And
secondly, because the novel is a prime example of
fabulation - of which Scholes's characterisation is that
it is "a tricky business for both reader and writer - a
matter of delicate control on the one hand and intelligent
inference on the other".#” Barth's demand for a high level
of commitment brings a number of consequent difficulties,
most obviously over-reading - the point at which the
'freedom of the reader' comes into contact with ‘the
purposed domination of the author'. I suspect that Barth's

position is somewhere between the two extreme positions

examined by Barthes in The Death of the Author.
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The reader is the space on which all the quotations that make up
a writing are inscribed without any of them being lost; a text's
unity lies not in its origin but in its destination.=®
The Author, when believed in, is always conceived of as the past
of his own book: a book and author stand automatically on a
single line divided into a before and an after. The Author is
thought to nourish the book, which is to say that he exists
before it, thinks, suffers, 1lives for. it, is in the same
relation of antecedents to his work as a father to his child.=*®
Barthes proposes the reader as the repository of meaning
rather than the author, in opposition to the usual
explanation of the generation of meaning. Clearly, neither
of these positions would be held whole-heartedly by Barth.
Despite the prolix avoidances of the Disclaimer and the
Cover—-Letter to the Editors, Barth accepts the position of
author of his text. But, equally so, he demands the
reader's attention and work as interpreter on a much more
active level. The hierachy remains the same, if
telescoped, but the stakes are much higher than in realist
fiction.

One is also on dangerous ground when talking of the
broad outlines of the allegorical patterns because this
implies a common level of stability in all the allegories.
This, I believe, is a mistaken view. Scholes writes:

To understand the vision of this book, the reader must come to
terms with its allegory. He must learn its workings - its facets
and their relations.®<
But I would argue that the allegories have different
levels of stability, and thus Scholes's effort to meld
them into a single integrated whole is misplaced.

Let us examine two extremes: on the one hand one has

the religious allegory, of which Scholes writes

By making his 'hero’' a 'goat' (an expression which in our idiom
is paradoxical) he has chosen to upset the traditional Christian
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view of salvation. In tradition Christ, the Lamb of God, drove
the pagan gods out of Europe and stilled forever the voice of
the goatish Pan. Barth's PRevised KNew Syllabus comically but
seriously reinstates the goatish side of man. George is, as
Stoker jokingly remarks, “"Enos Enoch with balls" - a saviour who
will restore sexuality to an honoured place in human existence.
In this respect Barth joins Yeats, Lawrence, Swinburne, and
other artists who have rebelled against the "Pale Galilean".
There should be nothing shocking in this. In a post-Freudian
world, even the traditional celibacy of the Roman Catholic
priesthood is being seriously challenged from within the Church.
Barth's FRevised ©New Syllabus simply reflects this new
attitude.®’
This is a stable allegory, in that the rebellion against
the "Pale Galilean" is maintained throughout the novel. On
the other hand, one has the historical/political allegory.
Here, the basic pattern laid down by Barth is recognisably
the version of Vorld VWar Two and the Cold War put forward
by bourgeois historians and politicians up to 1962 <(and
more recently revived by the Reagan and Thatcher
administrations): that is, the world was, at the end of
Campus Riot II divided into two opposed camps ( New
Tammany College and Nikolay?> between whom there is an
irreconcilable conflict. But the writing of Giles Goat-
Boy straddled the end of the first cold war (1945-1962)
and the beginnings of detente (through the late '60s):
from NSC 68's declaration that "the cold war is in fact a
real war in which the survival of the free world is at
stake"®#* to the "slowly developing trade and financial
links between Russia and the Vest"®¥, Barth in writing
Giles Goat—-Boy, takes account of this shift. On the one
hand, one has the history of the university as presented
to Giles®<, and on the other hand one has his experiences
in the Fower House.®% The allegory oscillates between the

bourgeonis account of the origins and nature of the cold

war, and an account close to the analysis of post—-Second
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World War history offered by Cliff, Harman and Binns®%.
The upshot of this is firstly that, although one can
identify allusions to individuals and events, the status
| of these individuals and events within the allegory is
unsure. Secondly, within the allegorical scheme, Barth
includes figures who are not strictly allegorical but
rather archetypal - Maurice Stoker, Pete Greene, Leonid
Alexandrov — in the sense that they have no clearly
identifiable relation to the historical events to which
the text most probably refers.

The combination of these factors has a number of
effects. First, one cannot pursue the allegory any further
than the identification of characters and events with
their corresponding points in historical reality. Thus, at
this level, the allegory collapses into an imperfectly
functioning roman a clef which does not have the
resonances of allegory. Second, the confusion within the
underlying theoretical scheme for the historical/political
allegory calls into being archetypal figures who intervene
in the text in terms of pure story because their
allegorical status is so unsure, and who construct a
philosophical/political position which is essentially 'a
plague on both your houses’.

This, it seems to me, is indicative of several

things. First, Barth's disinterest (before the 1980's) in

contemporary politics,

Muse spare me <(at the desk I mean) from Social-Historical
Responsibility, and in the last analysis from every kind as
well, except Artistic. Your teller of stories will likely be
responsive to his time; he needn't be responsible for it.®7
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This has its roots in Barth's use of the "madness of
contemporary society" as a basis for the telling of
stories and for no other purpose: therefore, one should
not attempt to discover any political commitment in Giles
Goat—-Boy which extends further than an exposition of the
madness from a liberal point of view. (By liberal I mean
the ability to see this madness but a lack of will to
attempt to change the course of this madness).

Therefore, one can arrange Giles Goat—-Boy on a number
of levels, remembering of course that these levels
constantly interpenetrate one another. As Scholes writes:

the critic must huff and puff along in an attempt to deal

separately and statically with materials that function as a

complex dynamic process in the work.®®
But this is a necessary process, because it is only by
beginning at a height of abstraction that one can work
towards an evermore complete appreciation of the complex
and dynamic whole. Thus, one can start by saying that the
novel begins with the unifying process of myth - "the
human truth embodied in myths is reinvigorated by the new
combinations of them assembled in this chronicle of heroic
action"®#®, This new performance of heroic myths is set
against a background of allegorical patterns — religious,
political, sociological - and the archetypal moments of
the myth are enacted against a more or less complex
amalgam of threads from these patterns. This combination
of myth and allegory is further complicated by the
introduction of elements of pure story, i.e., elements in
the text which escape reduction to allegory, such as the

detalls of Pete Greene's history. All of this is encircled
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and penetrated by uncertainty: uncertainty about the
status of heroes, the weight one should give to any single
allegorical thread, the position of elements within any
particular allegory, the meaning of words, even the
ontology of the novel itself. Finally, the movement of the
whole novel points towards a philosophy in which "every
man is unique, alone, poised over chaos"4®, Thus, Giles
Goat—-Boy is a contribution to myth in that it "tells us
that we are all part of a great story"4', it tells us that
"ontogeny recapitulates cosmogeny" but at the same time it
tells us that cosmogeny is nothing more than the
accumulation of ontogenies. The whole is the approximate
summation of its parts, but every part is irreducibly
different from this projected whole. Thus, George's story
is the re-enactment of heroic myths but it is not the
repetition of the myth of any hero. Thus, also, the
allegories are re—enactments of an external reality but
they are not repetitions of that reality: they are,
finally, irreducibly different from that reality.

Thus Barth employs myth and allegory to tell us 'an
abiding human truth'. But that truth is that the
individual is separate and must arrive at his/her own
version of the truth. In this sense the novel is anti-
mythical and anti-allegorical, and is vigorously opposed
to the labours of the allegorists and mythographers.

With this provisional conclusion in mind, it is
nevertheless necessary to turn for a moment to consider
Glaser—VWohrer and Morrell's distinction between the
different levels of allegory. Their usual distinction is

between political and religious structures - and Douglas
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Robinson®*# supports them when he goes into extreme detail
in his glossary as he identifies and names equivalents.
However, it should be noted that there is not a single
structure of equivalence but rather several. There are the
two already mentioned and there is also the pervasive
linguistic pattern whereby words and phrases are
substituted from the language of the university. The
problem for the reader, and for George, is that the
different levels operate simultaneously and thus we are
forced to hold several interconnected but separate
structures in our minds at the same time. For the reader,
and for George, this is a constant source of confusion.
Olderman's comment on this is exceedingly perceptive:
Barth's allegory is another way of expressing the modern
confusion between fact and fiction, The terms of his allegory
reveal that the fabulous world he creates is our world with our
history, our politics, and our politicians. A great deal of the
book speaks for itself because it is a fable. Like other fables
of the sixties, Barth's book mixes the recognisable with the
extreme - current world events with goat-boy saviours - so we
are forced to admit that both or neither are possible, and that
contemporary fact itself 1s fabulous, distinguishable from
fiction only because the author has made his contrivance
obvious. 4®
In the realms of fabulation, oscillating between the
recognisable and the extreme is a possible and, by
implication, a necessary process. We are not in the arena
of realism but in that of the fabulous - with all the
etymological baggage that word brings with it.
With Tatham's diagram to hand, and with Robinson's
John Barth's Glles Goat-Boy: a study as a useful, if on
occasions simplistic, guide, we can now enter into a

detailed exposition of the events of the novel as hero—

myth, self-contained narrative, and historical and



-137-
political 'allegory'. But beyond this, I wish to set my
sights on those aspects of Giles Goat-Boy which best
further my thesis that the novel marked a continuation of
Barth's departure from realistic, or at least relatively
realistic, fiction and his movement towards post-
modernism. I shall, therefore, concentrate on the
linguistic and anti-allegorical structures of the novel.
As we have seen, this shift in terminology from
'‘allegorical' to 'anti-allegorical' is crucial, as I hope
to demonstrate the ways in which Barth employs an
allegorical mode solely in order to undermine it through
the philosophical conclusions of the text.

This combination of language-use and anti-allegorical
structure in my argument is by no means accidental,
because Barth, in writing Giles Goat-Boy, faced two
interconnected problems. First, the creation of a language
appropriate to ‘'Grand Tutors' and, secondly, the creation
of an anti-allegorical (or traditionally allegorical)
structure in which he could express the abiding
metaphysics which informs his novels. These two problems
are interconnected because the use of the first-person
narrator raises the question of the validity of any
metaphysical structure. The refusal of objectivity (real
or apparent) that results from this narratorial device
necessarily involves the text in questions of relativity.
Thus, the limited and opaque nature of George's narrative
volce calls into doubt any metaphysical values posited as
transcendent over the firsf level of narrative. But at the

same time, the anti-allegorical structure (the second
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level of narrative) mirrors this limitation. The intention
of the text, and its activation, at this point, co—-exist.

The reason behind the text's long period of
production (5% years), and also the reason behind many of
the difficulties it presents on first reading are, I would
argue, the same. That is the voice of the central
narrative. It is so distinctive and so self-consciously
wrought thaf the temptation to regard its rhetoric as
utterly opaque is very great — hence the bemused and
annoyed tone of many of thé early reviews.““Let us look
more closely at Barth's account of the writing of the
book

The reason it took so long was that, while the matter of Tae

Sot-Veed Factor was more complicated, the manner of Giles was

more difficult. But once the narrator's voice was worked out,

the writing came swiftly.<*®
After the initial difficulty of identifying how a Grand
Tutor speaks the novel flowed easily. That is to say,
Barth had found a mould into which the expression of his
ideas could be poured. From this position, the novel
should present no more difficulties or problems to its
reader than the reading of Malory, Chaucer, or Langland,
The crucial point is the acceptance of that voice. Once
that is achieved , it is possible, I would argue, to
'read' the text through the frame of its rhetoric. But, of
.course, it is not that easy, simple and precisely because
the rhetoric creates a frame which is contradictory and
complex.

Peter Mercer's study of the novel's rhetoric presents

a useful handle with which to grasp this problem. He
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concisely analyses the particular elements which combine

to produce the distinctive rhetoric

the strong internal rhythm depends on the succession of
monosyllables and co-operates with +the separating out of
grammatical elements to produce the solemnity that is a major
characteristic of the opening paragraph. It is, of course, a
ludicrous solemnity ... the deliberate accenting of syllables
becomes a characteristic of the book. Again the effect is
towards a highly self-conscious archaism (self-conscious on the
part of the author, that is, not Giles) that contributes to our
sense of Giles's otherness. This Gilesian idiosyncracy of
language we may identify as the badge of his heroic claims. the
whole process of the book may be figured as the engagement of
this heroic rhetoric with numerous parodies of the rhetorics of
American society, from the grunting of near-animality to the

sterile articulacy of academicism ... the heroic rhetoric is
rather invaded than engaged by other rhetorics and registers,
and ... the resultant clash produces an effect more bathetic

than heroic.4%
and indicates, via two sets of antitheses (the
heroic/bathetic and the animal/intellectual), the broad
parameters within which the style of the novel as a whole
oscillates. He then argues that these four basic kinds of
language are increasingly synthesised and that their
synthesis parallels an attempt to reconcile a series of
metaphysical abstractions; an attempt which concludes in
the quasi-mystical experience during the third examination
in WESCAC's Belly -
In the sweet place that contained me there was no East, no Vest,
but an entire, single, seamless campus: Turnstile, Scrapegoat
Grate, the Mall, the barns, the awful fires of the Powerhouse,
the balmy heights of Founder's Hill - I saw them all; rank
jungles of Frumentius, Nikolay's cold fastness, teeming T'ang -
all one, and one with me. Here lay with there, tick clipped
tock, all serviced nothing; I and My Ladyship, all, were one.4”
The proposition, and then bathetic deflation, of
various rhetorical forms broadly parallels the

proposition, and then bathetic deflation of, various

philosophical modes. But the ineffable conclusion of this
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three stage process presents an obvious problem;
precisely, that the ineffable is inexpressible.
Hence the need to pass beyond this experience into
a metaphor for the only kind of novel it is now possible to
write, and the only kind of 1life it is possible to live
(possible, that is, in this novel's terms). The inclusiveness of
its rhetoric, the very quality of its texture, has frustrated
its aspirations to tragedy and to comedy. It thus pretends to
make what it can of the frustrations, and achieves form through
the denial of traditional forms.4®
This insight allows Mercer to make the following general
statement
In its distrust of traditional modes it repudiates comedy and
ridiculous tragedy, and its distaste for the novel form it
refuses to locate its meaning in the narrative structure,
leaving the apparent climax inconclusive and ambiguous.<®
This argument, whilst on the whole valid, seems to miss a
central point in the relation of rhetorical forms to
metaphysical structures in Giles Goat-Boy. That is, that,
unlike The Sot-VWeed Factor, this book lacks an overarching
structure or purpose. By that I mean that The Sot-Veed
Factor clearly took as its parodic model the eighteenth
century picaresque novel and the earlier Elizabethan and
Jacobean journals of exploration, and as its philosophical
form the distinction between history as related and
history as lived experience. Thus there was an ironic
contrast between eighteenth century views of an ordered
world (John Preston's vision of Fielding's plots as Swiss
clocks) and twentieth century views of the world as
chaotic. The 'ordered chaos' of The Sot-Veed Factor lent a

clarity to the novel's intentions and realisation that

overcame its confusing surfaces. On the other hand, Giles

Goat—-Boy
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advertises itself as an extravagant and complex literary joke;
not an obviously unified and consistent rhetoric 1like the
seventeenth century [sicl pastiche of The Sot-Weed Factor, but a
composite organisation drawing on a wide and often incongruous
range of styles and registers.=¢
Here, the text has a series of brilliant stylistic
performances but they are never united into a coherent
whole; it remains a dazzling but eclectic (and possibly
therefore confused) execution.

The philosophical reflection of this is the attempt
to collapse a range of historical events into a single
series of allegorical figures. The problems which both
Scholes and Robinson face in their attempts to explain
the layers of allegory are an indication of the
difficulties that any critic faces in attempting to reduce
this text. At different moments in the novel particular

characters are symbolic of different allegorical

structures.

Spielman, Haximilian: a German Jewish scientist, a key figure in
developing VESCAC's power to EAT, George's foster—father.
Historically he seems to refer to a composite figure of
Einstein, Oppenheimer, and possibly Freud; mythologically he
refers to the mentor figure Campbell described, and for which
Lord Raglan uses the term ‘'spielman'; and philosophically he
‘represents humanistic values of ©brotherly love and the
Hebraistic concern for morality and obedience.®?
Thus the layers of history, myth, cultural history, etc.,
collapse into a melange of 'splendrously musicked', but
philosophically confused moments, rather than being
maintained as a coherent argument - coherent because of
the separation of the elements. Now, of course, allegory
depends for its enactment upon its ability to be
interpreted at a number of different levels, but equally

g0 it depends upon a distinction between the different

levels (at least at the point of a schematic reading). In
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Giles Goat—Boy these levels are intentionally confused to
such a degree that it becomes impossible to impose any
coherent schema. It becomes impossible to explicate with
any accuracy the import of particular incidents, and the
reader is left with only George's uniqueness and naivete
as a guide to one's odyssey through the text. He wanders,
comically and tragically, through a series of trials each
of which we may marvel at individually but which do not
combine collectively into anything greater than the sum of
the parts, and do not have an impact which lasts longer
than the act of reading. The tones of the incidents are
remembered, but their exact place within the larger scheme
is not. And if it is argued that this is, in part, the
intention then I would reply that I wonder whether upwards
of 700 pages is not too long for such aimlessness.

This indicates that we must look elsewhere (or

further) for the defining characteristics of Barth's

novel. Clearly, Giles Goat—-Boy is a text deeply concerned

with "the status and function of language in the novel".®#
Or rather, it is concerned with the status and function of
a number of rhetorical forms, for, within the main
rhetorical mode of the production of a quasi-sacred text
written in the language of a Grand Tutor, there are a
number of occasions when the book addresses itself to, and
overtly parodies, particular modes of language in such a
way that, within the overall concern with the creation of
the Revised New Syllabus, these usages become hurdles to
‘be overcome on the way to the articulation of Grand
Tutorial speech. At the same time, one must retain an

overview of the text, seeing it as a linear progression



-143-
but also as arranged in a series of frames, each enclosing
the textual and structural materials closer to the reels
of the Revised New Syllabus.

I will deal with this latter (frame) reading first,
as it sets a context within which the linear refutation of
linguistic models by George is set. At the heart of this
series of concentric circles is the text of the Fevised
New Syllabus. Around that is the posttape, in which it is
confirmed that the whole of Giles's story is in the form
of a print-out produced by WESCAC. Next, on the other
hand, is the postscript to the posttape in which J.B.
casts doubt on the authenticity of the posttape -

Some imposter and antigiles composed the 'Posttape’ to gainsay

and weaken faith in Giles's Vay. Even the type of these flunked

pages is different.®#
In the same circle is J.B.'s 'Cover Letter"in which he
gives his own account of the arrival of the FRevised New
Syllabus in his hands and of its influence upon his life.
Parenthetically, it is worth pointing out that one of the
influences it has had upon him by the end of the text is
to bring about a shift in his rhetoric towards that of
Giles - "the deliberate accenting of syllables". The
putermost frame contains, on the one hand, the 'Footnote
to the postscript to the posttape', which in turn casts
doubt on the authenticity of the postscript

The type of the typescript of the document entitled Postscript

to the Posttape is not the same- as that of the Cover letter to

the editors and publisher.®<
It is, at the same time, an ironic commentary on the
doubtful nature of the process of assigning authority to a

text by the examination of manuscripts (and is thus a
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side-swipe at academicism) ... the irony being, of course,
compounded by the fact that in the edition of Giles Goat—
Boy to which I am referring the typescript is the same
throughout.

This frame also contains the Publisher's Disclaimer
which is, in its own right, a brilliant parody of the art
-0f reviewing -

Consider the difference with RNS: here fornication, adultery,
even rape, yea murder itself (not to mention self-deception,
treason, blasphemy, whoredom, duplicity, and wilful cruelty to
others. %
Here be rapes, pursuits, swivings, walking of the plank, epic
poems, fantastical changes of identity, deep philosophical
discussions, more pursuits, more rapes. ¢
It also tells us that the text has been re-titled by the
publishers, that the editor-in-chief has serious doubts
about both the book's authorship and its worth as a novel.
0Of course, beyond this frame there is the physical
frame of the book's cover which, by its very existence and
typology, casts doubt on the authenticity of all that is
contained within. John Barth is the author of it all, we.
tell ourselves as an assurance that the ontologies of the
text are as they should be, as we have learned that they
should be from our readings of realist texts and of the
discourses of literary criticism: but the editor—-in-chief,
J.B., Stoker, Giles, WESCAC, and George would all have
their doubts on that score. This, I would argue, is one of
the strategies that Barth employs from Giles Goat—-Boy
onwards as one of the ways by which he distinguishes
himself from the hierachies of ontology that condition

the classic realist text - a strategy that is

characteristic, in its explicitness, to post—-modernism
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from Flann O'Brien's At—-Swim Two Birds to Gilbert
Sorrentino's Mulligan Stew and Jeremy Leven's Creator (to
choose but two of the most recent examples)®”. The point
being, that the structure of the text is a constant
attempt at throwing doubts and counter-doubts forth about
the existence and validity of anything contained within
the book itself. A close analogy to this process is in the
paintings of M.S. Escher, where objects simultaneously
enclose, and are enclosed by, each other. This, I would
argue, is the same basic strategy as that of the linear
progress of the linguistic and allegorical structure of
the novel. Both these latter strategies simultaneously
posit and refute themselves.

Let me turn, now, to the linear structure of the
novel, first linguistically and then allegorically. The
most immediately and apparently obvious rhetorical
structure in the book is that of the transposition of
terms from the universe to the university, from the nation
to the college, from the citizen to the student, etc. It
is this transposition, along with the previously mentioned
rstylistic points, that create the distinctive voice of the
goat-boy. Indeed, once one discovers that it is possible
to read within these terms, rather than constantly trying
to translate them (as Robinson does, sometimes extremely
simplistically and even wrongly®®), the text creates a
momentum for itself such that the pace and ease with which
it can be read belies its length and the carping of many
critics.

Against this dominant voice Barth sets up a series

of alternative forms of articulation, each of which are



-146-
overcome by the progress of George. Scott Byrd's
discussion of the establishment of George's voice as the
confessional tone is correct, as are the further remarks
on it:
as a means of placing the book's focus almost constantly on the
hero and for shifting the reader's attitude from mockery to

acceptance of this hero.®®

and on the single narrative voice as "a means of achieving

stylistic unity".%® But he is wrong to reject the two
longest parodies of other forms of articulation - the
Taliped Decanus and Bray's lecture - as being too radical

in their shift away from the central voice. He is wrong
because George's overcoming of alternative forms of
articulation require him to encounter and overturn even
the most forceful and extended demonstrations of these
other forms. To do this, these forms must appear in a mode
appropriate to their importance (in Barth's hierachy of
speech — the tragic drama and the academic lecture are
dominant forms for George and thus require extended
treatment).

These alternative formse have two functions. First,
they offer a series of philosophical structures to George
which ultimately appear as spurious or, at the very least,
highly ambiguous. An example of this is the confusion
between art and reality, as expressed in the overheard
seduction of Chickie by her poetry-reading Beist
lover%'and George's own reading habits®*®, This confusion
is not the same as the postmodernist desire to re—-examine

the boundaries between fiction and reality - exemplified

by Surfiction®® and Fiction and the figures of life®<+ -
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because George's confusion is, here at least, based on
extreme naivete. A second set of examples can be found in
the history of the development of that voice. The major
alternatives George encounters can be grouped into two
categories; the interpolated stories of various characters
- Pete Greene, Kennard Sear, Anastasia, Alexandrov - and
the two major parodies of Greek tragedy and academic
discourse. In the former category George, in order to
advance towards his encounter with VESCAC with any hope of
success, 1is presented with (relatively) coherent
historical accounts and world views with which to engage
The latter pair act as indications of the failure of
specific forms of articulation - the adaptation of the
Dedipus myth to a contemporary setting (at least,
contemporary for George) breaks down into doggerel. And
the academic discourses of Bray's lecture become so
inextricably entwined with sub-academic footnoting and
footnoting of footnotes that any positive content in the
lecture is lost within the labyrinth of its own form.

So, the former category offers George four ways of
seeing the world - that is, it offers ways of successfully
fulfilling his Assignment Card — and as the novel
progresses, one is presented by the failure of each of
these world views, via George's recognition of some
failing in each of the characters. Pete Greene and Leonid
Alexandrov, with their partial (because one-eyed) view of
the world are seen, first to have a partial view and,
second, to be mutually destructive. They are both blinded,

and are hence incapable of seeing the world at all. Each
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presents a one-sided view, which is insufficient for
Gemrgé because his mission is to save all studentdom.

Kennard Sear, with his philosophy of hedonism, is
finally seen to be overthrown when he is admitted to
hospital with a cancer which is gradually robbing him of
his sight. The clear implication here is that it is his
past practices, both sexual and narcotic, which are the
cause of the cancer. He, too, at the end, cannot see
properly.

Anastasia is a somewhat different case because,
first, she presents no real view of the world other than
submission to the demands of others and, second, because
she is seen rather than seeing.®® A crucial element of
George's Assignment i1s to see through His Ladyship - that
is, to obtain a complete knowledge of Anastasia: “"you're
supposed to know me so well that we'll be the same
person". €% But even the most complete seeing of Anastasia
is not enough and it is only when the two are united in
action during the third journey through WESCAC's Belly
that George achieves his previously quoted vision of the
seamless campus. Thus Anastasia is also but one step on
the road to the articulation of George's vision which is
the Revised New Syllabus, because perforce the
articulation must take plaée after the vision has ended.

In this manner, it can be seen that a large number of
secondary figures in Giles Goat-Boy act as articulators of
a specific vision each and all of which George must
overcome in order to achieve the means of articulation

whereby he can produce the Revised New Syllabus.
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However, it is not only characters in the novel which

act in this way but also those moments in the text when a
specific form and manner of discourse is given time to
elaborate itself. These offer, crucially, the forms which
George must surpass in order to develop his own distinct
discourse. If the other characters are stepping stones to
a complete content, these passages to which I will now
turn are stepping stones to a synthetic form. As Barth
himself has said, "I'm delighted by the spurious etymology
of fhe words tragedy and satire."®” This 'spurious
etymology' offers the possibility of drawing together two
modes of discourse normally at odds with each other
through the medium of the goat-boy. Barth obviously had
similar ideas in his mind whilst composing his December
10th, 1964 State University of New York Geneseo lecture
entitled "Mystery and Tragedy: the two motions of ritual
#@ The formal intention, then, is the fusion of
forms of discourse into a new form of writing. Of the many
references to other discourses in Giles Goat-Boy I want to
concentrate on three - the FEncyclopaedia Tammanica,
Taliped Decanus, and Harold Bray's commencement lecture —
as a way of indicating how Barth works towards

the possibility of a post-naturalistic, post-existentialist,

post-psychological, post-antinovel novel in which the

astonishing, the extravagant, the bheroical - in sum, the
adventurous - will come out again and welcomely into its own.<®

To recapitulate my earlier argument, in Giles Goat-Boy one
is presented with a series of world-views (and forms of
articulation) which must be overcome so that the content

(and form) of the novel's vision can come into being.
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In his reading of the Encyclopaedia Tammanica ,
George implicitly undermines the division between fact and
fiction -

I read from Aadvark to Zymurgy in quite the same spirit as I

read the 0ld School Tales, my fancy prefacing each entry 'Once

upon a time ...'7°
One may be tempted to mock this naive reading but as the
novel progresses and one is presented with more and more
examples of the amalgamation of fact and fiction, the
realistic and the fabulous, one realises that the reader
is being led into a position akin to that of George. The
text cannot be read according to the norms of realism or
of fantasy. It has to be read on its own synthetic terms.

Beyond this, the novel also casts many obvious
glances at the tragic mode - but from a satirical
perspective. To produce another tragedy "would be
embarassing” but to produce a tragedy written deliberately
or ironically would be a way of revitalising the tragic
form. Hence Taliped Decanus, the transposition of Qedipus
Rex both to the university setting and also (heavy-—
handedly) to a deliberately-worked tragedy. Heavy handed
because of its over-played parallels between university
and Thebes, its frankly appalling doggerel, and the
chorus's performance.”’

Here, the grindingly bad rhymes have become self-
reflexive, casting an ironic glance at self-reflexive
fiction (and at Giles Goat—Boy at this point, of course).
All of this is compounded by -

At this point, while my eyes swam still, the hush in which the
committee's last notes died was broken by a static rustle and a

terse voice from the loudspeakers around the margin of the
Amphitheater.
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'Ladies and gentlemen: we interrupt thiskcatharsis to bring

you two special news bulletins ...'

There was a general stir; Dr. Sear muttered something about the

adverse psychological effects of catharsis interruptus. 7=
The failure of this tragedy is due to its being merely
imitative; it repeats what has gone before and thus, at
the end, collapses into embarassing farce. In doing so, it
indicates the Giles Goat-Boy tragedy must come form new
and different springs — it must be a tragedy capable of
assimilating elements of farce, comedy, satire, etc.: in
short, it must redefine tragedy to its own purposes.

And so to Bray's lecture. As the novel casts its gaze
towards the Bildungsroman, indeed given its setting,
perhaps 'Erzielungsroman' is a more appropriate
appellation, and given that the novel is the history of
its hero's education, it seems appropriate that Barth
should include within its development of a new form a
parody of an academic lecture.

But before turning to the lecture itself, let me
remind the reader of Barth's 1964 remark that "it was
necessary to turn my back on knowledge lest it paralyse
action"”®. With this in mind, it can be seen why "some of
my classmates slept, some furiously took notes, some
picked their noses, some played cards, but none save
myself seemed distressed by what I assumed we were all
hearing"?<. That is why they are so unaffected by Harold
Bray's overscholarly lecture. Its knowledge has paralysed
them.

The lecture itself, however, captures George's
attention not by its content, but by its rhetoric which

presents itself in the style of a prayer.



-152-

Enlighten the stupid; fire with zeal the lowest percentile; have
mercy on the recreant in Main Detention and the strayed in
Remedial Wisdom; be as a beacon in the Senate, a gadfly in the
dorms. Be keg and tap behind the bar of every order, that the
brothers may chug-a-lug Thy lore, see Truth in the bottom of
their steins, and find their heads a-crack with insight. Be with
each co-ed at the evening's close: paw her with facts, make vain
her protests against learning's advances; take her to Thy mind's
backseat, strip off preconceptions, 1let down illusions,
unharness her from error - that she may ere the curfew be
infused with Knowledge. Above all Sir, stand by me at the
lectern; be chalk and notes to me; silence the mowers and stay
the traffic that I may speak; awaken the drowsy, confound the
heckler; bring him to naught who would digress when I would not,
and would not when I would; take my words from his mouth who
would take them from mine; save me from the slip of tongue and
lapse of memory, from twice-told joke and unzippered fly. Doctoar
of doctors, vouchsafe unto me examples of the Unexampled, words
to speak the VWordless; be now and ever my visual