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ABSTRACT

"The Dynamics of Incomplete Consistency in the Nov
els of John Barth" is an attempt to describe the non— 
realistic model of thought operating in Barth's work. The 
failure to recognize and adequately discuss the presence of 
such a model has led the majority of Barthian critics to a 
rejection of what seems to be a literature devoted to the 
game of writing literature.

In Chapter 1, I discuss the basic assumptions under
lying the dualistic system of realistic thought and the 
failure of such a system to come to grips with a literature 
which assumes that the world, or reality, is a text which 
the author must endlessly reconstruct without indulging in 
evaluative points of view. For Barth the concept of the 
world as a text allows the novelist aware of the evolution 
of the novel as a genre to continue writing after the death 
of realism. I define this concept in Barth's novels as a 
"system of incomplete consistency," a system in which the 
dualities of realism are replaced by the unity of a text to 
which the author must endlessly apply variations.

The remaining chapters of the dissertation are de
voted to the discussion of Barth's novels as systems of in
complete consistency. Chapter 2 deals with Barth's two
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early novels as preparatory to the full treatment of incom
plete consistency inasmuch as these novels evince an aware
ness of language as a structure of possibilities which 
constantly distorts reality.

Chapter 3 examines The Sot-Weed Factor as Barth's 
treatment of history as a system of incomplete consistency. 
Burlingame represents the cynical historian determined by a 
preexistent text but still capable of asserting himself by 
means of an activity of variation applied to the historical 
discourse. Eben, on the other hand, represents the poet and 
creative historian doomed to failure in his attempt to cre
ate his own historical discourse.

My discussion of Giles Goat-Boy in Chapter 4 exam
ines the novel as an extension of The Sot-Weed Factor inso
far as Giles deals with the problem of the creator reduced 
to the activity of combination characteristic of the editor. 
The story of the goat-boy is the story of an author who 
finally discovers that his role as author is illusory, that 
he is nothing but an editor entrapped by the incomplete con
sistency of language.

In Chapter 5, I discuss Lost in the Funhouse as a 
treatment of the education of the artist confronted with 
language as a system of incomplete consistency which finally 
determines his creative role as both active and passive. 
Language is ultimately seen in the book not as a medium
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which the artist uses to express himself but as a determin
ing power which uses the artist to express itself.

Chapter 6 is devoted to the relationship of teller, 
told, and tale in Chimera. This relationship is ultimately 
a love relation which takes place when the tale as an incom
plete text leads teller and told to the rejection of the no
tion of the self and unifies both in a final harmony.

In the concluding chapter, I suggest that the mode 
Of writing proposed by Barth in "The Literature of Exhaus
tion" and exemplified in his novels may well be an adequate 
response to the change of consciousness taking place in our 
time. For Barth's emphasis on myth and language as control
ling powers determining the self parallels the tendency of. 
our age to acknowledge the death of anthrbpocentric, real
istic humanism.



CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION

Since 1963, when critics identified Barth as a nov
elist of ideas whose work evinced a concern with art as ar
tifact and a pervasive disregard for the moral imagination, 
Barthian criticism has tried to come to grips with the prob
lem of value in what seems to be a literature devoted to the 
game of writing literature. Critical approaches to Barth's 
works deal with the problem of literature as game by assum
ing attitudes which emphasize one of the two complementary 
and inseparable activities of criticism, description and 
prescription. Both the descriptive and the prescriptive 
critic must necessarily describe, since description is 
nothing but the interaction of a language and a metalanguage 
and criticism is non-existent without a metalanguage, even 
if this metalanguage is labeled eclecticism. The prescrip
tive critic, however, relies heavily on a well-established 
model defined by tradition and accepted by a critical com
munity, a model which must be also defined in terms of his
torical continuity in that it must accommodate change 
without ever losing its identity. Prescription begins in 
description, in the interaction of two discoursesi This 
interaction, moreover, is often assumed to be innocent, or

1



objective, since the presuppositions involved are seldom 
mentioned. But this description must inevitably lead to 
transcription, to the accommodation of the two discourses of 
language and metalanguage in such a way that the integrity 
of the model is preserved at all costs, even at the cost of 
rejection of the possible irreducible elements in the liter
ary discourse. This rejection is often expressed in a final 
value judgment which is final not so much in terms of the 
description presented or of the linear seguency of the crit
ical text as it is in terms of the prescribed model.

If every prescription presupposes description, so, 
conversely, every description presupposes prescription inso
far as the very choice of a model is already a prescription. 
The descriptive critic, however, although admitting the ne
cessary presence of the model as a conditioning element, is 
not so much concerned with perpetuating the model but with 
using it as a probe, as a system of signification capable of 
producing equivalences, and therefore satisfactory, or in
capable of doing so, and therefore useless. Description im
plies a constant approximation of dissimilar discourses in 
an attempt to produce adequacy and the descriptive critic is 
more interested in testing new systems of signification, in 
inventing new words, than he is in preserving the tradition
al system of approach. The emphasis here is not on a final 
value judgment but on understanding the literary discourse



through description, a description which is uncommitted in 
the sense that its aim is to produce signification through 
interaction rather than to perpetuate a significance through 
partial absorption of new systems of meaning.

The uses of criticism as probe and as prescription 
in the approach to the works of John Barth can be best il
lustrated in the contrast between a critic like Richard W. 
Noland on the one hand, and Robert Scholes on the other, 
since in these two critics the two attitudes are evinced as 
polarities and are, therefore, easily identifiable. The 
emphasis on one attitude or the other, however, character
izes the whole of Barthian criticism and prescriptive crit
icism constitutes the rule rather than the exception. When 
the two attitudes appear side by side in the same critic, 
prescription tends to impose intense limitations of the de
scriptive activity. This is the case of Richard Poirier, 
for instance. Poirier advocates the intrinsic value of per
formance in his tentative definition of the "performing

V

self" in contemporary literature, but he is suspicious of 
Barth's excessive literary games which reveal a disregard 
for the essential worth of humanity. Unlike masters of 
self-parody, like Joyce, who used games as a means only,



Barth seems to take the activity of playing literary games
las an end in itself.

Richard W. Noland feels that Barth's parodies lack 
any system of values, even if among systems of values one 
includes nihilism. This lack of a philosophical position 
capable Of giving direction to parody, Noland maintains, is 
untenable:

He /Barth/ considers each of the ways in which West
ern man has attempted to fill his life with value 
after the death of the old gods-— love, liberal and 
radical politics, the quest for power (the Machia
vellian politics of early Maryland), primitivism 
(the nobel savage and the return to nature), art and 
primitive systems— only to find all of them inade
quate. What would be adequate, if anything, he does 
not show. And if his intention of carrying "'all non 
mystical value-thinking to the end of the road'" im
plies a personal belief, it is a belief which has 
not as yet found expression in his work. Sooner or 
later, however, Barth . . . will have to show wheth
er his parody is a kind of artistic trap, and hence 
an evasion of genuine engagement; or whether it is a 
real critical technique which reflects Barth's own 
moral vision. Barth may use parody as a way of 
clearing his vision, but he can hardly rest in it if 
he is to develop at all.. 2

1. Richard Poirier, The Performing Self:, Composi
tions and Decompositions in the Languages of Contemporary 
Life (New York: Oxford University Press, 1971) , pp. 30-40;
"The Politics of Self-Parody," Partisan Review, 35 (1968), 
339-53. A position opposed to Poirier's balanced view is 
held by Earl Rovit, who takes sides with Noland's radically 
prescriptive attitude in "The Novel as Parody: John Barth,
Critique, 6 (1963), 77-85.

2. "John Barth and the Novel of Comic Nihilism," 
Wisconsin Studies in Contemporary Literature, 3 (Autumn 
1966), p. 257.



Although Noland1s is an example of patently custodial crit
icism, his point of view echoes the more moderate complaints 
of a majority of critics dealing with Barth's work. In his 
discussion of the critical response to Burtor1s Mobile, 
Roland Barthes recommends a structural procedure for deal
ing with representative voices such as Noland's. "Behind 
every collective rejection of a book by our stock criti
cism," says Barthes, "we must look for what has been of
fended. This procedure is structural in the sense that it 
assumes that in collective statements within a culture the 
fundamental meaning must be found not in content, but in a 
relational system, in a structure which ultimately deter
mines its meaning. Noland's response suggests that in the 
case of Barth the critical offense was disrespect for real
ism, an offense which, given a particular cultural state of 
affairs, must be corrected by the critic in his function of 
detached mediator between the artist and the public. The 
word realism here is not being used in the naive sense of a 
true representation of reality, since in this sense the word 
can hardly be distinguished from solipsism, but in the sense 
of a dualistic system of thought which, by means of dual op
positions such as "reality" and "fiction," makes possible a

3. "Literature and Discontinuity," in Critical Es
says , trans. Richard Howard (Evanston: Northwestern Univ.
Press, 1972), p. 175. I shall hereafter refer to quotations 
from this volume as Critical Essays.
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Weltanschauung which defines reality as prior to fiction and 
as capable, therefore, of being variously organized by fic- 
tive operations. In one of his articles on Robbe-Grillet, 
Roland Barthes summarizes the basic assumptions underlying 
the dualistic system of realist thought;

Literary realism has always presented itself as 
a certain way of copying reality. As if reality 
were on one side and language on the other, as if 
reality were antecedent to language and the letter's 
task were somehow to pursue the former until it had 
caught up. No doubt the reality available to the 
writer can be of many kinds: psychological, theo
logical , social, political, historical, even imagi
nary, each in its turn supplanting the other; 
nonetheless, such realities have one common feature 
which explains the constancy of their projection; 
they all seem immediately imbued with meaning: pas
sion, sin, conflict, dream inevitably refer to a 
certain transcendence, soul, divinity, society, or 
supernature, so that our whole realistic literature 
is not only analogical but signifying.4

Barth, Noland feels, has failed to signify, to use language,
or parody, as a means of presenting a moral vision and such
a negative attitude is hardly appropriate to a significant
writer. Significant writers must be realists insofar as,
failing to portray reality and make it meaningful, they can
hardly be of any use in that only realism, as the result of
the relationship between human consciousness, or language,
and the flux of the real, can produce a significant map
capable of controlling the flux. Progressive mappings of
the real by means of fictive operations give rise to history,

4. Critical Essays, p. 197.



civilization, and progress since the map as a temporary sys
tem or order created at a given time can be always changed 
and improved, even if the perfect map, ultimate perfection, 
is impossible. Ultimate perfection must remain only as a 
goal forever beyond reach, but valuable nonetheless since 
the eternally absent presence of the goal makes new mappings 
possible. In this sense the realist—naturalist point of 
view is far more important than a literary fashion. As 
Hayden White has pointed out, for Erich Auerbach, E. Gom-
brich, and Karl R. Popper realism, as the temporary system■ : . - ' 
of order created by man and improved in time, is the most
important cultural achievement in Western civilization, es
pecially when contrasted to the stagnant cultural moments 
when mannerism and formalism led to "a regression to earli
er, infantile, savage, or archaic forms of imaginative op
pression, to a temporary and defective situation in which 
no progress was made through maps. These situations were, 
at best, transitional periods, preparations for the appear
ance of new syntactical or hierarchical conventions, of 
highly organized mappings. Gombrich in art theory, Auerbach 
in literary history and criticism, and Popper in scientific 
criticism. White feels, have attempted "to provide a defini
tive defense of naturalistic realism in Western art and

5. "The Culture of Criticism," in Liberations, ed, 
Ihab Hassan (Middletown, Connecticut: Wesleyan Univ. Press,
1971), p. 61.



literature and to maintain the vital historical link between 
realistic art, liberal-humanitarian social principles, and 
ethics.

That such a link is desirable, if not necessary, is 
the assumption of the prescriptive criticism of Barth's work« 
Such an assumption leads that criticism to the ambivalence 
of praising craftsmanship on the one hand, and regretting, 
on the other, it should ultimately mean little more than a 
waste of energy. The limitations of this kind of criticism 
become apparent when one realizes, as White does, that "much 
of modern art is created precisely out of the need to de
stroy the distinction between art and l i f e , b e t w e e n  the 
possible and the real, and is therefore an art which con
sciously seeks to destroy the very duality which makes real
ist criticism possible. The crucial question which must 
finally be dealt with is, White continues, whether art and 
thought really "need to be hierarchical in what they permit

Operception to find in the world and language to represent." 
This question, necessarily discarded by prescriptive critics 
of Barth, concerns the inevitability of realism.

The world does not necessarily exist to be trans
formed into a map, although there are undeniable advantages

6. "The Culture of Criticism," p. 59.
7. "The Culture of Criticism," p. 57.
8. "The Culture of Criticism," p. 66.
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in such a transformation. The successive mappings of the 
real enable man to control and manipulate nature and to cre
ate wealth. But a map, being always referential, implies a 
general reification in which, if maps are applied to men, 
man himself is reified and becomes an object of consumption. 
The mapping activity, moreover, operates in an essentially 
schizophrenic manner, in the dualistic opposition of subject 
and object, inner and outer, fantasy and reality, and there
fore produces alienation. Realist alienation, however, is 
not the only possible way of conceiving reality. John 
Vernon, following the lead of anthropologists such as Levi- 
Bruhl, Durkheim and LeVi-Strauss, and of thinkers such as
Cassirer and Eliade, has described a non-realistic way of

9apprehending reality. For Vernon the world of the garden 
is a possible alternative to the world of the map since in 
the garden the world is not structured in terms of opposite 
pairs which are mutually exclusive, but in terms of whole
ness of experience, of unity of the opposites of subject and 
object, inner and outer, reality and fantasy, of a kind of 
total participation in which all areas of experience are ac
cessible to each other. Vernon argues that in the contempo
rary scene there has been a significant shift in 
consciousness from the map to the garden, a shift which is a

9. The Garden and the Map (Chicago: Univ. of Il
linois Press, 1973).



10
regression in the sense that the structure of perceptions 
in the garden is the structure of primary experience, of the 
world of the child as well as of the world of primitive cul
tures . This shift, however, is also a progression since it 
takes place when writers, from Kafka and the surrealists to 
Robbe-Grillet and John Barth, become conscious of the radi
cally illusory nature of the distinctions between fact and 
fantasy. With the awareness that "reality" is nothing but a 
structure, one among many modes of experiencing the world, 
the world of the map has given way to the world of "a laby
rinth that can be completed in all ways, that, in other

10words, cannot be completed."
Vernon's theory of a cultural shift from the map to 

the garden throws some light on the problem of prescriptive 
criticism of the kind Noland practices. The prescription of 
a moral vision is defined in a cultural space which must ne
cessarily deny the labyrinth, unless it is possible to turn 
the labyrinth into a metaphor for the world, and in this 
case it is no longer a labyrinth since it must deny its es
sence, that of refusing a way out, to become an answer and 
an exit. The prescriptive critic of Barth, in his attempt 
to perpetuate his prescription, is forever lost before en
tering a labyrinth he cannot accommodate to his view. He 
must therefore either reject or reconstruct the inexplicable

10. The Garden and the Map, p. 63.
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through directions from above. The descriptive critic, on 
the other hand, even at the risk of defeat, accepts the 
challenge of the labyrinth and begins his tentative search. 
Vernon's tentative definition of the garden is an example of 
the descriptive attitude, but Vernon devotes very little at
tention to the discussion of Barth's work. Robert Scholes, 
on the other hand, is particularly interested in Barth and 
evinces the tentative attitude and the acceptance of defeat 
in the search for words by means of which the inexplicable 
may be endowed with a meaning. Since 1966 Scholes has tried 
to come to grips with the problem of ethics and aesthetics 
in Barth by using labels such as "black humorist," "bawdy 
allegorist," "discipline of Scheherazade," and finaly "fabu- 
.lator," a word he takes great pains to adapt to contemporary 
novelists. Scholes is aware that in some contemporary 
novels the critic must face a new literary mode which lacks 
an appropriate terminology by means of which it can be dis
cussed and that the lack of appropriate linguistic catego-_ 
ries and the reliance on prescriptions must necessarily lead 
to disappointment, to seeing the new novels not as they are, 
but "as misfits which have failed to become popular novels

11. "Disciple of Scheherazade," The.New York.Times 
Book Review (8 May 1966), pp. 5, 22; "'Mithridates, he died 
old': Black Humor and Kurt Vonnegut, Jr.," The Hollins
Critic, 3 (October 1966), pp. 1-12; The Tabulators (New 
York: Oxford Univ. Press, 1967), pp. 3-14.



12or satires or whatever." He is likewise aware that a 
label such as "tabulator" is, at best, a tentative, vague 
definition, a suggestion rather than a definitive concept.
In the fable as a genre Scholes' main concern is not the di
dactic purpose but the delight in design, the emphasis on 
the art Of the designer, on art as a means of producing joy 
by means of cleverly contrived frames. But Scholes does not 
feel entirely comfortable in so openly emphasizing art and 
joy; he seems to feel, as it were, the burden of prescrip
tion, of the traditional distinction between serious fact 
and irresponsible fantasy and concludes that "modern tabula
tion, like the ancient fabling of Aesop, tends away from the
representation of reality but returns toward actual human

13life by way of ethically controlled fantasy." Elsewhere 
Scholes feels compelled to apologize for the lack of emo
tional depth in Barth's fiction, a necessary consequence, he 
maintains, of the fact that Barth has so much to offer in 
terms of thought, motion, and laughter.^

■ Unlike Noland's attitude of rejection and Scholes' 
balanced appreciation which is not, however, entirely free 
from prescription, Leslie Fiedler's criticism rejects pre
scriptive attitudes from the past and insists on the

12. The Fabulators, p. 14.
13. The Fabulators, p. 11.
14. "Disciple of Scheherazade," p. 22.
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necessity of new descriptive models in a serious approach to 
contemporary literature. Whereas Scholes searches for a de
scriptive model taken from fables from the fifteenth century, 
a model capable of preserving, although precariously, the 
continuity of past and present, Fiedler seems to be search
ing for a model based on the languages of our time, on the 
contemporary discoveries as to the nature of myth and cul
tural patterns, of communication and participation. "The 
second- or third-generation new critics in America," says 
Fiedler, "prove themselves imbeciles and naifs when con
fronted by" the poems of Allen Ginsberg or the novels by 
John Barth since these critics are using the wrong critical 
yardstick in assuming that "the work of art 'really * exists 
on the page rather than in the reader's apprehension and 
response." The proper concern of critics to come is "not 
words on the page but words in the world or, rather, words 
in the head, at the private juncture of a thousand contexts 
— social, psychological, historical, biographical, geo
graphical— in the consciousness of the reader (delivered for
an instant, but an instant only, from all those contexts by

15the ekstasis of reading." For Fiedler, then, criticism 
involves the use of contemporary models in the approach to 
contemporary literature and indeed, if one thinks of the

15. "Cross the Border, Close the Gap," Playboy, 16 
(December 1969), p. 252.
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'achievement of books such as Love and Death in the American
Novel, in the approach to all literature. Roland Barthes
has expressed a similar belief in the function of criticism:

One can say that the critical task (and this is the 
sole guarantee of its universality) is purely for
mal : not to "discover" in the work or the author
something "hidden," "profound," "secret" which hith
erto passed unnoticed (by what miracle? Are we more 
perspicacious than our predecessors?), but only to 
adjust the language his period affords him (existen
tialism, Marxism, psychoanalysis) to the language, 
i.e., the formal system of logical constraints ela
borated by the author according to his own period.
The "proof" of a criticism is not of an "alethic" 
order (it does not proceed from truth), for criti
cal discourse— like logical discourse, moreover— is 
never anything but tautological: it consists in
saying ultimately, though placing its whole being 
within that delay, what thereby is not insignifi
cant: Racine is Racine, Proust is Proust.16

The application of this essentially descriptive concept of
criticism offers better possibilities of understanding Barth
than Noland's basically prescriptive criticism. One can
hardly fail to notice, for instance, how Fiedler's remarks
on words in the head instead of words on the page, or on the
ekstasis of reading, are appropriate to Barth and define,
with great accuracy, the experience of reading books such as
The Sot-Weed Factor or Chimera. But Fiedler's interest in
Barth finally amounts to a passing interest, evinced in
brilliant casual observations and in brief discussions of
Barth's books in articles in which Fiedler's main concern
lies elsewhere. The task, therefore, of justifying

16. Critical Essays, pp. 258-259.
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Fiedler's perceptive remarks remains to be done, even if 
these descriptive suggestions, as well as the suggestions of 
Scholes and Vernon, clearly point to the way ahead-

The problem ahead can hardly be tackled by means of 
a prescriptive emphasis on a possible return to realism.
The descriptive search for appropriate linguistic catego
ries capable of assimilating, even if partially only, the 
new literary mode seems to be a more rewarding option, an 
option which involves the attempt, to inquire into the matter 
of where fiction can go after the realist novel. The com
plexity of the problem can hardly be underestimated since 
the alternative offered to the map, the idea of a garden in 
which wholeness of experience is once again possible cannot 
be taken at face value. If the garden offers wholeness of 
experience as a substitute for the fragmentation of experi
ence, it does so only at the cost of the loss of the self 
and of anthropocentrism. The ahthropocentric theory is, in
deed, the characteristic fiction of the realist dualism 
which presupposes the alienation of subject and object in 
the activity of mapping, an alienation which is constitutive 
of both the subject and the object. Realism is, in this 
sense, the system of thought by means of which man is able 
to attribute to himself a central position as creator 
through the activity of mapping, an activity which is possi
ble only in the dualistic context of fiction and reality.



16
The world of the garden, however, by denying the polarities 
of subjective and objective, denies also the traditional 
concept of an active self and of an anthfopocentric humanism. 
It is not surprising, therefore, that whenever the notion of 
the garden, or an equivalent, appears, it is violently re
jected by those who side with the notion of pluralistic 
realism. In the symposium at Brown University, November 13- 
14, 1969, devoted to the discussion of contemporary trends 
in fiction, the notion of the garden was expressed in terms 
of myth and collective dream and violently rejected by crit
ics on the side of pluralistic realism, such as Frank Ker- 
mode and R. V. Cassill, who immediately labeled the dream 
form of totalitarianism, the opposite of pluralism.
Cassill and Kermode are, of course, embodying the common 
voice of the tradition of naturalistic realism in the West, 
a voice committed, in the words of Hayden White, to main
taining "the vital historical link between realistic aft,

18liberal-humanitarian social principles, and ethics." In 
this tradition myths and collective dreams are inferior 
forms of thought because, unlike the secular program of 
realism, devoted to mapping the real and improving reality

17. Roger Henkle, "Wrestling (American Style) with 
Proteus," Novel, 3 (Spring 1970), 197-207. Henkle's report 
on the symposium includes quotations from, among others,
John Barth, R. V. Cassill, Leslie Fiedler, Frank Kermode, 
Robert Scholes and Kurt Vonnegut, Jr.

18. "The Culture of Criticism," p. 59.
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by purely human means, the mythical imagination relies on a 
transcendental principle, an infinite being, for instance, 
and generates a static society governed by unchanging laws. 
This tradition, which White sees as best represented in the 
works of Erich Auerbach, E. Gombrich and Karl Popper, is 
also suspicious of the avant-garde because "it denies, at 
one and the same time, the authority of tradition, of 
thought, and of sensory perception in such a way as to de
stroy the mediative role that the "fiction" has played in 
the promotion of a humanistic cultural e n d o w m e n t . F o r  
Gombrich, White feels, the avant-garde is a threat to civi
lization and can lead only "to a regression into myth and 
to the creation of the kind of totalitarian society that 
arises whenever myth takes command, as in Germany during 
Nazism.

In the symposium at Brown University the defense of 
the collective dream was advanced by Leslie Fiedler, who 
argued that it seems to be a fact that all writers dream the 
same dream, that books as diverse as In Cold Blood, Why Are 
We in Vietnam? and One Flew Over the Cuckoo's Nest share the 
same dream, a dream that includes a white man and an 
Indian walking down the road together, a gun, a beast or a 
white woman in the role of victims to be killed. To this

19. "The Culture of Criticism," p. 62.
20. "The Culture of Criticism," p. 62.
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Kermode replies that the collective dream is a fiction and,
moreover, a dangerous one since "dream my dream" was the
message of Hitler to the German people, that is, the message
of a totalitarian leader. For Fiedler, however, "the only
answer to a myth, to a Hitlerite myth, or a native American
genocidal myth, is not sweet reason but another myth, a
counter-myth. And that other myth is a myth of a kind of
mingling or brotherhood, which has been in the American mind

21just as long, and just as deep." The apparently opposed 
positions of Fiedler and Kermode result from the fact that 
terms like "dream" and "myth" are being defined within ra
dically different contexts and from radically different 
points of view, from the perspectives of the map and the 
self on the one hand, of the garden and wholeness of mythi
cal experience on the other. Whereas Fiedler believes that 
the same dream is operative in a plurality of apparently di
verse manifestations, and therefore exists prior to them and 
constitutes them in their diversity, Kermode believes that 
the self exists prior to dreams or fictions, and uses them 
to map reality, that ours is no longer a time of the mythi
cal imagination constituting the subject, but a time "when 
everybody belongs to very small, atomized units, in which

21. Henkle, "Wrestling (American Style) with Pro
teus," p. 206; Ann Banks, "Symposium Sidelights," Novel,
3 (Spring.1970), p. 211.
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they themselves may have their own dreams, their own fic-

22tions of the World in which they live." It would be un^ 
wise, therefore, to think of these two positions in terms of 
truth, to give pluralism and totalitarianism an "alethic" 
status, to use Barthes' word. Pairs of words such as plu
ralism and totalitarianism, fact and fantasy, descriptive 
and prescriptive receive their truth-value not from some in
herent quality in the word itself, but from a third trans
cendent element, a discourse by means of which a relationship 
is established between the two terms and within which only 
the original truth exists forever beyond reach.

This transcendent discourse capable of manifesting 
itself in dualities, and ultimately, in plurality may be a 
better illustration of the "totalitarian" tendencies of some 
contemporary writers and critics who seem to believe that 
man is not so much capable of speaking as he is of being 
spoken by something else, that he is Echo rather than Nar
cissus. This totalitarian tendency, as Ann Banks' summary 
of the debate on dream and pluralism makes clear, was very 
strong in the symposium at Brown University;

Fascism and Vietnam were invoked as products of the 
dream; Realism and Pluralism were invoked as deadly 
enough— in a two-day conference— to put Spiro Agnew 
to sleep for several weeks. Relevance was variously 
assigned to true myths and useful fictions. When 
John Barth found reality "a nice place to visit" and

22. Henkle, "Wrestling (American Style) with Pro
teus," p. 205.
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pluralism less real than time, the vote for the com
mon dream ran four to two in its favor.23

It would be hard to believe that John Barth or Leslie Fied
ler, in defending the dream, are encouraging, even if uncon
sciously, an attitude of admiration for Fascism or for 
American involvement in Vietnam. But if the defense of the 
collective dream is not a totalitarian ideology, the ques
tion remains of how to conciliate a collective structure of 
domination with the survival of the individual. A possible 
answer can be found in a discourse which is at once trans
cendent and immanent, a discourse of possibilities out of 
which actualities can be manifested by means of a particular 
human activity. This structure imposes limitations, since 
it defines beforehand the human possibilities of combination, 
but it is also liberating insofar as, in the activity of 
combination, man is able to find himself and his place in 
the world. This purely relational structure is, therefore, 
both open and closed, both totalitarian and pluralistic.
The structuralist notion of "floating signifier," as well as 
the notion of "incomplete consistency," used by one of 
Barth's characters to define his way of life can be used to 
describe this at once closed and open structure which might 
be a possible answer to a non-realistic way of apprehending 
the world.

23. "Symposium Sidelights," p. 211.
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Levi-Strauss develops the concept of the floating
signifier (sjgnifiant flottant) out of the concept of "mana"
in the works of Marcel Mauss, a word which Levi-Strauss re-

24interprets in the light of modern studies in linguistics.
Mana is not, for Levi-Strauss, a generalized supernatural 
power which, in a given situation, may be applied to prac
tically any object or person so as to attribute a meaning to 
them, but a semantic function, a zero symbolic value, a term 
empty of meaning and therefore capable of accommodating any 
meaning whatsoever. In modern languages words like the 
English "oomph" applied to a woman to designate desirability, 
or the Portuguese "bicho" (beast) are words with mana-like 
functions: '

always and everywhere, these kinds of notions in
tervene , a little like algebraic symbols, in order 
to represent an undetermined value of signification, 
in itself void of meaning and therefore apt to re
ceive any meaning, whose unique function is to 
bridge the gap between signifier and signified, or, 
more exactly, to indicate that in a specific cir
cumstance, on a specific occasion, or the occasion 
of their manifestation, a relation of inadequacy is 
established between signifier and signified to the 
detriment of an earlier complementary s i t u a t i o n . 25

Mana is an open signifier, it shows the purely relational 
character of symbolic thought; it makes possible, for in
stance, for the-savage mind, the procedure which establishes

24. "Introduction a I 1oeuvre de Marcel Mauss," in 
Mauss,. Sociologie et Anthropologic, 4th ed. (Paris: Presses
Universitaires de France, 1968), pp. IX-LII.

25. "Introduction a 1 'oeuvre de Marcel Mauss,"
p. XLIV.
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the identify of cloud and smoke in the ritual of producing 
rain through the production of smoke. As a semantic func
tion mana also explains the relational nature of language as 
the precondition which makes every particular meaning possi
ble. This relational structure, Levi— Strauss observes, 
could not have been gradually established but came into 
being at once in its entirety, that is, containing already 
all future possibilities of meaning. If the universe, how
ever, has suddenly evolved from a state in which nothing had 
meaning to a state in which everything became meaningful, 
knowledge in this already meaningful universe was only grad
ually acquired, by means of the intellectual process which 
uses this relational process capable of producing meaning to 
establish significant oppositions between particular aspects 
of a signifier and a signified:

We believe that mana-like notions, however di
verse they may be, and viewed in their most general
ized function (which, we have seen, do not disappear 
in our mentality and in our kind of society) repre
sent precisely this floating signifier, which is 
the bondage /servitude/ of all finite thought (but 
also the pledge /le gage/ of all art, all poetry, 
all mythical and aesthetic inventions), although 
scientific_knowledge may be capable, if not of ex
hausting /etancher/, at least of partially organiz
ing it. 26

Levi-Strauss1 mana is, therefore, a peculiar kind of totali
tarianism, a liberating totalitarianism which, since it 
makes possible a generalized theory "of the laws of human

26. "Introduction a 1'oeuvre de Marcel Mauss,"
p. XLIX.
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thought" which ultimately explains how all culture comes 
into being, redefines man in the light of an anti- 
anthropooentrism. These laws, moreover, are in no way the 
same as the Jungian inherited unconscious, but are insepar
able from the laws governing the structures of language and 
culture, laws which enslave man since they are prior to him 
in the order of time, since, "like language, the social is_ an 
autonomous reality (the same reality, for that matter); sym
bols are more real than what they symbolize, the signifier

27precedes and determines the signified.-" Since the signi
fier is prior in time and contains all possibilities of com
bination, there is, Levi-Strauss argues, a "surplus of 
signification" in the worlds

There is always an inadequacy between the two /sig
nified, signifier/, apt to being harmonized by di
vine wisdom only, which results in the existence of 
a surplus of signifier with relation to the "signi
fies" to which it can be applied. In his effort to 
understand the world, man has thus at his disposal 
an overabundance of signification (which he disposes 
among objects according to the laws of symbolic 
thought the study of which is the concern of Ethnologists and Linguists).28

Levi-Strauss' theory of a surplus of signification repre
sents the liberating aspect of mana, of the floating sig
nifier, since it implies the existence of virtually endless

27. "Introduction a 1 1 oeuvre de Marcel Mauss," 
p. XXXII.

28. "Introduction a 1'oeuvre de Marcel Mauss,"
p. XLIX.
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possibilities within the confines of a relational structure, 
essentially a-historical and discontinuous as pure relation 
must necessarily be, and yet capable of producing an illu
sion of continuity in its embodiment, or reorganization 
through the same structure, of new components. And if Levi- 
Strauss is right, the continuity and diversity of history 
may be less real than the uniformity and discontinuity of 
myth. Discussing the definition of myth as evinced in the 
works of Levi-Strauss, Pierre Maranda says that "the life of 
myths consists in reorganizing traditional components in the 
face of new circumstances or, correlatively, in recognizing 
new, imported components in the light of tradition. More 
generally, the mythic process is a learning device in which
the uhintelligible-randomness--i.s reduced to the intelligible 

29--a pattern." In all cases, the structural activity does 
not change, only the components. History may well be less 
uniform than myth only in the sense that historical thought, 
by using timeless mythical procedures, succeeds in achieving 
the illusion of continuity by means of the categories of 
past and futures'

The awareness of the discontinuous nature of the 
symbolic process as a linguistic precondition governing pos
sible human activities imposes limitations on the concept of

29. "Introduction," in Mythology, ed. Pierre 
Maranda (Harmondsworth, Middlesex, England; Penguin, 1973),
p. 8.
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self and on the myth of man as creator and leads to a redef
inition of imaginative activity as combination and deriva
tion rather than as creation. The ideal of "homo sapiens," 
the man with a concept of a prescription, gives way to the 
ideal of "homo significans," the structural man defined by 
Barthes as man not "endowed with meanings, but man fabri
cating meanings, as if it could not be the content of mean
ings which exhausted the semantic goals of humanity, but 
only the act by which these meanings, historical and contin
gent variables, are p r o d u c e d . T h i s  man is, of course, 
more concerned with an activity than with a result. Barthes' 
definition is, in a sense, similar to Levi-Strauss' concept 
of the "bricoleur." "Bricolage," a word with no exact equi
valent in English, although the concept of the activity of 
the man who takes odd jobs, of the Jack-of-all-trades offers 
a possible approximation, is, for Levi-Strauss, both the 
characteristic activity of mythical thought which is always 
a new arrangement of elements, and the activity of the stu
dent of myth in his attempt to find, in his approach to myth, 
an intermediate ground between percept and concept in the 
space of the relational function of the sign. The "brico
leur" "is adept at performing a large number of diverse
tasks; but, unlike the engineer, he does not subordinate

30. Barthes, "The Structuralist Activity," Parti
san Review> 34 (Winter 1967), 82-88.
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each of them to the availability of raw materials and tools
conceived for the purpose of the project:

His universe of instruments is closed and the rules 
of his game are always to make do with 1whatever is 
at hand,1 that is to say with a set of tools and 
materials which is always finite and is also hetero
geneous because what it contains bears no relation, 
to the current project, or indeed to any particular 
project, but is the contingent result of all the oc
casions there have been to renew or enrich the stock 
or to maintain it with the remains of previous constructions or destructions.31

The "bricoleur" is thus a metaphor for man operating in a 
closed universe of possibilities given in advance, a man 
forced to define his role not so much teleologically as in 
terms of an activity of combination. His function is to in
terrogate "all the heterogenous objects of which his trea
sury is composed to discover what each of them could 
1 signify' and so * contribute to the definition of a set which 
has yet to materialize but which will ultimately differ from 
the instrumental set only in the internal disposition of its 
parts."^

Roland Barthes sees in the activity of "bricolage"
and in the function of the "bricoleur" metaphors for the
function of the writer and the literary activity:

But initially this desire /the desire to write, to 
communicate an affection/ has at its disposal no 
more than a poor and platitudinous language; the

31. Levi-Strauss, The Savage Mind (Chicago; Weiden- 
feld and Nicolson, 1966), p. 17.

32. The Savage Mind, p. 18.
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affectivity which is at the heart of all literature 
includes only an absurdly restricted number of func
tions : I desire, I suffer, I am angry, I contest, I
love, I want to be loved, I am afraid to die— out of 
this we must make an infinite literature.' Affectiv
ity is banal, or if you prefer, typical, and this 
circumstance governs the whole Being of literature; 
for if the desire to write is merely the constella
tion of several persistent figures, what is left to 
the writer.is no more than an activity of variation 
and combination: there are never creators, nothing
but combiners, and literature is like the ship Argo 
whose long history admitted of no creation, nothing 
but combinations; bracketed with an unchanging func
tion, each piece was nonetheless endlessly, renewed, - 
without the whole never ceasing to be the A r g o . 33

The concepts of the "bricoleur," of the mart deprived of his 
creative faculty but redeemed by an activity of combination, 
and of "bricolage," of an activity without a center teleo- 
logically defined, point to a shift of consciousness in the 
contemporary age, a shift from the map to the garden, from 
centralization to decentering, from prescriptive to descrip
tive attitudes. The motivation for this shift can be found, 
perhaps, in the awareness that, to use Levi-Strauss1 words, 
language and culture are autonomous codes, that the "signif
icant," the "floating signifier," precedes and determines 
the signified. These concepts suggest, perhaps, that we 
have moved from a world in which "man proposes and God dis
poses" to a world in which "God (or Language) pre-poses and 
man disposes." An awareness of this shift of consciousness, 
moreover, is essential to the understanding of writers such

33. Critical Essays, pp. xvi-xvii.



as John Barth. Not only Barth's fictions, but also his 
critical comments are a constant source of misunderstandings 
for critics unable to take Barth's writing on any terms ex
cept their own, that is, except through prescription.
Barth's article on "The Literature of Exhaustion," first 
published in 1967, is a case in point. According to Robert 
Alter, Barth's essay shows that, trying to expose the condi
tion of narrative literature in our days through the exem
plary figures of Borges, Beckett, and Nabokov, and that 
condition being "thoroughly contradictory— apocalyptic and 
elegiac, at the end of an ultimate cultural cul-de-sac yet 
somehow reaching toward exciting new possibilities," Barth 
succeeds only in showing that he is unable to solve the con
tradiction. He therefore declares that a few writers of 
genius can achieve the impossible, "to create a new litera
ture when there is nothing left to c r e a t e . B a r t h , how
ever, explicitly points out to a difference of levels in 
this contradiction. Borges, Barth says, is aware of the 
"difference between the fact of aesthetic ultimacies and
their artistic use. What it comes to is that an artist

35doesn't merely exemplify an ultimacy; he employs it."

34. Robert Alter, Partial Magic: The Novel as a
Self-Conscious Genre (Berkeley: Univ. of California Press,
1975) , pp. 226-227.

35. "The Literature of Exhaustion," The Atlantic 
Monthly, 220 (August 1967), p. 31.
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(The italics are Barth's.) On the level of fact, that is, 
of "factus," of an accomplished finality there is no possi
ble reconciliation of such opposites as life and death, 
reality and illusion, pluralism and totalitarianism. On the 
level of artistic use, however, as well as on the level of 
myth, language, and culture, where a virtually infinite num
ber of new combinations are possible through a finite number 
of operations, finality is impossible. There seems to be no 
end to the possible uses of language in Wittgenstein1s In
vestigations. ̂  As in the case of Levi-Strauss' floating 
signifier, or of the infinite possibilities of the ship Argo, 
the writer's surplus of signification is inexhaustible and 
thus defeats the writer's suicidal attempt to bring the 
world, or the novel, to an end by exhausting its possibili
ties . As Andrews learns in The Floating Opera, an attempt 
to commit suicide can always be frustrated by an awareness 
of a different linguistic possibility. Borges, of all wri
ters, is supremely aware of the inexhaustible possibilities 
of the narrative insofar as he sees the books of the past 
not. as facts, but as a structured text, or a cultural con
text filled with gaps and open possibilities which allow for 
endless reorganization. Pierre Menard is able to re-create 
the Quixote by reorganizing Cervantes' book in the light of

36. Philosophical Investigations, trans. G. E. M.
Anscombe (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1967).
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a new element, that is, Pierre Menard himself as the contem
porary author of Cervantes' masterpiece. Borges, in turn, 
rearranges the pieces Pierre Menard and Don Quixote to write 
"a remarkable and original work of literature, the implicit
theme of which is the difficulty, perhaps the unnecessity,

3 7of writing original works of literature," Barth is, of
course, creating a new combination by relating Borges to
Menard to Cervantes. This dissertation, which inserts Barth
in the process and recombines the previous elements, will be
reconstructed in relation to new elements at least four more
times, by four members of a graduate committee. ■

Borges, is, then, the writer as bricbleur dealing not
with a chosen but a given material the elements of which he
recombines in new ways. He, therefore, as Barth points out,
both denies and redeems originality and creativity:

What makes Borges' stance, if you like, more in
teresting to me than, say, Nabokov's or Beckett's, 
is the premise with which he approaches literature; 
in the words of his editors: "For /[Borges/ no one
has claim to originality in literature; all writers 
are more or less faithful amanuenses of the spirit, 
translators and annotators of preexisting arche
types." Thus his inclinication to write brief com
ments on imaginary books: for one to attempt to
add overtly to the sum of "original" literature by 
even so much as a conventional short story, not to 
mention a novel, would be too presumptuous, too na
ive; literature has been done long since. A librar
ian's point of view! And it would itself be too 
presumptuous if it weren't part of a lively, pas
sionately relevant metaphysical vision, and slyly

37. Barth, "The Literature of Exhaustion," p. 31.
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employed against itself precisely to make new and 
original literature.3 8

Barth’s comments on Borges shows that Alter’s view of the
achievement of "The Literature of Exhaustion" as the failure
to solve a contradiction is based on a flagrant misreading
of the text. Borges, as Barth shows again and again
throughout the article, offers a, possible solution for the
post-realist novel. Perhaps the best instance of such a
possible solution is Borges' account of the "Library of
Babel," which summarizes the previous discussion of texts
of LeVi-Strauss and Barthes, as well as the program of the

39literature of exhaustion. As Barth paints out,
the infinite library of one of his /[Borges^/ most 
popular stories is an image particularly pertinent 
to the literature of exhaustion; the "Library of 
Babel" houses every possible combination of alpha
betical characters and spaces, and thus every pos
sible book and statement, including your and my 
refutations and vindications, the history of the 
actual future, the history of every possible future, 
and, though he doesn't mention it, the encyclopedias 
not only of Tlon but of every imaginable other 
world— since, as in Lucretius' universe, the number 
Of elements, and so of combinations, is finite 
(though very large), and the number of instances of 
each element and combination of elements is infin
ite, like the library itself.40

Insofar as the literature of exhaustion has as its aim not
the representation of the world or of life directly.

38. "The Literature of Exhaustion," p. 33.
39. Labyrinths, ed. Donald A. Yates and James E. 

Irby (New York: New Directions, 1964), pp. 51-58.
40.. "The Literature of Exhaustion," p. 34.
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but the reorganization of a text which presumably represents 
life, and has its source not in life, but in a library, 
novels of exhaustion question the validity of realism. This 
conscious questioning of the realistic approach, however, 
does not necessarily make these novels unreal insofar as 
realism, or the ideology of the map, is nothing but a fic
tion proposing the duality of reality and fiction. Anthro
pologists such as Levi-Strauss constantly remind us that 
this duality is untrue, that reality comes to us already 
codified, that, as Richard Poirier observes, "life, even be
fore the novelist proposes to represent it, exists, it would 
seem, in the conditions and shapes imposed upon it by art, 
by the pastoral, allegorical, epic, narrative, political
imaginations, all as much as by the myths and rituals that

41are the accompaniment of nationality and religion."
Barth's awareness of the artificiality of realistic duali
ties is nowhere so clearly expressed as in the digression 
in Chimera, in which Barth himself appears as a lecturer 
commenting on his activity as a writer and declares that 
"since myths themselves are among other things poetic dis
tillations of our ordinary psychic experience and therefore 
point always to daily reality, to write realistic fictions 
which point always to mythic archetypes is . . . t o  take the
wrong end of the mythopoeic stick * however meritorious such

41. The Performing,Self, p. 36.
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fictions may be in other respects„ Better to address the 
archetypes d i r e c t l y . W r i t e r s  such as Barth and critics 
such as Vernon are becoming increasingly aware that reality 
and myth are not so far apart as centuries of realist 
thought would have us believe. As Vernon rightly observes, 
"realism creates the objectivity of the world by approaching 
it with the mental and aesthetic structure of copying," and 
is therefore as fantastic as fantasy i t s e l f . T h e  fantasy 
of realism, moreover, makes possible the idea of exhaustion, 
for only when a multidimensional world is reduced to the two 
dimensions of the map exhaustive description takes place. A 
labyrinth, Barth says in "The Literature of Exhaustion," 
cannot be truly exhausted, and the writer devoted to the im
possible task of exhausting it finds himself justified in 
the predicament of being lost.

The labyrinth as text filled with gaps, as a struc
ture of possibilities is a system of "incomplete consisten
cy." This expression is employed by Todd Andrews in The
Floating Opera to describe both his activities as a lawyer

44and his way of life. This system, as evinced in Todd's 
words and attitudes, is a structure in which the lack of any

42. Chimera (New York: Random House, 1972), p. 199.
43. The Garden and the Map, p. 47.
44. John Barth, The Floating Opera (New York: Dou

bleday, 1967), p. 191. All further references to the novel 
are to this edition.
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stable center makes possible a multiplicity of constructions 
or attitudes by means of the manipulation of a given number 
of structural elements. Except as the result of an arbitr
ary definition no center is possible because all structural 
possibilities can be defined as a center, all possible con
structions capable of being actualized in time are of equal 
value, or non-value. If, in the course of a chronological 
progression an arbitrary center is defined, the system of 
incomplete consistency is frozen into a system of complete 
consistency in which the denial of all further possibilities 
gives way to a static hierarchy of values. For Todd Andrews 
the law is one such system, since the decision of any legal 
matter involves the manipulation of data in such a way that, 
at a given moment, a possible center will be arbitrarily ac
tualized as the decisive element ordering a system of com
plete consistency.

Systems of incomplete consistency are games in which, 
because of the inherent lack of a center, all is possibility 
and process for man in the role of the "bricoleur." Insofar 
as such a man can no longer be defined as the essentially 
creative self of the realist tradition, these systems seem 
to pose a threat to what Tony Tanner calls an abiding dream 
in American literature, the dream that "an unpatterned, un
conditioned life is possible, in which your movements and 
stillnesses, choices and repudiations are all your own," a
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dream that implies a dread, the "American dread that someone
else is patterning your life, that there are all sorts of
invisible plots afoot to rob you of your autonomy of thought 

45and action." This dread has every reason to grow in a 
geometric progression since "the social anthropologist has 
now told the American individual that 'man has no direct 
contact with experience per se but . . . there is an inter
vening set of patterns which channel his senses and his 
t h o u g h t s ; T h e  American writer, however, Tanner feels, 
has tried to affirm his identity by showing he is able to 
move within fixity, a fixity which, in the last two decades, 
has largely been attributed to language as the notion of 
life as a fiction, as an invented superstructure, tends to 
become an obsession. This ability to move is expressed, 
according to Tanner, through an attempt to reconcile Proteus 
with realism, complete fluidity or dissolution in possibili
ties with the single, static possibility, by means of a tem
porary imprisonment of Proteus. This solution is, of course, 
a return to a qualified realism, and since this is not 
Barth's case. Tanner decides that Barth has given up the 
hope of getting hold of Proteus, of any reality at all, and 
has therefore lost the sense "of the value of fictions and

45. City of Words; American Fiction 1950-1970 
(London: Jonathan Cape, 1971), p. 15.

46. City of Words, pp. 16-17.
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any conviction that they may be significantly related to our

47experience of reality."
The essence of Proteus, however, consists not of 

being a temporary reality to be mastered for a time, but of 
being a Shape-shifter, and the function of the labyrinth is 
not to provide a way out, but a way in and ways through. 
Barth's novels are not attempts to capture Proteus, or to 
find the way out of the labyrinth, but attempts to live with 
Proteus, in the labyrinth, while somehow still affirming 
human values, through the very activity of struggling with 
Proteus, with systems of incomplete consistency. Human in
volvement in systems of incomplete consistency is a dynamic 
activity in the sense that it results in a burst of vital, 
creative energy. But the systems of incomplete consistency 
in Barth's novels involve a dynamics also in the sense that 
their evolution evinces a pattern of change in terms of 
Barth's growing awareness of their nature and function. The 
next chapters of this dissertation will be devoted to the 
study of this evolution from The Floating Opera to Chimera.

47. City of Words,, p. 253.



CHAPTER 2

TWO NOVELS OF INNOCENCE

The decline of realism, like the fall from innocence, 
occurs when these evolutionary stages become self-conscious, 
when they are disturbed by the unsuspected, insidious knowl
edge introduced from the outside. For example, the disrup
tive forces of a serpent or an anthropologist may eventually 
give rise to the awareness that what was once thought of as an 
absolute is nothing but a stage, or a construct. In the case 
of realism, decline coincides with the suspicion that the 
process by means of which facts are created cannot be distin
guished from the process by which fantasy is created, the 
awareness that an unconscious operation makes both of these 
terms possible by opposing one to the other. When John Barth, 
in Chimera, his last novel to date, suggests that myth always 
refers to reality and reality always points outward to myth, 
not to reality, his position evinces both an awareness of the 
decline of realism in general and of his own particular kind 
of realism, the realism of The Floating Opera and of The End 
of the Road, novels which are, of course, very different from 
Chimera. This difference is, ultimately, due to a lack of 
awareness as to the nature of systems of incomplete consis
tency, although these systems are always present and

37



38
operative.. The unconscious use of these open systems of pos
sibilities which constitute a precondition to realistic dual
ism gives rise to the belief in these dualities as absolutes, 
in realism as unmediated truth, and, therefore, as essential
ly innocent, in its innocence realism endows man with a cen
tral position, he is the center capable of manipulating 
presumably pre-existent dualistic categories. He uses lan
guage to create hierarchical orders involving a relation of 
subordination between fact and fiction, master and slave, the 
self and nature. When this central position of value-making 
is attributed to a Language which speaks through man instead 
of being spoken, realistic humanism must necessarily crumble. 
This shift from emphasis on man to emphasis on language is an
apt description of the evolution of Barth's work from his
first to his last novel, a shift which justifies his view, 
expressed in an interview with John J. Enck in 1964, that his 
two first realistic novels were not really about values, but 
about innocence. "What happened was," says Barth, "I had 
thought I was writing about Values and it turned out I was 
writing about innocence, which I found to be a more agreeable 
subject anyway: 'That field where we all wander, hand to 
brow.'"'*' The novels were apparently meant to deal with val
ues since, as Barth explained to a reviewer in 1960, "I

1. John J. Enck, "John Barth: An Interview," Wis
consin Studies in Contemporary Literature, 6 (Winter-Spring 
1965), p. 11.
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deliberately had /Tod Andrews/ end up with the brave ethical 
subjectivism in order that Jacob Horner might undo that posi
tion in #2 and carry all non-mystical value-thinking to the

2end of the road." Realistic values, that is, values created 
by man through the manipulation of language as a system of 
incomplete consistency, must necessarily be thought of as in
nocent if language, somehow, becomes the manipulator rather 
than the manipulated. As long as this assumption does not 
■exist it is always possible to attribute a central position 
to man and claim that a multiplicity of values, or opinions, 
can exist not because there is a "floating signifier" which 
is prior to particular meanings, but because language is a 
flawed instrument used by man, a tool by which he can repre
sent experience only imperfectly and in a multiplicity of in
complete manners. In this context experience is , of course, 
something other than language, not a signified but a myster
ious source capable of becoming significations, even though 
these significations are never perfect, language can never, 
to use Barthes' word, catch up with reality. In the Floating 
Opera Andrews is a man at the center of things, manipulating 
both the language of the law and people transformed into, lan
guage by conventions. In both cases language is insufficient 
to account for the facts of life, or of the law, and so there

2. George Bluestone, "John Wain and John Barth:
The Angry and the Accurate," Massachusetts Review 1 (May 
1960) , p. 586.
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is always another possibility, any construct created by lan
guage is always incomplete, and man's function is to fill in 
the gaps of experience with successive interpretations.

I shall argue in the next chapters that in Barth's 
later works the insufficiency of language is viewed as an 
overabundance and that the subjective attitude of dealing 
with language as an object becomes a kind of intersubjectiv- 
ity in which language is no longer used but has a voice of its 
own. In the two first novels, however, the notion of lan
guage as an imperfect tool to express the inexpressible in an 
endless succession of flawed attempts links these novels to 
the tradition of the self-conscious novel from Cervantes to 
Sterne to Machado de Assis, the novel that "systematically 
flaunts its own condition of artifice and that by so doing
probes into the problematic relationship between real-seeming

3artifice and reality." Barth himself acknowledges his debt
to this tradition, in particular to its Brazilian
representative:

But when I wrote The Floating Opera . . . , I was
very much under the influence of a Brazilian novel
ist whom I'd just come across, Machado de Assis— who 
in turn, though he wrote at the end of the 19th cen
tury and the beginning of the 20th, was very much 
under the influence of Tristram Shandy; the same kind 
of technical playfulness and similar view of the 
world. So I got my Sterne by way of B r a z i l . 4

3. Alter, Partial Magic, p. x.
4. Alan Prince, "An Interview with John Barth," 

Prism (Spring 1968), p. 47.
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A close look at the works of Assis which were read by Barth 
would show that the influence acknowledged by Barth is signi
ficant, particularly in connection with the topic under con
sideration here, the original adoption of a traditional mode 
of writing in The Floating Opera and The End of the Road, and 
a shift away from this mode in the later work. Pom Casmurro, 
in particular, often acclaimed as Assis' masterpiece, is simi
lar to Barth's two novels in technique and also in terms of 
some of its thematic concerns. David Morrell tentatively sug
gests some correspondences:

Dorn Casmurro he /Barth/7 especially liked, and some 
elements of its plot he developed in a quite differ
ent way in The Floating Opera. The narrators of both 
novels are lawyers, and each becomes involved in a 
love triangle, the product of which is a child whose 
father is not definitely known. They consider sui
cide , describe the day on which they intended to do 
it, how at night they went to the theater, and how 
the sight of the child that was perhaps theirs 
stopped them. They even think of life as an opera, 
but the difference here is a mark of the difference 
between the novels: Dorn Casmurro's opera is the se
rious musical kind, his image drawn out and far- 
fetched; Todd Andrew's opera is the floating showboat 
kind, his image tossed off and fetching.5

Morrell takes pains to establish an equivalence between the 
two novels in terms of plot, an equivalence which, in the 
light of Barth's comments on Assis, seems to be less signifi
cant than similarities in terms of the genre which links 
Assis to Sterne and in terms of a "similar view of the world."

5. John Barth: An Introduction (University Park
and London: The Pennsylvania State University Press, 1976),
p. 127.
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The genre, which Alter defines in terras of self-consciousness, 
is characterized by its concern with the relationship between 
words and things, with the power verbal constructs have of 
distorting reality and experience. "The novel begins," says 
Alter, "out of an erosion of belief in the authority of the 
written word, and it begins with Cervantes," and a central 
insight of Tristram Shandy "is that any literary convention 
means a schematization— and thus a misrepresentation— of re
ality. The distorting power of verbal constructs is, of 
course, a two-edged weapon which may be used, on the one hand, 
to show the power of the imagination and, on the other, its 
perversity in the rape of reality. In' Tristram Shandy the 
sheer length of the novel is perhaps an indication that the 
former aspect is emphasized, although "Sterne must repeatedly 
concede the possibility, so palpable in the thought of his 
age, that the imagination is a cheat, a purveyor of sub-
stanceless flimflam in a mechanistically determined physical 

7universe." In Dorn Casmurro, however, as well as in Barth's 
two early novels, imagination always lingers on the verge of 
perversity, the word has become a threat rather than a bless
ing presumably because of the human propensity to use it in a 
predominantly self-defensive way.

6. Partial Magic, pp. 3, 3 3. .
7. Partial Magic, p. 38.
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In Pom Casmurro a fifty-seven-year-old lawyer living 

a secluded life in a suburb of late nineteenth-century Rio de 
Janeiro and bored by an uneventful existence decides to write 
a novel telling the story of his life.^ This novel, he ex
plains , is his second attempt at a reconstruction of the past 
he wants to recapture in his old age. His first attempt was 
the building of the house in which he has lived for some time 
when he decides to write his novel, a house which reproduces 
in every detail the house, now no longer existent, in which 
he had grown up. This reconstruction of the past, however, 
though capable of reproducing the space surrounding the man, 
fails to reproduce the man himself in his childhood and youth 
and the novel, the narrator thinks, will perhaps bring to 
life this integral image of the past and, moreover, relate 
this image to his present situation in a meaningful way. "My 
purpose," he says, "was to tie together the two ends of my 
life, to restore adolescence in old age" (PC, 5).

The story of the narrator's life is, in the last 
analysis, the story of how Bento Santiago came to be known as 
Pom Casmurro by his neighbors and acquaintances, of how a 
Catholic fifteen-year-old boy, the only child of a wealthy, 
dominating widow becomes a "casmurro," a "morose,

8. Joaquim Maria Machado de As sis, Pom Casmurro, 
trans. Helen-Caldwell (Berkeley and Los Angeles; University 
of California Press, 1966). Unless otherwise stated, further 
quotations are from this translation.



tight-lipped man withdrawn within himself" (DC, 4). A change 
of names implies a corresponding change in his life and 
therefore an account of the facts of his life will provide an 
explanation of the change in names. The facts of his life 
which explain this discontinuity, he feels, were his marriage 
to the girl next door after an ingenious alternative was 
found to his mother's promise to God that he would become a 
priest, and the consequences of this marriage: (1) his sus
picion and subsequent assurance that Capitolina, or Capitu 
for short, betrays him; (2) that his only son may be, in fact, 
the son of Escobar, his best friend; and finally (3) his sep
aration from his wife and son and his secluded life which ex
plains the adoption, by his neighbors, of the nickname 
"casmurro" which, they feel, adequately describes his unusual 
behavior.

Santiago's version of the story of his life, however, 
is constantly undermined by the suggestion that this version 
may indeed be nothing but a perversion. The power of the 
imagination is the power to distort and, therefore, any ac
tion based on this distortion will reflect its perversity. 
Santiago's narrative is the story of his life but it is also 
the story of an unreliable narrator and of the power verbal 
constructs have of turning people into fictions which can be 
then manipulated according to rules fictitiously pre- 
established. Santiago's crucial actions in the novel are
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determined by preexistent verbal construct and when he final
ly succeeds in creating his own construction Capitu must be 
sacrificed to Santiago's fiction, she must obey fictional 
rules which, when used, are always guilty of terrorism. The 
letter, once used, kills.

Santiago's childhood is haunted by the terror of 
being a character in his mother's fiction, which will give 
him, in the near future, a place in a seminary, and later, a 
function as a Catholic priest. Dona Gloria, his mother, hav
ing lost her first-born, had promised God that, if her second 
child were a boy, and if he lived she would make him a priest. 
Santiago lived, and was therefore not simply born, but born 
to be a priest. This was, however, a single role in a par
ticular fiction and Santiago would have, in the future, other 
roles in other fictions. His love for Capitu, for example, 
which would result in a disastrous marriage, had its origin 
in a conversation between his mother and Jose Dias, the fam
ily friend whose opinions she valued highly. In this conver
sation Jose Dias suggests a new role for Santiago in 
connection with Capitu. Jose'Dias suggests that Bentinho is 
making love to Capitu, that they are "getting into corners," 
and "whispering in secret" (DC, 7). As Bento overhears the 
conversation he realizes at once that he is really in love 
with Capitu, reinterprets all his. former childish pranks and 
mischiefs in terms of this new role, and hastily leaves to
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see Capitu and to experience the awakening of his adolescent 
sexual impulses in the first kiss. This awakening, however, 
is moulded by a formula, a convention in which the silence in 
the presence of Capitu becomes meaningful, her steps make him 
tremble, and in which he feels for the first time a sensation 
"sweet and new" and, of course, unforgettable. "All this," 
he concludes, "was now presented to me through" the mouth of 
Jose Dias, who had informed upon me to myself" (DC, 25-26). 
Jose Dias had, indeed, not only led him to the discovery of 
an unconscious experience but also moulded this experience by 
means of a formulaic expression. Later, the discovery of 
mutual love will be, for Santiago, contained in a formula, in 
this case the juxtaposition of the two names of Bento and 
Capitolina which Capitu had carved with a nail on the wall. 
"Confession of children," the narrator exclaims, "thou art 
easily worth two or three pages, but I must hurry along. The 
truth is, we said nothing: the wall spoke for us. We did 
not move. It was our hands that stretched out, little by 
little, all four of them, catching hold of each other, tight
ening their grasp, melting one into the other" (DC, 29). The 
duality of an inscription produces, then, the fourfold struc
ture of hands tightened in a grasp signifying love. But lan
guage can produce separation as well, a separation which 
actually takes place when Jose Dias suggests the possibility
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of a new fiction for Bento, a fiction in which his main role 
will be that of the jealous husband, or Othello.

The function of Jose Dias in the novel deserves 
careful consideration. In the original he is called "agre- 
gado," "aggregated," which Caldwell translates as "depen
dent," a poor equivalent since, as the context makes clear, 
the "agregado" is a person who has joined the family in 
specific, circumstances and has acquired, in time, the status 
of a member of the family endowed with a certain authority, 
with the capacity to give influential opinions on family mat
ters .  ̂ Jose Dias is, therefore, capable of altering a partic
ular course of events in a family affair, and this ability to 
produce change is reflected in the very language he uses.
Here again the English translation fails to convey the force 
of the original, for Assis is playing with words. "Jose 
Dias," we are told, "loved superlatives. It was a means of 
giving a monumental aspect to his ideas; when he had no ideas, 
it served to prolong his. phrases" (DC, 9). He excuses him
self of informing Dona Gloria on Bentinho and Capitu, for in^ 
stance, by claiming that his affection for the family has 
forced him "to perform an unpleasant duty, a most unpleasant 
duty" (DC, 9). In the original "an unpleasant duty, a most 
unpleasant duty" is "urn dever amargo, um dever amarissimo,"

9. Machado de Assis, Obra Completa, Vol. I, ed. 
Afranio Coutinho (Rio de Janeiro: Editor a Jose" Aguilar Ltda. ,
1959) , p. 732-733.
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this last word being the strong synthetic superlative which 
has no equivalent in English, a compound of "amargo" and 
"issimo," the ending indicative of the superlative in which 
the original word is altered both in form and meaning by 
means of an addition. Jose Dias' style is, therefore, the man, 
and his ability to use language is effective in altering the 
significance of both words and experiences. He knows, indeed, 
"How to give his opinion and yet defer" (in the original 
"obedecendo," "obeying") to both people and language .(DC, 12). 
His role in changing Santiago, in moulding him in verbal con
structs, should not be underestimated. He suggests not only 
that Bentinho is in love, but also that Capitu has "gypsy1s 
eyes— oblique and sly" (DC, 50), and, in a chapter entitled 
"A touch of Iago," that Capitu is a "giddy creature . .  
waiting to hook some young buck of the neighborhood and marry 
him" (DC, 125).^ Later, after the birth of a son to Santi
ago and Capitu, Jose Dias pays the couple a visit and,

10. Helen Caldwell's widely known book. The Brazil
ian Othello of Machado de Assis (Berkeley and Los Angeles: 
University of California Press, 1960), discusses the presence 
of Shakespeare's Othello in Assis' novel in great detail. 
Caldwell, however, gets carried away by her thesis that Ma
chado is rewriting Shakespeare for a Brazilian audience, and 
enthusiastically sees analogies everywhere. Machado uses 
Othello as he uses Jose'Dias' suggestions, as a verbal con
struct ready to be used as a mould shaping experience. Cald
well could probably avoid the unfortunate discovery of some 
far-fetched analogies were she not so thoroughly convinced 
that "only we /critics in the English-speaking world, famil
iar with the works of Shakespeare/ can truly appreciate the 
great Brazilian." (p- v) .
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because the night before he had been reading the book of 
Ezekiel, addresses himself to the boy in a biblical manner: 
"'How goes it, son of man?' 'Tell me, son of man, where are
your toys?1 'Would you like a sweet, son of man?'" (DC, 218).
The dependent is here clearly alluding to the fact that 
there is no possibility of asserting beyond doubt that the 
boy is the son of a particular man, Santiago, and the let
ter's discovery that Capitu betrays him is a fiction partly 
created by the suggestions of Jose'Dias, enhanced by Santi
ago 's experience of seeing Othello performed on the stage, 
and by a few final touches added by Santiago himself. As the 
fiction takes a final shape in his mind, as he realizes that 
the boy who passes for his son resembles Escobar and must, 
therefore, be his friend's son. Bento decides at first to 
commit suicide. On the fatal day, however, he goes to the 
theatre and Shakespeare.'s tragedy changes his mind. "The 
last act showed me," he explains, "that not I, but Capitu 
ought to die" (DC, 243). He leaves the theatre, roams 
through the streets the rest of the night, and returns home 
in the morning to write two versions of a letter to Capitu, 
one of which he decides to destroy: "I burned the first,
thinking it too long and diffuse. The second contained only 
what was necessary, clear and brief. It did not remind her 
of our past, nor of the struggles we had had, not of any joy: 
it spoke only of Escobar and of the necessity of dying
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(DC, 244) . The clear and brief text, or, in other words, the 
completely consistent text is the fictional text in which 
Capita must die, although her physical death will be post
poned. Santiago has borrowed a text which, after some slight 
changes, he will mercilessly use as a weapon to fool himself 
and the reader and to consummate a perversion. . fie will later 
pretend to consider impartially the possibility of a separa
tion and inform her of his decision, but as he tells the 
reader, "to tell you the truth, it had all been thought over 
and decided" (DC, 251). In the Portuguese original the fi
nality of this statement is emphasized by the formulaic usage
of the biblical "truly, I say to you" ("Em verdade vos digo

11que tudo estava pensado e feito").
Santiago burns the first version of the letter, he 

claims, because it was "long and diffuse," but the real rea
son must be found elsewhere, in the fact that this text, far 
from being final, was characterized by suggestions which 
questioned the validity of Santiago's consistent fiction, the 
possibilities suggested by a lifetime of love, struggles, and 
joy. Assis is suggesting here the use of language and fic
tion which Santiago must necessarily deny, the use which en
courages the search for possibilities and obviates finalities. 
Capitu represents, in the novel, this view of language since,

11. Obra Complete, p. 863.



for her, no finction is ever final but rather, filled with 
gaps or possibilities to be completed.

Capitu1s awareness of messages, or fictions, as pos
sibilities is first shown in the chapter entitled "Another 
sudden voice," which concludes the episode dealing with the 
inscription of names on the wall. Whereas for Santiago the 
wall speaks for the two lovers, and it speaks of the finality 
of love, for Capitu the message on the wall admits of other 
possible meanings, other interpretations, depending on the 
circumstances. The circumstances, as it happens, demand an 
immediate variation of the message. As Santiago and Capitu 
stand silently, hand in hand, and only the eyes "continued to 
say infinite things" (DC, 30), another voice, finite and real 
this time, is heard, the voice of the girl's father, Padua, 
who wants to know what they are doing. Capitu, with a casual 
air, "scratched over the scratches to thoroughly efface the 
writing. Padua came out into the yeard to see what was going 
on, but his daughter had already begun something else, a pro
file, which she said was a picture of him? and it could as 
easily have been of him as of her mother" (DC, 30). Capitu, 
in other words, refuses to admit that a final word was spoken 
by the wall, and Padua sees nothing but a comic profile.

Messages, like fictions, are thus for Capitu open 
forms. Dona Gloria's fiction of Bento's vocation, she knows, 
can be changed, reinterpreted in the light of new possible
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circumstances. For Bento this fiction cannot be changed, it 
can only be replaced by another final fiction. He dreams, 
for instance, of having the emperor talk to Dona Gloria and 
intervening in favor of sending him to the medical school in 
Rio de Janeiro. The emperor, a sort of God’s representative 
on earth, by means Of sheer authoritative power, would create 
a new final fiction to replace his mother's original promise 
to God. Capitu, however, tentatively searches for alterna
tives, even though her first suggestion has all the appear
ance of being as radical and final as Bento's dream. Moved 
by the words of a pedlar's song which reminds her of her 
poverty, she dreams of being rich and sending Santiago to 
Europe to release him of his mother's vow. But the narrator 
immediately qualifies Capitu's plan:

As you see, Capitu, at fourteen, already had 
daring ideas— much less so. than others which came, to 
her later: but they were daring only in conception.
In practice they were apt, sinuous, unobtrusive, and 
accomplished the end proposed, not at one leap but 
by a series of little leaps. I do not know if I make 
myself clear. Imagine a great plan executed by tiny 
means. Thus, not to abandon her vague and hypotheti
cal desire of sending me to Europe— Capitu, if she 
were able to accomplish it, would not have me embark 
on a steamship and flee: She would throw out a
string of canoes from here to there, over which I, 
seeming to go to Fort Lage on a pontoon bridge, would 
really go to Bordeaux, and leave my mother waiting on 
the sand. Such was the peculiar nature of my little 
friend's character. It is not to be wondered at that 
she should oppose my projects for open resistance, ■ 
and resort rather to blander methods— the slow action 
of intercession, pledges— gentle, daily persuasion— ■ 
that she should examine beforehand the persons on 
whom we might count. She rejected Uncle Cosme. He 
was an idler; even if he did not approve of my



53
ordination he would never lift a finger to prevent it. 
Cousin Justina was better than he, and better than 
either would be Padre Cabral, because of his author
ity, but the padre could not be expected to work 
against the Church, unless I should confess that I 
did not feel the call. . . .

I will confess. . , (DC, 40)
The paragraph has been quoted in full both because it is a 
"tour de force" and because Barth, unlike Santiago, the jea
lous husband who hates diffuseness and emphasizes the "clear 
and brief" version of his letter, would be delighted by its 
structure. The English translation preserves this structure, 
except for the addition of a fourth period after "I did not 
feel the call." The original, in fact, closes the paragraph 
with an ellipsis, that is, Assis' punctuation reveals the es
sential fact of the paragraph structure, the fact that its
beginning leads to a goal not "at one leap, but by a series

12of little leaps." The first part of the paragraph, which 
presents Santiago's elaborate image of Capitu's character, 
complements the second, in which Santiago expresses Capitu's 
suggestions for the solution of his problem. In the image 
Capitu would Send Bento to Europe but, somehow, he would 
never leave Rio, or his mother waiting on the beach, since 
Fort Lage is in the harbor of Rio de Janeiero and Capitu re
fuses to use the steamship which would lead him quickly to 
his goal. She would use a string of canoes capable of, some
how, conciliating Bento with two apparently disconnected

12. Obra Complete, p. 749.
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objectives, Fort Lage and Bordeaux. On a two dimensional map 
this would, of course, be impossible, but not in a multi
dimensional labyrinth where ways leading to a dead end admit 
also of branches which might also lead to a possible solution 
by means of successive interpretations. The way to the dead 
end and the way to salvation are, thus, the same; salvation 
consisting on variations, on the use of dead-end exits found 
along the way. Thus, Bordeaux must be found somewhere be
tween two locations in the harbor of Rio de Janeiro and con
nected not by a bridge, but by the flexibility of a series of 
pontoons.

The second part of the paragraph, expressing Capi- 
tu's sinuous reasoning, her examination of possibilities, re
produces the image of the first part in the very structure of 
the sentence which evinces not a linear progression but a 
succession of leaps, of digressions, of possible alternatives. 
The last sentence, in particular, with its structure of sub
ordinate and coordinate clauses ("because," "but," "unless"), 
lingers and digresses in an attempt to refuse the end, an end 
which, indeed, does not come but is imposed from without, 
from Bento's adoption of a suggestion as a final solution:
"I will confess." Assis thus summarizes, in this paragraph, 
the essential attitudes of Bento and Capitu in their use of 
fictions and messages, the attitudes which will later throw 
light on their actions and on crucial episodes such as the
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sacrifice of Capitu. Capita begins, in effect, to act ac
cording to her plan, she begins to search for a possible way 
to reconcile Bento's imposed vocation and their future mar
riage. She must be included in a fiction from which she was 
originally excluded and she decides, therefore, to offer her
self as a possibility to the author of that fiction. Dona 
Gloria herself. Capitu, the narrator explains, gradually be
came a part of the family, she "was making her way into my 
mother's heart. They were together most of the time, talking 
about me apropos of the sun and the rain or nothing. Capitu 
used to go there and sew in the mornings; sometimes she 
stayed for dinner" (DC, 133). Dona Gloria responds to Capitu 
and the possibility of a reconstruction of her original fic
tion in such a way that God, as well as herself. Bento and 
Capitu would be satisfied. Capitu, she thinks, would make 
Bento happy, and if Bento would of his own accord refuse to 
be ordained in order to be married to Capitu, she would not 
be responsible for the break of contract with God since in 
this contract intention is what counts. "The advantage of 
making a contract with heaven," the narrator observes, "is 
that intention has the same value as money." Dona Gloria, 
however, is finally convinced that there is no real break of 
the promise only when Escobar, Bento's friend, suggests a 
further possibility by means of a lawyer's reading of the 
legal terms of the contract. As Escobar explains to Bento>
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Dona Gloria had promised to give God a priest but she had not 
specified that he, Bento, should necessarily be this priest. 
"Well, then, let her give him a priest, as long as it's hot 
you. She can easily take some orphan boy, have him ordained 
at her expense; a padre is given, without your. . . " (DC, 
184). He is interrupted by the enthusiastic approval of San
tiago, who is thus saved from the seminary by means of the 
imaginative power he himself does not have.

Assis" novel illustrates, therefore, two views of 
language and of fiction, which can be defined in terms of the 
two versions of Santiago's letter, one final, clear, and 
brief, containing only the necessary, the other "diffuse," 
aware of possibilities and capable of obviating finality.
These two views of language are also the central concern of 
Barth's two first novels, written in the period which he con
sidered innocent insofar as these books presuppose that lan
guage can be used both as a liberating power and as a 
perverse distortion. Barth considered these novels as part 
of a series, and pointed Out once that both would have one 
similar character, "some sort of bachelor, more or less ir
responsible, who either rejects absolute values or encounters

13their rejection." Barth's statement sums up, in a sentence, 
the story of Tod Andrews and Jake Horner but it can also be

13 . Judith GoIdwyn, "New Creative Writers , " Library 
Journal 81 (1 June 1956), p. 1497.
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applied to the story of Capita's life. As I have tried to 
show in my reading of Dorn Casmurro, Capita embodies the re
jection of absolate fictions even thoagh she will, like Jake 
Horner and Rennie Morgan, become the prey of one sach fic
tion. Santiago and Joe Morgan, of coarse, reject absolate 
valaes in the sense that they replace these valnes by means 
of the creation, or adoption, of a "relative valae" which 
ends ap as an absolate fiction.

The story of Tod Andrews is the story of Santiago's 
coanterpart, of the man endowed with imagination and, there
fore, capable of rejecting absolates. Assis devotes one 
chapter of his book to the story of Santiago's failare to be 
a poet, the story, as the narrator pats it, of "a sonnet that 
I never wrote" (DC, 110). One day, daring the time he was 
forced to spend in the seminary becaase his mother's contract 
with God had not yet been broken, Santiago, in a moment of 
inspiration, atters a sentence in the measare of verse which, 
he decides, will be the first line of a sonnet. In a second 
barst of imagination, he composes the final verse of the son
net, the traditional golden key which, he saspects, is gen
erally "poared before the lock itself" (DC, 111). Between 
these two lines, however, between "0 flower of heaven1 0
flower bright and pare I" and "Life is lost, the battle still 
is won I" Santiago is atterly defeated by the many possible 
ideas he can ase. "Flower of heaven," he realizes, coaid be
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Capitu, virtue, poetry, religion, but the last line would 
make "battle” and "justice" two equally acceptable possibili
ties. "It was more appropriate to say that in the struggle 
for justice life is lost perchance but the battle still is 
won. It also occurred to me to accept battle in its ordinary 
sense and make it the fight for one's country, for example" 
(DC, 111). After two more attempts, in which he considers us
ing "charity" as his theme and transposes the words "won" and 
"lost" in the last line so that the original meaning is 
radically distorted, he finally gives up:

I.toiled in vain, I searched, I hunted, I waited.
No verses came. Since then I have written more than 
one page of prose, and now I am composing this narra
tive, though I still find nothing in this world more 
difficult than writing, well or ill. Well, sirs, 
nothing consoles me for that sonnet I did not write.
But, as I believe that sonnets spring ready made, as 
do odes and dramas and the other works of art, by a 
law of metaphysical order, I offer these two verses 
to the first idle soul who wants them. On a Sunday, 
or if it's raining, or in the country, or in any 
other moments of leisure, he can try to see if the 
sonnet will come. All he has to do is give it an 
idea and fill in the missing middle. (DC, 113)

Santiago's failure as a poet is a consequence of his inabil
ity to imagine consistent possibilities within a formula:, to 
"fill in the missing middle," although he is, of course, 
capable of adopting ready-made fictions. Tod Andrews, how
ever, like Capitu, has the imaginative power Santiago lacks, 
the ability to imagine alternatives' to the apparent rigidity 
of verbal constructs, legal or otherwise. As he introduces 
himself to the reader on the first page of the book and
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explains the purpose of the novel, he addresses himself to 
the "middle" rejected by Santiago. His task is "the explana
tion of a day in 1937 when I changed my mind" (FO, 1), his 
attention is directed not to the initial and final situations 
connected by a process of change but to the process itself. 
Tod's change of mind occurs, of course, when he finds the 
missing middle connecting the proposition "there is no final 
reason for living" with its counterpart, "there is no final 
reason to commit suicide." The missing middle, summed up in 
the proposition "there is no ultimate reason for valuing any
thing," when viewed in its relation to the life and actions 
of human beings, is the central concern of the novel and the 
fundamental problem of Andrews' life and of his narrative, 
the problem of the possibility of significant human action 
when everything "is significant, and nothing is finally im
portant" (FO, 6), the problem, in short, of living in a world 
of signification, not values. In such a world man's function 
must, of course, be redefined, since he can no longer embody 
the function of creating values, of imposing patterns on re
ality but must assume the position of "homo significans," the 
man capable of finding meaning in the Very activity of struc
turing possible significations by means of an activity of 
combination. For such a man life is a labyrinth rather than 
a map, a text of possibilities rather than a definition, and 
if he risks never finding a way out he is nevertheless able
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to find some compensations in being lost. Andrews' story is 
the story of how he accepted life in the labyrinth, of how he 
came to the realization that the moulding of reality by lan
guage may well be, indeed, less rewarding than the eccentric 
life of adopting masks in succession in response to the flux 
of reality. In the labyrinth, of course, the concept of a 
Unitarian self is necessarily lost; the self becomes a func
tion which exists only in relation to the possibilities he 
cannot fully control. Robert Musil, a writer whom Barth 
greatly admires, has expressed this loss of the self through 
Ulrich, the man without qualities. Responding to the sug
gestion that there is value in a man "striving to be some
thing integral," Ulrich observes that, in the age of the "im
measurable opacity" of the newspaper in which "so many things 
come under discussion that it would surpass the intellectual 
capacity of a Leibniz," this man no longer exists; "One has 
become different. There is no longer a whole man confronting 
a whole world, but a human something floating about in a uni
versal culture m e d i u m . M a s k s ,  thus, destroy the Unitarian 
concept of the self, but in Barth's early work the reader may 
still find some comfort in the belief that, behind all the 
masks, there must be a real Tod Andrews, and even a real Jake 
Horner. But masks are not purely destructive, they allow for

14. Robert Musil. The Man Without Qualities, vol.
I, trans. Eithne Wilkins and Ernst Kaiser (New York: Capri
corn Books, 1965), p. 257.
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a "human something floating" in the significant activity of 
changing identities.

Tod Andrews learns of the possible advantages of 
masks in the two episodes of his life which he described as 
"demonstrations of . . = animality" (FO, 124). The second of 
these experiences of animality took place in a battle in 
World War 1. Tod recollects two scenes of this battle, one 
in which he shoots at the Germans from a ridge, the second in 
a hole where he shares, for a time, his experience of animal 
fear with a particular German soldier and finally kills him. 
In both scenes the shooting and the killing take place as the 
result of the application of verbal formulas to a situation 
in life, even though the more particular case of the German 
soldier is the more impressive since, as the narrator points 
out, there is a difference between agreeing intellectually to 
a proposition and experiencing the truth of such a proposi
tion in a concrete situation. From the ridge, in the first . 
scene, Tod sees what he initially recognizes as "a number of 
uniformed figures . . . attending to some business of theirs 
in a hollow below me," and he immediately gives them a name: 
"’Why,1 I said to myself, rather drunkenly, ’those men are 
German soldiers. That is the enemy'" (FO, 62). He auto
matically starts shooting at them in what he thinks is "a 
hell of an easy war," since his activity amounts to nothing 
but the repetition of a formula, all he has to do is summed
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up in the mechanical moves of "reloading and firing, reload
ing and firing, reloading and firing" (FO, 62). In this 
first scene, of course, Tod acts within the context of a pre
existent pattern which prescribed his actions, he has dis
covered the pre-established duality of "friend" and "enemy" 
and acts accordingly. In the second scene the pattern dic
tating behavior is subtracted and Tod, in a shell hole, feels 
the "purely physical sensation" of fear, he is nothing but a 
drooling animal in a mud-hole, scared by the possibility of 
suffering death alone? he is, in short, deprived of the com
fort of a formula. "With a part of my mind," he says "I was 
perfectly willing to join in the fighting, though I was con
fused? if someone had shouted orders at me. I'm certain I'd 
have obeyed them. But I was left entirely alone, and alone 
my body couldn't move" (FO, 63). This drooling animal in 
his fear, however, welcomes the German soldier who jumps into 
his mudhole and, in his terror of imminent death, becomes 
also the prey of instinctive dread. Thus the animal fear 
which rejects formulas and the call to duty joins them in an 
embrace and in a communion of complete understanding until 
this animal love becomes conscious of itself. Tod Andrews 
begins to ask questions, to view that relationship through 
verbal constructs and, therefore, to see the German not as a 
fellow animal, but as an enemy soldier. This evolution from 
instinctive embrace to self-consciousness is also the



63
evolution from animal to animality which finally leads Todd 
to kill the German soldier. Without self-consciousness, thus, 
the animal is free from the verbal formula which leads him to 
animality, to a killing prescribed by a rule and otherwise 
unnecessary. The animality Tod learns is, thus, a formulaic 
animality, the animality which derives from language and 
characterizes human beings. After this lesson, he concludes, 
he would no longer be able "to oppose the terms man and ani
mal , even in casual speech; never able to regard your fellow 
creatures except as a more or less intelligent, more or less 
healthy, more or less dangerous, more or less adequate fauna; 
never able to regard their accomplishments except as the 
tricks of more or less well-trained beasts (FO, 63). In 
other words, he can no longer oppose man and animal, or make 
evaluative statements, because the evaluative statements 
which opposed "German" to "American" resulted in murder. But 
there is another possible use of language, not in terms of 
evaluation but of description. To the non-evaluative term^ 
fauna he can, thus, apply variations in terms of the possi
bilities contained in the duality of "either-or," in terms of 
an essentially relativistic context in which definitions 
never really define but only offer themselves as possibili
ties within the context of specific circumstances. In both 
cases, of course, formulas are being used, since this is the 
characteristic activity of human beings, except for possible



moments of inexpressible instinctual behavior, but, whereas 
one is evaluative and leads to the moulding of experience, 
the other is descriptive and less likely to lead to final ac
tion and, indeed, in its most extreme forms, to any action at 
all. After this experience, Andrews concludes, "I almost 
never characterize people in a word or phrase, and rarely 
pass judgment on them at all" (FO, 68).

Andrews * first demonstration of animality coincides 
with his loss of innocence in his love affair with Betty June 
when both were seventeen. Betty June was in love with Smitty 
Herrin, a twenty-seven-year-old bachelor who ignored her, and 
Tod functions, for a time as a kind of confidant, listening 
eagerly to her complaints of unrequited love, to her devotion 
to Smitty to the point of suffering torture for him. This is 
of course. Tod's first "menage-a-trois" and, as he vicarious
ly participates in Betty June's real or imagined experiences, 
he gradually comes to dream of replacing Smitty. This dream 
becomes reality when Betty June runs into his house crying in 
despair because Smitty has married somebody else. Betty June 
is in the mood to be victimized. Tod instinctively adopts 
the role of the strong victimizer and these complementary
roles eventually lead them to bed. As they make love Tod

15looks into a mirror and bursts into laughter.

15. The episode of Santiago's first kiss in Dorn 
Casmurro shows a similar use of the metaphor of the mirror.
In the chapter entitled "The combing of the braids," as
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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 whippet and braying like an ass. I exploded with 
laughter! (FO, 123)

Tod's laughter is a consequence of the incongruity of two 
codes suddenly juxtaposed, the code of the romantic boy mak
ing love to the girl with a broken heart and the representa
tion offered by the mirror. Both codes are, of course, 
distortions of the experience of sex as it would be felt 
without the burden of self-consciousness. But Tod adopts one 
of these codes as being more real than the other and acts ac
cordingly, that is, he bursts into a laughter which, although 
it will not kill Betty June, will probably be a strong moti
vation for her future life in a brothel.

Tod-, claims however that, by sending a man to death 
and, in all probability, a girl to prostitution, he has 
learned a lesson. He has, indeed, become "incapable, temper- 
mentally, of doing things otherwise than correctly since 
1918, just as prior to then I was very nearly incapable of 
doing anything just right" (FO, 69). He had tried, before

Capitu is seated in front of a mirror and Santiago combs her 
hair, she bends back her head and, as he leans over her, they 
confront each other "face to face, but inversely" (FO, 69), 
But whereas Assis reveals the distortive power of representa
tion to the reader only, and Capitu and Bento are, therefore, 
successful in their kiss, Barth has Tod look into the mirror 
and the distortion is thus revealed not only to the reader, 
but to Betty June also.
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1918, to build a boat and the- project was a failure because 
it should conform to a model, every detail of the boat should 
emulate the perfection of the preordained plan. A boat built 
according to a model, of course, is predetermined in its be
ginning and its end, and the finished product is more impor
tant than the constructive process. Tod's first boat has, 
thus, a designation and a purpose, it is meant to be a skiff 
which will eventually become a lifeboat for a schooner. His 
second boat, however, has no particular designation or pur
pose and Tod shows no concern for the finished product. She 
is simply a "very seaworthy little craft, carefully, slowly, 
and correctly built,"and in 1937, when he decides to write 
his novel, he has been "working on her for two years, doing 
perhaps an hour's work each day" (FO, 69).

Andrews has, therefore, learned to reject absolutes 
and formulas and to accept possibilities, to reject finished 
products and to live in a continuous process of creative ac
tivity. This rejection explains his assertion that, after 
1918, he was incapable "of doing things otherwise than cor
rectly," since nobody can be incorrect without a preexistent 
model. Tod is, thus, always correct, but total correction, 
from the point of view of evaluative distinctions, can only 
be either divine or intensely entropic, in any case eccentric 
and inhuman. But the evaluative point of view, as the
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narrator emphasizes in the first chapter, is not the only 
possibility:

I can predict myself correctly almost every time, be
cause opinion here in Cambridge to the contrary, my 
behavior is actually quite consistent. If other 
people (my friend Harrison Mack, for instance, or his 
wife Jane) think I am eccentric and unpredictable, it 
is because my actions and opinions are inconsistent 
with their principles, if they have any; I assure you 
that they1 re quite consistent with mine. And al
though my principles might change now and then--this 
book, remember, concerns one such change— neverthe
less I always have them a-plenty, more than I can 
handily use, and they usually hang all in a piece, so 
that my life is never less logical simply for its 
being unorthodox. Also, I get things done, as a 
rule. (FO, 1)

Tod is here establishing a radical opposition between abso- . 
lute principles and possibilities and, moreover, stressing 
that he can "get things done" even though his principles are 
not really principles in the sense that "other people" define 
them. "Principles," for Harrison and Jane, are very much 
what they were for Andrews during the war, that is, their 
principles are rules to be lived by, guiding, centers govern
ing actions and allowing for the classification of people in 
categories. There is even a category for those who defy 
categories, like Tod: they are eccentric and unpredictable.
For Andrews, however, principles are not rules to. be lived by 
but concepts to be manipulated. They are not governing cen
ters but essentially eccentric in their multiplicity. These 
eccentric "principles," moreover, are not entropic, they form 
a system, they "hang all in a piece." There is, in short, a
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system in manipulating possibilities, as there is a possibil
ity of survival in labyrinths. In this system everything is 
functional, nothing is final, any given element is never de
fined in terms of a center but in terms of eccentricity, of a 
temporary center arbitrarily defined among many others, in 
terms of a possibility which may very well be, for "other 
people," a finality. Whenever a finality is seen as a possi
bility, that is, whenever it is questioned in its very being, 
a conflict must necessarily take place. In The Floating 
Opera Tod's essential function is to provoke these conflicts 
by means of his use of the principles which, as he says, he 
has "a-plenty."

Tod calls his system of manipulating possibilities a 
"policy of incomplete consistency," and although he uses the 
term in the context of his conflict with Colonel Morton the 
definition applies to his actions in general throughout the 
novel. The incident involving Colonel. Morton was caused by a 
gift of five thousand dollars he unexpectedly received from 
Tod. After his father lost all his money, as well as his 
house, in 1929, and finally committed suicide. Tod received 
as his sole heritage the sum of five thousand dollars which 
he decides to send to the richest man in Cambridge, Colonel 
Morton, without any explanation. This attitude is, of course, 
a disruption of the code which defines money as a means of 
exchanging goods and, since Morton cannot accept this
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disruption, he feels forced to pay Tod back with other gifts, 
or the offer of jobs, all of them consistently rejected as 
soon as they are received. Were this consistent rejection 
perpetuated Tod would be a prey of the finalities he denies, 
but this is not the case. His policy is one of incomplete 
consistency and, therefore, given a particular circumstance, 
or an adequate response from Colonel Morton, his attitude 
would change, as indeed it does when the colonel hits upon a 
more imaginative solution to his problem of getting rid of 
his obligation. The colonel, in despair and almost sure that 
his new offer will be refused once again, has Mrs. Morton, 
who is half his age, invite Tod to their party on New Year's 
Eve. Behind this offer Morton is actually offering his wife 
to Tod because he must submit to a principle, the principle 
which states that money can never be taken as a joke, but he 
is now doing so more imaginatively. He is, indeed, respond
ing to Tod's unconventional use of money by means of an un
conventional use of his wife. This money with an 
unconventianal use is a sacrifice but Tod has learned, since 
the war, that people are willing to inflict pain on them
selves as well as on others for the sake of formulas, al
though he is reluctant to believe that this is his father's 
case, that he committed suicide because he could see no pos
sibilities left after he lost his fortune. Tod has, however, 
forced the colonel to reconcile himself with his code by
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means of an imaginative use of that code, by a manipulation 
of possibilities which finally enabled him to live with a 
gift of money and no sense of obligation-

As in the case of the colonel, Tod's affair with 
Jane Mack was also controlled by a sense of possibilities, by 
a system of incomplete consistency. Tod had met Harrison 
Mack in his college days, "a fine, muscular, sun-bronzed, 
gentle-eyed, partician-nosed, steak-fed, Gilman-Schooled, 
soft-spoken, well-tailored aristocrat" with an inclination to 
assume "the intellectual as well as the manneristic color of 
his surroundings" (FO, 21-22). In 1925, when Tod met Harri
son for the.first time the latter was a militant communist . 
but by the time of their second encounter he has replaced the 
ideal of the brotherhood of all men for a vague "inner har
mony of the whole man." He now lives comfortably in Balti
more where he has bought the house that had once belonged to 
Tod's father. Harrison, the narrator observes, lacks a 
"characteristic mood or manner of his own," he "involuntarily 
adopts, to a great extent, the mood and manner of whomever he 
happens to be with" (FO, 22), that is, Harrison uses formulas 
as principles directing his actions. His use of formulas, 
however, is hardly imaginative, he is unable to manipulate 
possibilities within the formula and becomes, thus, its vic
tim rather than its master. His idea of having Tod and his 
beautiful wife Jane have an affair is the result of the
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application of a formula to a human situation. He thinks of 
his relationship with Jane as one in which they "love each 
other completely," are "not stupid enough to be affected by 
things like jealousy or conventions," and "can have sexual 
attractions apart from love" (FO, 32). This attempt to adopt 
the convention of unconventionality, however, is hardly suc
cessful insofar as his real emotions are dictated by the very 
conventions he tries to deny. He thus becomes the helpless 
victim of two conflicting codes, one felt and denied, the 
other thought and affirmed. Tod, however, is aware of the 
relation of complementarity which governs these codes and is 
thus able to anticipate the possible transformations likely 
to occur when the rigidity of a formula is broken by the in
terference of a spurious element. When, for instance, after 
some time Jane is forced to admit that there is a kind of af
fection in her affair with Tod, Harrison is forced to contra
dict himself and say that '"a woman can love two or several 
men in the same way at the same time . . .  or in different 
ways at the Same time, or in the same way at different times, 
or in different ways at different times. The 'one-and-only- 
and-always1 idea is just a conventional notion" (FO, 35). 
Harrison is here, of course, learning to be flexible, to rely 
not on certainties but on possibilities, although he is 
forced to acknowledge these possibilities after the fact. 
Andrews, on the other hand, by combining possibilities in the
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conflicting codes succeeds, like a chess player, in antici
pating future attitudes of the couple„ For example, if Jane 
begins to feel some kind of affection for him, he will be ex
pected to appreciate the "enormity of his good fortune," and 
respond with declarations of love. If these are denied the 
affair might end and lead to a period of silence and disaf
fection, with a possible resumption of the affair later- Tod 
views his affair, of course, as a set of possibilities, as a 
text which is at once consistent and incomplete, as, indeed, 
the works in progress of a "floating opera." In so doing he 
is, of course, no longer framing life by means of the use of 
a formula projected on a mirror, as in the case of his affair 
with Betty June, and his second "menage-a-trois" has no trag
ic consequences. Not only in his love affairs, however, but 
also in his professional life. Tod consistently rejects abso
lutes and refuses to see verbal constructs as final. As a 
lawyer he is not concerned with winning or losing litigations, 
or with profit, but rather with getting involved in interest
ing cases, that is, in cases characterized by.the uncertainty 
which results from the highly ambiguous definitions of legal 
matters when these definitions are applied to specific prob
lems. The controversy involved in the contradictory wills of 
Harrison's father is one such case. Old Mack Harrison, the 
narrator explains, had three characteristics which were par
ticularly important to the litigation involving the different
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wills he had drawn up according to his different moods. He 
had "the habit of using his wealth as a club to keep his kin 
in line; he was, apparently, addicted to the drawing up of 
wills; and, especially in his last years, he was obsessively 
jealous of the products of his mind and body, and permitted 
none to be destroyed" (FO, 86). Thus, Old Mack has not only 
inherited and disinherited his son and wife several times be
cause of heresies such as communism in the case of Harrison 
junior, the choice of burgundy instead of highballs in the 
case of Mrs. Mack, but also wrote wills bequeathing his for
tune to nurses who had attended him during particular stages 
of his physical invalidity. After his death seventeen com
plete testamentary instruments were found, each revoking the 
preceding one. Since the legal solution usually applied to 
these cases, the solution providing that the last will be 
representative of the real intentions of the testator, could 
not be employed here because old Mack's sanity had gradu
ally ■ deteriorated, the case would offer multiple possibil
ities of interpretation. It would thus be a case of 
particular interest to Andrews, the lawyer in charge of the 
defense of Harrison Junior's interests against several sepa
rate attorneys defending the interests of Mrs. Mack, the 
nurses, and the minister of the Macks' neighborhood church. 
Legal maneuvers reduce the final litigation to a battle be
tween Andrews and the defenders of Mrs. Mack, Dugan, Froebel
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& Kemp, of Baltimore. The case seems to be, for a time, de
cided in favor of Mrs. Mack when her lawyers bring up evi
dence that Harrison Junior had participated in communist 
activities in the period from 1932 to 1937 and was, there
fore, automatically disinherited. This finality, however, is 
only apparent, since there are other unsuspected possibili
ties and, by means of a reorganization of the pattern Tod 
turns these possibilities to the advantage Of his client.

For Andrews, therefore, the law is a game in which 
possibilities obviate finality, his attitude is one of irre
sponsibility because he has learned that the attitude of 
responding to patterns may have unfortunate consequences. He 
responds, therefore, not to patterns, but to patterns as pos
sibilities, and in his relations with people he forces them 
to do likewise, as/ for instance, he forces Harrison Junior 
and Morton to search for plausible alternatives to their 
rigid formulas. This essentially irresponsible attitude is 
also characteristic of his use of masks and of his attempt to 
commit suicide. What Tod calls his masks were not known as 
such until one night in 1937 when, as he caresses Jane in his 
hotel room, she takes his hand and remarks that he has club 
fingers. This remark, as he himself admits, hurts him out of 
all proportion to his actual sensitivity about his fingers 
and he eventually becomes disgusted with his whole skinny 
body and intensely aware of the heart disease capable of
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leading him to a sudden death. He then reviews his past life 
and realizes how silly was his "whole life during those thir
teen years-— one feeble mask after another" (FO, 225). The 
word "mask" strikes him as characteristic of his present mood, 
he observes that "this was the first time I'd ever used the 
term masks in referring to what I 'd always considered to be 
the stages of my intellectual development" (FO, 225). He had, 
indeed, as circumstances of his life reminded him of death 
and his disease, adopted the attitudes of rankt saint, and 
cynic, each being, as he explains, "not only best for me, be
cause it put me on some kind of terms with my heart, but best 
in itself, absolutely" (FO, 224). He now feels, however, 
that these attitudes were masks, unsuccessful attempts to 
master the fact of the presence of death, of which he is con
stantly reminded through his heart condition, and that sui
cide is the only final answer, the end of all masks. He then
proceeds to justify his suicide rationally, by means of a 
philosophy of nihilism:

I. Nothing has intrinsic value.
II. The reasons for which people attribute value

to things are always ultimately irrational.
Ill. There is, therefore, no ultimate "reason" 

for valuing anything . . . including life.
IV. Living is action. There's no final reason 

for action.
V. There's no final reason for living. (FO,

223, 228)
To the final proposition he will eventually add the words "or 
for suicide" (FO, 250).
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The peculiar feature of Tod's account of the steps 

which led him to the decision to commit suicide and to the 
denial of the validity of such a decision is its emphasis on 
the power of language to mould experience. He is initially 
affected by a casual remark, out of which he develops a trag
ic fiction in which stages of his life are reduced to masks 
which must finally be destroyed by the mask of suicide. Sui
cide, thus, as an absolute formula, would finally be imposed 
on life as a kind of final solution. Verbal constructs, how
ever, Tod has learned, are never final, never anything but a 
system in which permutations are always possible. In his ra
tional justification of suicide the words "life" and "sui
cide" are interchangeable because the logical construct in 
which they appear denies the existence of an ultimate syntax 
of values. This construct was, indeed, invented with the 
purpose of accommodating as variables what, in other contexts, 
might be taken as opposites, a construct, in short, capable 
of accommodating not a final solution, but a change of mind, 
always possible in the labyrinthine ways of language.

If suicide for Tod, however, is nothing but a possi
bility in a construct, the question remains of how the reader 
is supposed to respond to the detailed description of his 
plan to blow the whole floating opera, a description which, 
after all, seems to suggest his real intention to kill not 
only himself, but innocent people as well. This intention,
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however, is real only insofar as other possibilities are not 
considered. Since Andrews is a man essentially character
ized by his devotion to possibilities both in life and in his 
profession, real suicide as a final solution can hardly be 
taken seriously. Like suicide in his verbal construct, the 
explosion of the boat is nothing but a possibility which can 
be easily canceled by other unsuspected possibilities. Tod 
was, moreover, aware of these possibilities even before he 
opened the acetylene valves, since the caption had assured 
him that the boat was constructed in such a way that the 
acetylene pipes were not dangerous. He is not, therefore, 
surprised when the show comes to an end and the only explo
sion heard is the fictitious explosion of the Steamboat James 
B. Taylor, presented as part of the entertainment of Captain 
Adam’s Opera:

There was still a possibility, of course, that the 
theater might explode— gas accumulated in the bilges 
of a vessel is particularly volatile— but I rather 
suspected that either some hidden source of ventila
tion (Capt. Adam had claimed the Opera was safe) or 
wandering member of the crew had foiled my plan- 
Need I tell you that I felt no sense either of relief 
or of disappointment? As when the engine of the law 
falls sprawling against my obstacles, I merely took 
note of the fact that despite my intentions six hun
dred ninety-nine of my townspeople and myself were 
still alive. (FO, 246)

Like Tod's verbal constructs capable of resisting a final def
inition, Captain Adam's well-constructed boat allows for 
"some hidden source of ventilation," or a "wandering member 
of the crew" capable of reversing the apparently inevitable
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course of events. If the reader, as Tod puts it, does 
not understand "that the end of my Floating Opera must be un^ 
dramatic, then again I'm cursed with imperfect communica
tion" (FO, 246).

Tod's account of his change of mind is undramatic in 
the sense that an explosion as the result of the application 
of a pattern to experience is rejected, and the emphasis 
falls on change and process, on the variations applied on a 
pattern which deliberately avoid the conflict between verbal 
formulas and experience by means of the radical separation of 
these two realms. There is, however, a price to be paid for 
this denial of drama in the safe combinatory activity of lan
guage games. The price is isolation in the realm of language 
which, like Tod's interesting legal litigations, may offer 
some satisfaction but which is also, apparently, deprived of 
truly human emotions. Tod closes his account by affirming 
this dissociation of language and experience, a dissociation 
which allows life to follow its course undisturbed while An
drews goes to bed "in enormous soothing solitude," and sleeps 
"fairly well despite the absurd thunderstorm that soon after
wards" breaks all around (FO, 252). His rejection of abso
lutes, therefore, culminates in alienation, a predicament 
which he accepts without, however, failing to notice that 
perhaps another use of language might be possible by which 
relative values would be created: . "I considered too whether,
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in the real absence of absolutes, values less than absolute 
mightn't be regarded as in no way inferior and even lived by. 
But that's another inquiry, and another story" (FO, 252). 
Barth is here referring to his second novel, in which rela
tive values are taken to the end of the road.

If Andrews in the Floating Opera rejects final fic
tions , and is therefore the counterpart of Santiago in Dorn 
Casmurro, Joe Morgan in The End of the Road is a version of 
Santiago in the sense that he will reduce people to the ri
gidity of his fictional constructs even though, as a Ph.D. 
candidate living in the twentieth century, he would never 
admit that these constructs are absolutes.̂  He calls them, 
instead, "psychological givens, different for most people" 
in that every man must choose the principles he wants to live 
by according to his own psychological needs. "In my ethics," 
he explains, "the most a man can ever do is be right from his 
point of view; there's no general reason why he should even 
bother to defend it, much less expect anybody else to accept 
it, but the only thing he can do is operate by it, because 
there's nothing else" (ER, 55). Since this point of view is 
arbitrarily defined, a man must expect "conflict with people 
or institutions who are also right from their points of view, 
but whose points of view are different from his" (ER, 55).

John Barth, The End of the Road (New York: Double
day & Company, 1958). Subsequent quotations are taken from 
this edition.
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Joe defines his position, then, as both defensive and aggres
sive, since every man must obey each one of his givens, each 
"subjective equivalent of an absolute: with all his power, 
both cultural and personal:

And when you say good-by to objective values, you 
really have to flex your muscles, and keep your eyes 
open, because you're on your own. It takes energy: 
not just personal energy, but cultural energy, or you 
are lost. Energy's what makes the difference between 
American pragmatism and French existentialism-— where 
the hell else but in America could you have a cheer
ful nihilism, for God's sake? (ER, 56)

Joe has enough energy to create for himself what he calls the
"Morgan cosmos" (ER, 137), a completely consistent and self
contained world of relative values which allows him to act
coherently, in ways he can always explain, and he, therefore,
never apologizes. "Joe Morgan," the narrator observes,
"would never make a move or utter a statement, if he could
help it, that he hadn't considered deliberately and penetrat-.
ingly beforehand, and he had, therefore, the strength not to
be much bothered if his move proved unfortunate" (ER, 39).

A world of complete, consistency such as Joe's is a 
pattern to be preserved at all costs, and if a new element is 
to be added to the pattern it must be reduced to conform to 
the rules of the pattern even if its integrity is lost in the 
process of absorption. Rennie Morgan, Joe's wife, conscious
ly gives up her identity in this process. When, while taking 
his master's degree at Columbia, Joe meets Rennie he tells 
her of his interest in a permanent relationship in which each
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of them could respect everything about the other. Rennie, 
however, is not articulate enough to keep up with Joe and 
should, therefore, undergo a period of training in which she 
should forget about her opinions and agree with his more 
reasonable-sounding ideas. This training, actually, involves 
more than acceptance of ideas since Joe's coaching includes 
also a blow on her jaw when, one day, she apologizes to 
friends about the furniture in their house without really 
meaning to do so. Rennie, however, accepts everything be
cause, for her, Joe is godlike in terms of sharpness of mind, 
of his ability to explain even his mistakes, of his strength 
as a consequence of his faith in his private cosmos. She 
concludes that her individuality, compared to Joe's, was in
significant and that, therefore, she would "rather be a lousy 
Joe Morgan than a first-rate Rennie MacMahon" (ER, 73).
Rennie thus accepts the role of a character in the Morgan 
cosmos and when the narrator, Jacob Horner, accepts a job at 
the Wicomico State Teachers College where Joe teaches History, 
he meets the couple and uses the metaphor of Pygmalion and 
Galatea to describe the relationship between Rennie and Joe.

When, in Dorn Casmurro, Santiago destroys the long 
and diffuse version of his letter, he does so because this 
labyrinthine version is a threat to his final fiction defin
ing once and for all Capitu's guilt. In The End of the Road 
Jacob Horner is such a threat to the well-ordered Morgan
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cosmos even though, unlike Santiago, Joe has a godlike confi
dence in the invulnerability of his fiction and welcomes Jake 
as the tempter of Ronnie, his most valuable creation. Jake 
describes himself as almost completely inconsistent in his 
inability to choose among what he thinks are equally desir
able choices. This inability is, indeed, a disease in Jake, 
and when confronted with a multitude of choices he is likely 
to suffer from a crisis of "cosmopsis," or complete paralysis. 
The black doctor whose specialty is scheduling therapies for 
mobilizing such paralyzed persons recommends to Jake the 
adoption of a job involving a fixed body of rules, and his 
career as a teacher of prescriptive grammer begins. His old 
habit of facing more possibilities than he can handle, how
ever, is stronger than his will power, and in his interviews 
with Rennie his main function is to suggest alternatives to 
Joe's godly image and to the advantages of renouncing one's 
identity. Jake suggests to Rennie, for instance, that Joe 
was intolerant and that it might be worth it to be a real 
Rennie MacMahon instead of an imitation Joe Morgan. Rennie's 
last resort is to argue that Jake, with all his masks and 
changes of attitudes, lacks an essence and, therefore, is not 
real like Joe. Joe, she says, "is the same man today he was 
yesterday, all the way through. He's genuine?' (ER, 79).
Even this 1st myth, however, Jake is able to destroy by 
eavesdropping on Joe and revealing to Rennie that Joe is not
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so real since, while alone in his room and believing himself 
unobserved, he leaps about the room, makes faces at himself 
in front of a mirror and finally masturbates. Rennie's image 
of Joe is shattered and later, when Joe goes to Washington to 
do research in the Library of Congress, Rennie and Jake make 
love.

This love affair cannot be explained within the con
text of the Morgan cosmos, within the pre-established set of 
definitions governing the relationship of Rennie and Joe. 
"According to my version of Rennie," Joe explains to Horner 
after he learns of the affair, "what happened couldn't have 
happened. According to her version of herself, it couldn't 
have happened. That's why even now we have a hard time be
lieving it really did happen" (ER, 133). The real Rennie 
MaCMahon, in other words, is capable of doing things that the 
fictional is not; reality is a threat to fiction in that it 
cannot be completely controlled. To Joe, however, this fail
ure of fiction to control reality is unbearable, and he must 
preserve, the fiction by means of an explanation capable of 
accommodating the new fact. This explanation, the motive ex
plaining the action,.fails to materialize and this failure 
leads Joe to use. Rennie cruelly. She is forced to go to Jake 
and, even though nauseated, make love to him until she finds 
out what her real feelings are. She succeeds only in growing 
more and more confused; she feels, for instance, both love
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and hatred for Jake, and when she finally becomes pregnant 
she feels she must choose between suicide or the abortion 
which finally leads her to her death.

A few days after Rennie1s death Horner, alone in his 
room where he keeps a statuette of Laocoon, complains of the 
incompleteness of the whole affair and abandons himself to a 
partial paralysis in which he feels his limbs "bound like 
Laocoon1s— by the twin serpents Knowledge and Imagination, 
which, grown great in the fullness of time, no longer tempt 
but annihilate" (ER, 228-229). Both Horner and Rennie ulti
mately become victims of an imaginative and completely con
sistent verbal construct which offers a single possibility of 
avoiding death, a possibility which turns out to be a dead 
end. Unlike Captain Adam's boat, the completeness of Joe's 
construction allows for no "hidden source of ventilation" and 
the final tragedy is inevitable.. And yet, the final incom
pleteness Horner alludes to could be avoided by means of an 
awareness of the nature of fictions, of the power words have 
of distorting reality, of creating fictive distinctions which 
do not really exist until they become operative by means of 
what Joe calls personal, cultural, and pragmatic energy.
Horner himself, as a grammar and composition teacher, shows 
such an awareness of the nature of language. Horner comments, 
for instance, on Rennie's ambivalent feelings toward him as a 
linguistic, never real, ambivalence;
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The apparent ambivalence of Rennie's feelings about 
me, I'm afraid, like the simultaneous contradictory 
opinions that I often amused myself by maintaining, 
was only a pseudo-ambivalence whose source was in the 
language, not in the concepts symbolized by the lan
guage. I'm sure, as a matter of fact, that what Ren
nie felt was actually neither ambivalent nor even 
complex; it was both single and simple, like all 
feelings, but like all feelings it was also complete
ly particular and individual, and so the trouble 
started only when she attempted to label it with a 
common noun such as love or abhorrence. Things can 
be signified by common nouns only if one ignores the 
differences between them; but it is precisely these 
differences, when deeply felt, that make the nouns 
inadequate and lead the layman (but not the connois
seur) to believe that he has a paradox on his hands, 
an ambivalence. . . . 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 all good clean fun. (ER, 166)

Horner is referring here to the essential function of lan
guage, the function of differentiation which produces both an 
overabundance of significations and the power to distort. An 
extreme awareness of this power and this overabundance may 
lead to the view of articulation as an absolute and to the 
"good, clean fun" of turning experience into speech by means 
of a game in which "to classify, to categorize, to concep
tualize, to grammarize, to syntactify" are ends and not means 
(ER, 138). It may also lead to cosmopsis if the need for a 
choice interrupts these games. A moderate awareness of these 
characteristics of language, on the other hand, may lead to 
the somewhat balanced position of Tod Andrews, who deals with 
possibilities and yet, to a certain extent, is capable of 
getting things done. Little or no awareness of this
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linguistic power, however, leads to the imposition of pat
terns, or relative values which tend to become absolutes, on 
life.

Like Horner,' the black doctor who attempts to cure 
Horner's paralysis is aware not only of the power of fictions, 
but also of their inevitability. For the doctor-Jake1s im
mobility is a consequence Of his failure to exercise the 
characteristic activity of mankind, the activity of creating 
roles for oneself as well as for other people. Everybody, 
the doctor feels, creates a fiction in which he assigns to 
himself the role of a major character and to others the roles 
of minor characters. In these fictions, however, the hero 
role must be changed as often as necessary because a life 
story is not a coherent plot. As he explains to Jake,

many crises in people's lives occur because the hero 
role that they've assumed for one situation or set of 
situations no longer applies to some new situation 
that comes up, or— the same thing in effect— because 
they haven't the imagination to distort the situation 
to fit their old role. This happens to parents, for 
instance, when their children grow older, and to 
lovers when one of them begins to dislike the other.
If the new situation is too overpowering to ignore, 
and they can't find a mask to meet it with, they may 
become schizophrenic— a last-resort mask— or simply 
shattered. All questions of integrity involve this 
consideration, because a man's integrity consists in 
being faithful to the script he's written for him
self. (ER, 104)

The doctor is here, in a sense, illustrating the rise and 
fall of the Morgan cosmos, Joe's definition of roles for him
self, for Rennie, and for a short time, for Jake himself, and
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his final inability to redefine these roles, to apply varia^ 
tions to the original pattern, to reconceive, as the doctor 
puts it, both his role as hero and the minor, roles of other 
people either by "changing the script" or by means of an 
imaginative reconstruction of roles in the same script (ER, 
104).

Barth's two first novels, therefore, deal with a 
possible use of language which rejects both absolutes and 
their subjective equivalents, Joe Morgan's psychological 
givens. This use of language, moreover, is both human and 
humane in that the manipulation of signs is man's character
istic activity and, moreover, an activity which may be in
strumental in avoiding the fictional reduction of experience 
to the one, final signification. In Barth's later work, how
ever, this anthropocentric attitude of man in his relation to • 
language will be redefined, and the doctor's idea that man is 
the writer of his own script will be thought of in terms of 
innocence.



CHAPTER 3

INNOCENCE DISCOVERED

Realism was discussed, in the introductory paragraph 
of the last chapter, as essentially innocent in its defini
tion of man as a center, as the creator of fictions by means 
of the manipulation of language. This innocent realism be
gins to collapse when an awareness of language as a deter
mining power governing human utterance reveals the mythic 
nature of this centrist position so that a new concept of man 
is evolved. The notion of man as a creative center is then 
replaced by the notion of man as a "bricoleur," as the locus 
in which a structure is eventually actualized by means of an 
activity of combination. If man is no longer a center and 
language no longer a means of moulding reality, the concepts 
of representation and identity must be redefined. A subjec
tive representation, or a fiction, is innocent in the sense 
that it ignores the determining power of cultural codes and 
assumes that a personal view of things is possible, that, in 
short, the creative power that enables man to impose patterns 
on reality actually exists. Experience, on the other hand, 
involves the awareness that language is a structure of possi
ble combinations which determines all possible significations 
actualized in time. Human identity, finally, is no longer

88
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defined outside language and endowed with a creative power 
because there is no such outside, except in the innocent myth 
of realism, and man becomes now a function defined in rela
tion to a multiplicity of other elements or, in the words of 
Musil's Ulrich, "a human something floating about in a uni
versal culture medium." Man is, in short, defined only in 
his relation to a preexistent text in which he moves and, by 
moving, gives rise to new orderings which no longer represent 
anything external, but only the internal activity of sign 
Substitution.

This view of innocence and experience as related to
the manipulation of discourse on the one hand, to submission
to discourse on the other, is the central concern of The Sot-
Weed Factor, Ebenezer embodying innocence and Burlingame ex- 

1perience. Barth himself has defined Eben's innocence as 
"the sort of ingenuous fancy that reimagines history and cre
ation, sees the arbitrariness of the universe but shies away

2from its finality." Innocence is, therefore, the (mis)use 
of language in the creation of patterns which disrupt the 
final and arbitrary discourse of the. universe, a discourse 
which experience will attempt to change by means of new

1. John Barth, The Sot-Weed Factor (New York: 
Doubleday, 1960). Further quotations are from this edition.

2. Richard W. Murphy, "In Print: John Barth,"
Horizon 5 (January 1963) , p. 37.
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possible combinations without producing, however, a radical 
disruption. As children, Eben and his twin sister Anna had 
Burlingame as their tutor and the master's pedagogical method 
was characterized by a non-prescriptive emphasis on the 
choice of subjects, curiosity rather than the search for 
values being the most important motive for learning things*
As a result of this emphasis on learning for learning's sake 
rather than on learning for the sake of value-distinctions, 
Eben evolved very early in his life a non-evaluative view of 
the world. He, indeed, "took quite the same sort of pleasure 
in history as in Greek mythology and epic poetry, and made 
little or no distinction between, say, the geography of the 
atlases and that of fairy-stories" (SWF, 18). As the narra
tor explains, this unqualified love of the world would be 
significant both as a virtue and as the source of the irreso
lution which is the first stage of cosmopsis:

Even his /Eben's/ great imagination and enthusiasm 
for the world were not unalloyed virtues when com
bined with his gay irresolution, for though they led 
him to a great sense of the arbitrariness of the par
ticular real world, they did not endow him with a 
corresponding realization of its finality. He very 
well knew, for instance, that "France is shaped like 
a teapot," but he could scarcely accept the fact that 
there was actually in existence at that instant such 
a place as France, where people were speaking French 
and eating snails whether he thought about them or 
not, and that despite the virtual infinitude of imag
inable shapes, this France would have to go on re
sembling a teapot forever. And again, though the 
whole business of Greece and Rome was unquestionably 
delightful, he found the notion preposterous, almost 
unthinkable, that this was the only way it happened:
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that made him nervous and irritable, when he thought
of it at all. (SWF, 19)

Eben's rejection of the finality of the world, or of the fi
nal fiction Of the teapot drawn on a map, is based on the 
radical subjectivity encouraged by realism, or by idealism, 
these two terms being synonymous in that both involve an 
idealization of a world and the subsequent naming of this 
idealization "reality." Eben is not bothered by the fact 
that "France is shaped like a teapot" as long as he himself 
shapes it, in his imagination or on a map, but he cannot 
think of it or not, independently of the subjective ability 
to perceive which endows him with the only creative activity 
he can conceive, the activity of moulding an object into 
shape by means of a radical antinomianism, of the rejection
of any pre-existent discourse which may, in turn, refuse to
become an object. From this subjective and innocent point of 
view man must define his human activity between two extremes, 
between the "infinitude of imaginable shapes," or choices, 
which may lead to cosmopsiS, and the unchanging laws of pre
scriptive grammar. This intermediate position may well be 
the position of a Joe Morgan, successful as long as objects 
offer themselves to be moulded. If, however, the discourse 
of the world refuses to be moulded, as it constantly does to 
Eben's continuous attempts at creations, the innocent nature 
of this position is exposed and a search for experience must 
take place.
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Eben1s early irresolution inevitably develops into 

the dreaded malady, cosmopsis, and he is finally cured by 
means of a choice of a system of values determined, to a cer
tain extent, by what Joe Morgan had called psychological 
givens. Until the age of twenty-eight Eben is hardly capable 
of making a choice and once, in his room at Cambridge, he be
comes completely paralyzed until Burlingame happens on him 
and he is roused from his trance. He later decides to choose 
an identity and a profession as the overseer of his father's 
tobacco plantation in Maryland, but his overly developed 
imagination brings him to failure once again since he is 
utterly incapable of mechanically adding up figures on ac
count ledgers. He must, therefore, find a more congenial oc
cupation, a profession capable of liberating, not arresting, 
the creative power of his imagination. Thus, one night, as 
he refuses to pay Joan Toast, the whore who propositions him, 
because he thinks he loves her, he discovers his essence of 
poet and virgin as Joan leaves in a rage:

Faith, 'tis a rare wise man knows who he is: had I
not stood firm with JOan Toast, I might well ne'er. 
have discovered that knowledge' Did I, then, make a 
choice? Nay, for there was no to make it! 'Twas 
the choice made me: a noble choice, to prize my love
o'er my lust, and a noble choice bespeaks a noble 
chooser. What am I? What am I? Virgin, sir! Poet, 
sir2 I am a virgin and a poet; less than mortal and 
more; not a man, but Mankind! I shall regard my in
nocence as badge of my strength and proof of my call
ing: let her who's worthy o f t  take it from me!
(SWF, 71-72)
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Eben has now become conscious of a psychological given, an 
inherent trait of his character which, once chosen, or, more 
appropriately, named, gives rise to a rigid system of rules 
capable of preserving his identity. The poet, for Eben, is 
essentially innocent, he must lack knowledge of discourses 
other than his own since his task is not to know, but to im
pose knowledge by means of an objective discourse which ob
jectifies the discourses of life, nature, and history and 
which has, therefore, not only the power to represent them, 
but also of improving them. Later, when he addresses Lord 
Baltimore and asks to be commissioned Poet Laureate of Mary
land,: Eben explains the function of tire poet in terms of his 
power to use the word to improve nature as well as the deeds 
of heroes thus rendering virtue palatable and vice abhorrent. 
By the words of the poet, he cries, "the crook'd nose grows 
straight, the lean shank fleshes out, French pox becomes a 
bedsore; shady deeds shed their tarnish, bright grow 
brighter; and the whole is musieked into tuneful rhyme, ar
resting conceit, and stirring meter, so's to stick in the 
head like Greensleeves and move the heart like Scripture 
(SWF, 86). Of his own future work, the Marylandiad, an "epic 
to out-epic epics" describing the heroic founding of Maryland, 
"beauteous beyond description; verdant, fertile, prosperous, 
and cultured; peopled with brave men and virtuous women, 
healthy, handsome, and refined: a Maryland, in short.
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splendid in her past, majestic in her present, and glorious 
in her future." He assures Lord Baltimore that it would not 
only immortalize the founders of that province, but also 
"spur the inhabitants to industry and virtue, to keep the 
picture true as I paint it" (SWF, 87-88). In Eben's program, 
of course, Barth satirizes the program of realistic litera
ture and its humanitarian function, the successive mapping of 
the real which leads to the conquest of reality. But he is 
also defining the innocent program which will lead Eben to 
successive failures, as the poet, like Adam in the Garden, 
names things and, in the act.of naming, creates them as well 
as himself. Eben, however, is no longer in the Garden of 
Eden and things, even for the new Adam in the new Garden, 
have already a designation which rejects both the new names 
and the namer. When Eben concludes the description of his 
future epic Lord Baltimore, who, as will be shown later in 
the novel, is none other than Burlingame in one of his roles, 
"burst into such a fit of laughing that he choked on his pipe 
smoke, watered at the eyes, and came near to losing his cam
paigner" (SWF, 88). He then proceeds to tell Eben that the 
future Laureate is "all innocent of Maryland's history, and 
will plunge into a place not knowing the whys and wherefores 
o f t ,  or who stands for what," and that this history, far 
from being majestic and splendid, is in effect a series of 
plots, crimes and intrigues with no justification other than
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unrestrained ambition (SWF, 89-100). Eben is, for a moment, 
discouraged by this historical account of the province, but, 
as Baltimore advises him to forget history and imagine the 
beauty of the province, the poet finally decides to accept 
the commission and leave for the New World.

Eben’s realistic program, however, is not only lit
erary, but historical and political as well. If, on the one 
hand, he chooses to be a poet by naming a psychological given, 
he must also choose to be a true son of his father by naming 
a cultural given, by becoming a worthy overseer of his 
father's estate in America and, in time, the true heir Malden. 
If the Maryland!ad will, by means of the power of language, 
transform Maryland into a fictional paradise to be emulated 
by the real province, Eben himself, by means of the wise ad
ministration of Malden, will ensure the historical continuity 
and the progress of his father's estate. The function of the 
poet and of the overseer are here identical, for both must 
shape an object according to the rules of a pre-existent dis
course and thus preserve the object as a creation, the sub
ject as a creator. When Eben's father learns of his failure 
to learn the fundamentals of the tobacco business he sends 
him an ultimatum that emphasizes the importance of his his
torical mission in America:

You shall on Pain of total and entire Disinheritance 
and Disownment take Ship for Maryland on the Bark 
Poseidon, sailing from Plimouth for Piscataway on 
April 1, there to proceed straightway to Cookes
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Poynt and assume Managership of Malden, It is my in
tention to make a final sojourn in the Plantations 
perhaps a Year hence, and I pray that at that Time I 
shall find a prosperous Malden and a regenerate Son: 
an Estate worth bequeathing and an Heir worth the Be
quest » It is your final Chance, (SWF, 80)

The story of Eben's voyage to Maryland is the story of his 
loss of the roles he has assumed, the roles of innocent poet 
and overseer. It is also the story of how a realistic dis
course fails to be actualized when confronted with more pow
erful discourses, of how it fails to be active and is, 
instead, acted upon. Eben loses his identity as a poet when 
John Goode, the mysterious villain whose favorite activity 
seems to be the contrivance of schemes for revolt in Maryland, 
sends agents to capture the laureate because he fears a poet 
might be a threat to his schemes. Eben is thus trapped by a 
political discourse and forced to exchange identities with 
his servant. His innocence is threatened from all sides, 
aboard a ship on the Atlantic, as for example when he barely 
escapes being sodomized by sailors, or when, later, captured 
by pirates, he comes close to raping a woman when the pirate 
ship captures a whore ship. As to his role as his father's 
overseer in Malden, he is tricked into signing away his 
father's ownership of the land, becomes a servant of the new 
master of Cooke's Point and sees the place converted into a 
den of whores. He finally gives up the idea of the Maryland- 
iad and writes, instead, a satire on the viciousness of the 
colonies. The Sot-Weed Factor.
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The completely consistent systems of Eben, there

fore , are defeated in succession,, as they confront other sys
tems in terms of a policy of either exclusion or absorption, 
either innocence or experience, Marylandiad or The Sot-Weed 
Factor. But Eben finally compromises with, experience and, by 
learning the lesson Burlingame has tried to teach him all 
along, regains his identity and his estate and consummates his 
marriage with Joan Toast, the whore he had originally re
jected. Burlingame's lesson is, essentially, one of submis
sion to pre-existent discourses so that these discourses may 
finally open themselves to multiple interpretations, to un
suspected possibilities which man, in his role of "homo sig- 
nificans," reorganizes into a pattern at once new and 
predetermined. For Burlingame, therefore, discourses are 
never closed systems to be either excluded or objectified. 
They are always open texts endlessly modified by means of the 
human activity of combination. Unlike Eben, who in his inno
cence, can only impose meanings, Burlingame discovers mean
ings even at the cost of the loss of his own identity since 
he is, indeed, absorbed by both texts or masks so that, 
through him, these texts or masks may be allowed to speak.
On his way to Plymouth, after his decision to be a virgin and 
a poet, Eben runs across Colonel Peter Sayer who, as he 
learns later, is none other than Burlingame in one of his 
disguises, and recites to him the poem he had composed after
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his success in preserving his innocence from Joan Toast. A 
literary discussion then takes place, in which Eben defends 
the autonomy of the literary work, the notion of inherent 
value in the finished product. Burlingame, on the other hand, 
expresses his admiration for the text as inherently unfin
ished, as capable of involving the reader in the creative ac
tivity of reconstruction in which he shares with the text his 
knowledge and experience. For Eben the poem he has composed, 
called Hymn to Innocence has merit independently of its ori
gin, maker, age, or audience but for Burlingame it "is of 
greater interest to one who knows the history of its author 
than to one who knows not a bean of the circumstances that 
gave it birth" (SWF, 137). "Interest" is, indeed, the key
work in Burlingame's argument and interest involves, of 
course, the kind of participation in which the reader's iden
tity becomes part of an open text and moves within it with 
his human experience and knowledge:

Human experience is what I mean: knowledge of the
world, both as stored in books and learnt from the 
hard text of life. Your poem's a spring of water.
Master Laureate— 'sheart, for that matter everything 
we meet is a spring, is't not? That the bigger the 
cup we bring to't, the more we fetch away, and the 
more springs we drink from, the bigger grows our cup.
If I oppose your notion of 'merit in itself,' 'tis
that such thinking robs the bank of human experience, 
wherein I have a considerable deposit. I will not 
drink with any man who'd have me throw away my cup.
In short, sir, though I am neither poet nor critic, 
nor e'en a common Artium Baccalaureus, but only a 
simple sot-week planter that hath read a book or two 
in's time and seen a bit o' the wide world, yet I'm
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confident your poem means more to me than to you.
(SWF, 137-138)

In Burlingame's use of language, therefore, both text and 
reader undergo a change, the reader's voice and the poem's 
intermingle in a fusion of language and metalanguage and, if 
the reader's identity is partially lost in this appropriation 
of the text, both spring and cup gain in signification, the 
spring shaped by the cup on the One hand, enlarging it on the 
other. Burlingame applies his method of reading to Eben's 
poem and demonstrates, in fact, that he can read more out of 
the poem than Eben does, and the poet, although still too in
nocent to understand that Burlingame is explaining his view 
of the fluid nature of language, must nevertheless admit that 
the intentional fallacy indeed exists.

Burlingame's demonstration of the existence of the 
intentional fallacy is later developed into an elaborate ar
gument on the notion of identity, the "assertions of thee and 
me" which, as Eben's tutor maintains, "are acts of faith, im
possible to verify" (SWF, 143). Burlingame is at pains, in
deed, to explain to Eben the fluid nature of the "hard text 
of life" which refuses to be mastered by the illusion of a 
continuous identity created solely by memory, the "house of 
identity" in Eben's words. Burlingame succeeds, for brief 
periods of time, in persuading Eben of this fluidity which 
both masters and liberates man, as when he demonstrates that 
memory is insufficient to support the notion of identity and



Eben is forced to admit that he knows "of naught immutable 
and sure," but this admission is not, as Burlingame, asserts, 
"the first step on the road to Heaven." It is, indeed, Eben 
feels, a step in the road to hell, and he must reject it: "I
swear to thee I am Ebenezer, and there's an end o n 11 1 Such . 
casuistical speculations lead only to the Pit" (SWF, 143)• 
But Burlingame is determined to save the poet from his inno
cence and thus, when Eben later complains of his friend's 
changes of identity he replies that "your true constant Bur
lingame 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 color, field, and focus; or both together. The up
shot is the same, and you may take it or reject it" (SWF, 
349). Eben, however, is not ready yet to accept the lesson of 
man's loss in the flux but when, later in the novel, the poet 
and his tutor are riding on horseback Burlingame succeeds in 
partially conveying his message, in forcing Eben to feel the 
human condition in a world of flux. As the poet, confused by 
the labyrinthine political affairs in the New World, searches 
for comfort in the security of realism and cries for the 
clear definition of a course of action, Burlingame reminds 
him that this security of a stable identity with a clearly 
defined line of conduct does not really exist, that man is 
rather acted upon than acting, that he is "by mindless lust
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engendered and by mindless wrench expelled, from the Eden of 
the womb to the motley, mindless world. He is Chance's fool, 
the toy of aimless Nature— a mayfly flitting down the winds 
of Chaos" (SWF, 364) 1 Man can respond to this human condi
tion, of course, by turning away from it in a blind assertion 
of realism, which Burlingame calls "dull-headedness," the 
doctrine according to which "one must choose his gods and 
devils on the run, quill his own name upon the universe, and 
declare, ' 'Tis and the world stands such-a-way! 1 One
must assert, assert, assert, or go screaming mad" (SWF, 365). 
By means of this assertion man is capable, indeed, if pro
ducing magnificent human work. "But," Burlingame remarks as 
he gestures skywards, "in the face of what's out yonder . . .
1tis the industry of Bedlam" (SWF, 365)! Burlingame insists 
that man must see things clearly, and he finally tells. Eben 
to look at the sky without, however, imposing on whatever is 
out there the rigidity of flat definitions:

"Forget the word sky," Burlingame said off
handedly , swinging up on his gelding, " 1tis a blind
er to your eyes. There is no dome of heaven yonder."

Ebenezer blinked 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 shel
tering 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 compari
son: 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
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itself, as did the false presupposition of the celes
tial navigator, and Ebenezer felt bereft of orienta
tion « 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 endless corridors of space. (SWF, 366)

This passage is a favorite with critics of Barth, and it is 
usually taken as the moment of illumination in which Eben has 
a vision of the true nature of reality, of chaos seen for 
what it really is when formulas are not used to describe the 
real. David Morrell, for instance, commenting on this pas
sage, says that "Eben looks up, blinks, and sees what is 
above for what it is: points of light, big and small, near
and far, heading off into the length and breadth of infinity.
. . . Chaos, Burlingame concludes. Humankind cannot bear

3very much reality." This explanation does not do justice to 
the text since the chaotic reality that Eben sees out there 
is surprisingly well-ordered, it is, indeed, a reality or
dered in a three-dimensional fashion. What Eben really sees 
is that the "points on a black hemisphere" constitute, in 
fact, a pre-existent discourse capable of being reorganized 
in new ways, not a chaotic reality to be shaped by formulas. 
If these points are organized in a two-dimensional way the 
result will be a configuration on a surface which allows for 
the dimensions of length and breadth and allows for the

3. John Barth: An Introduction (University Park and
London: The Pennsylvania State University Press, 1976),
p. 53.
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metaphors. "dome of heaven,” or "sheltering roof," but fails 
to create the illusion of depth. This configuration is 
characteristic of paintings before the discovery of the laws 
of perspective during the Renaissance, and the diction in 
the passage, the use of words such as "depth," "breadth," 
"length," and "three dimensions" suggests that Barth might 
have in mind the evolution of painting in the sixteenth cen
tury. Before the discovery of perspective, as in the paint
ings of children and primitives as well as modern artists 
who choose to ignore the conceptual methods of producing 
three-dimensional illusions, objects depicted on a plane are 
compressed within a shallow space which cannot convey the 
illusion of depth. When, however, in the Renaissance, Ital
ian painters made perspective drawing an exact science by 
the use of the horizon line, or viewer’s eye level, and the 
vanishing point, this illusion became the fundamental train
ing of every painter and resulted in works of astonishing 
realism, copies of objects as they appear to the eye. 
Ebenezer's perception of a new relationship between the 
points on the black hemisphere results in a new configura
tion which is, in fact, very similar to the configuration 
produced by a conceptual method, by a set of principles re
ordering a number of given, pre-existing elements. Eben, 
thus, reorganizes a previous discourse and sees the skies 
in depth. His previous way of seeing things is now, he
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thinks, spurious, his old metaphors useless. With this loss 
and with the new awareness of a fluid discourse which can be
organized in more than one way, Eben comes close to a sense
of loss of the self as well, a self which was stable as long 
as the threat of the flux were not apparent. He feels "be
reft of orientation" because he now faces a language which 
has a voice of its own, a labyrinthine voice which refuses 
to be shaped, to have a designation and a place, a voice 
howling "not from the bay but from the endless corridors of 
space." This sense of loss, however, is only temporary:

Ebenezer1s 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! (SWF, 366)

Once again, although the rejection of the flux becomes more 
and more difficult, Eben fails to accept fully the implica
tions of Burlingame's lesson by holding fast to the saddle
bow and to realism and reducing, now with difficulty, the 
vision of the flux to a "swooning moment," a moment of loss 
of control which must be overcome.

Eben, thus, rejects the fall from innocence and the 
loss of the self in his assertion of realistic "dull- 
headedness," in his denial to see in the "text of life" any
thing but the Pit and the main cause of cosmopsis.
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Burlingame, however, knows that there is a third possibility 
of dealing with the flux besides cosmopsis and realism, the 
possibility of seeing the flux as an open text which, if it 
cancels identity on the one hand, offers salvation to man on 
the other. Commenting on the possible human responses to 
the flux, Burlingame observes that "some boil their life in
to a single gesture and repeat it o'er and o'er, others are 
so far transfixed, their limbs remain where'er you place 'em, 
still others take on false identities" (SWF, 365). In the 
taking of false masks, of course, identity is lost but this 
loss is not, as Eben believes it is, the worst of evils.
Eben will, indeed, be saved only when, due to the force of 
circumstances beyond his control, he learns that he must ac
cept the predicament of being lost, of being, as Burlingame 
had explained, "Chance's fool, the toy of aimless Nature—  

a mayfly flitting down the winds of Chaos," and yet capable 
not only of survival, but also of significant achievement in 
the very act of surrendering to these chaotic winds. When 
Eben learns that his sister Anna may have gone to Maryland 
in search of him, and that vengeance may be wreaked on her 
by his enemies at Cooke's Point, he decides to save her and 
hires a sailor to take him to Malden. A storm, however, 
drives the craft off course and Eben, as well as Bertrand, 
who has joined his master in the quest, the captain of the 
boat, and two Negroes under his command, lose all sense of
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direction. Eben is then forced to submit to the final, de
termining discourse of uncertainty in which the self sur
vives only in the activity of examining the possibilities 
within this determining discourse, of guessing what course 
of action is still possible to preserve life, or to die a 
less terrible death. As the storm drives them close to land 
they can try to reach the shore but the captain cannot tell 
for sure whether the shore they dimly see is Bloodsworth Is
land, where they can possibly find some shelter, or some 
other part of the Bay, where the attempt to reach land will 
drown them. If they don't go for the land, on the other 
hand, they could freeze in the storm. Ebenezer then con
siders the possibilities of death by drowning and death by 
freezing and recalls one of Burlingame's lessons to himself 
and to his twin sister Anna:

Once when the twins had marveled at a tale of the 
ferocious tropical heat endured by Magellan or some 
other intrepid voyager of the horse latitudes, their 
tutor had observed that, given a covering of clothes 
and ample water, the severest heat is simply more or 
less uncomfortable and can always be dealt with, but 
cold, on the other hand, is in its essence sinister 
and inimical to life. If the image of equatorial 
climate is ringed with connotations of sweltering, 
oppressive heat, at its center lies those swarming, 
steaming beds of procreation, the great rain forests; 
but to think of what lies above the Arctic Circle is 
to think of Chaos, oblivion, the antithesis of life.
Even thus . . .  do men speak of the heat of passions, . 
and refer to various sentiments and social relation
ship approvingly as warm, forasmuch as the metabo
lism of life itself is warm; but fear, contempt, 
despair, and deepest hatred— not to mention facts, 
logic, analysis, and extreme formality of dress or 
manner--however involved they may be in the human
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experience of living, and inseparable from it, have 
forever in the nostrils of the race some effluvium 
of the grave and are described in mankind's lan
guages by adjectives of cold. In sum . . . hot days 
may well elicit sweat and curses, but chill winds 
cut through the greatcoats and farthingales of time, 
knife to the primal memories of the species, shiver 
that slumbering animal in the caves of our soul, and 
whisper "Danger1" in his hairy ear. (SWF, 552)

Burlingame's lesson is indeed instructive not because of the
historical text concerning Magellan, but because of the gaps
in this text which Eben's tutor fills in with a lesson in
anthropology, more specifically, a lesson on the nature of
mythical discourse, a structure capable of reorganizing new
components in the light of tradition by means of metaphors.
From a discourse which had originally opposed the meanings
of life and death a virtually endless series of oppositions
is evolved which takes this duality for granted and creates
"new" meanings by an act of combination. Throughout the
history of man and of culture, thus, an endless activity of
variation separates heat and cold, love and hatred, form and
content. The discourse of "the primal memories of the
species," once constituted in an original moment now forever
lost, mercilessly defines and classifies, through man, the

v
realms of life, nature and culture even though, during the 
age of innocence, man may be able to take revenge on lan
guage and assert himself as the creator of categories by 
opposing subject and object. When Eben, more and more con
scious of the loss of his innocence, chooses the risk of



death by drowning because drowning is culturally defined as 
warmer, and therefore better, than freezing, this choice is 
no longer the creation of an essence, as in the case of his 
choice to be a poet and a virgin, but a particular variation 
based on a preexistent cultural pattern, a discourse which 
he may innocently forget but which never forgets him, and 
makes itself felt, first in the wind howling "from the end
less corridors and space," and then in the violence of a 
storm. Eben will no longer attempt to impose his own fic
tions on himself, or on the text of life but rather surren
der to this text in an attitude of wise passivity. For his 
servant Bertrand, for instance, "whose service to him had 
been a tiresome succession of deceits, betrayals, negli
gences , and presumptions," he no longer feels contempt and 
disgust, he no longer judges, and attributes this change to 
"the violence of the storm, and more specially to the purga
tive ordeal of three hours' dancing on the doormat of ex
tinction" (SWF,.555). He is now aware that the history of 
mankind is not a succession of creative acts and that, in 
his own history, he cannot create, as his father's over
seer," an Estate worth the bequeathing and an Heir worth the 
Bequest," and, as a poet, a Marylandiad as a model for the 
real Maryland. In both cases he must respond to a preor
dained discourse, which can be, as he should have learned 
from his interview with Burlingame in the role of Lord
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Baltimore, the source of both an "ideal" Marylandiad or a 
"real" Sot-Weed Factor. History in general, as well as his 
own personal history, is a succession of acts of variations 
applied to the same pattern, repeated over and over again.

If Eben has felt, thus, in the "purgative ordeal of 
three hours' dancing on the doormat of extinction," the vio
lence of the discourse of nature, the subsequent course of 
his adventures will lead him to face the violence of a cul
tural discourse in which he will be trapped. In this he 
shares a fate with the captain, Bertrand, and John McEvoy, 
the pimp Joan Toast has abandoned to follow the innocent 
poet. In these discourses Eben now recognizes a historical 
pattern. As the captain, Eben, and Bertrand successfully 
escape the storm and come to Limbo.Straits, where they are . 
captured by a group of Indians and Negroes, the poet recalls 
that

Captain John Smith of Virginia, almost ninety years 
previously, had discovered those same straits during 
his voyage of exploration up the Chesapeake; had, 
like themselves, encountered a furious Storm therein 
and suffered the additional discomforts of a diar- 
rhetic company; had in consequence of his ordeal 
bestowed the name Limbo on the place; and finally 
. . . had been made prisoner, with all his party, by 
a band of warlike Indians— "perhaps the grandfathers 
of their present captorsJ (SWF, 558)

Eben now knows that history repeats itself, but he also
knows that the pattern of repetition is an open text, that
there are possibilities of variation. Captain John Smith's
journey up the Chesapeake had resulted in a bitter
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antagonism between Whites and Indians and eventually, since 
the Indians had decided to welcome every runaway from the 
Whites, between Whites on the one hand. Blacks and Indians 
on the other. Eben’s present captors have inherited this 
cultural hatred and must obey the finality of a discourse 
which ends in "the complete extermination of every white- 
skinned human being in Maryland." (SWF, 561) Later, when 
Eben is bound to a post where he must patiently await his 
fate, he reflects that he, as well as the Negroes and In
dians, are victims of history:

Was he not, in short, bound to his post not merely 
by the sum of human history, but even by the history 
of the entire universe, as by a chain of numberless 
links no one of which was more culpable than any 
other? . . . The point in space and time whereto 
the history of the world had brought him would be 
nothing perilous were it not for the hostility of 
the Indians and Negroes. But it was their exploita
tion by the English colonists that had rendered them . 
hostile; that is to say, by a people whom the acci
dents of history had made in many ways superior.
. . .  To the extent, then, that historical move- . 
ments are expressions of the will of the people en
gaged in them, Ebenezer was a just object for his 
captors' wrath, for he belonged . . . to the class 
of exploiters. . . . Nor was this the end of his 
responsibility: for if it was the accidents of pow
er and position that made the difference between ex
ploiters and exploited, and not some mysterious 
specialization Of each group's psyche, then it was 
as "human" for the white man to enslave and dispos
sess as it was "human" for the black and red to 
slaughter on the basis of color alone; the savage 
who would put him to the torch anon was no less his 
brother than the trader who had once enslaved that 
savage. (SWF, 579)

History, in other words, has defined a dual pattern of oppo
sitions which binds Eben to his post and the Indian to an



exterminating torch. In an important article Brian W.
Dippie has expanded on suggestions of critics such as D. H. 
Lawrence and his American disciple, Leslie A. Fiedler, by 
arguing that this is the typical American pattern in which 
cultural guilt is the essential link between the Indian and 
the white colonizer, and that Eben realizes the deep dream 
of the American psyche, "he has united himself in brother
hood with America's two dark races, thereby escaping the 
nightmare fears that plague us as white conquerors."  ̂ But 
Barth's main concern is not the American myth in itself, but 
the operation of mythical thought in general, its determin
ing power which at once binds and liberates man. The liber
ating power, however, can only be discovered after the loss 
of innocence, and Eben is now prepared for this discovery.
As he becomes aware of the similarities between his experi
ence and Captain John Smith's, he also realizes that Smith 
had succeeded in escaping from Limbo Straits by means of an 
unsuspected possibility which presented itself.in the figure 
of Burlingame's grandfather, Henry Burlingame I, who had 
been left among the savages by Smith as a hostage. The fin
ality of a language which opposes colors is not really final 
since a common humanity links the.English colonizer and the 
Indian. Pink is a possibility between red and white and

4. " 'His Visage Wild; His Form Exotick': Indian
Themes and Cultural Guilt in John Barth's The Sot-Weed Fac
tor, " American Quarterly, 22 (Spring 1969), p. 117=
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must be found by means of an activity of combination which 
reveals that every duality is, actually, not only a trinity, 
but a source of multiplicity, the multiplicity, for instance, 
of the nuances of the spectrum within the opposites of light 
and dark. Eben, thus, gradually discovers intermediate pos
sibilities between the English and the rebels. Examples of 
reconciliation occur when McEvoy recognizes, among the sav
ages, his friend Dick Parker; when the poet and Bertrand 
discover, among the Indians, the savage Quessapelagh, whose 
life Eben had previously saved; and when Burlingame, finally, 
is recognized as the son of the Indian chief Chicamec and is, 
therefore, capable of assuaging the hatred between the two 
races. The discovery of these possibilities leads Eben to 
accept the finality of the world, thereby losing his inno
cence, a loss which he no longer regrets since this finality 
is not as final as he had previously thought. As he will 
explain later, the moral implicit in the story of the loss 
of innocence is not that "the universe is vain," or that 
"the chaste and consecrated life is a hollow madness," but 
rather that "what the cosmos lacks we must ourselves sup
ply" (SWF, 670). Eben has changed from a creator of a cos
mos to a supplier of deficiencies; he no longer creates 
texts but fills in the gaps of an incomplete text; he is, 
in short, prepared to give up the last of his innocence and 
consummate his marriage to the poxed whore, Joan Toast, and
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to be helplessly infected with the disease he must live with 
for the rest of his days. He also regains Malden, which he 
now knows is no virgin Walden to be cultivated, but a land 
which was, indeed, never free from the serpent, from an in
sidious, preordained knowledge. Innocence is now, for him, 
"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" (SWF, 788). What Adam had 
to learn, while naming things in the Garden, was that this 
naming, this creation of a world by means of the imposition 
of a discourse, was never a creation since it took place 
within the previously ordained discourse Which had original
ly separated the Tree of Knowledge from the other trees of 
Paradise.

If experience, then, is the knowledge of a determin
ing discourse in the face of which man is a "supplier" 
rather than a creator, the question of human responsibility 
becomes intensely complex, since the responsibility for ac
tions tends to become the attribute of a discourse, not of 
man. Critics have often taken Eben's bid for responsibility 
at face value, but they have done so only by ignoring the 
context in which Eben's words occur. David Morrel, for in
stance, thinks that Eben's assertion of responsibility for 
his actions explains the most significant events in Part IV
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of the novel and leads to a kind of resolution culminating 
in his recovery of Malden. Eben, Morrel feels, asserts his 
responsibility when he determines to save his sister, and 
this gradually leads him to more generalized assertions.
For example, Eben, after being captured by the savages, "has 
plenty of time to realize that he is responsible for their 
/the captain's and Bertrand's/ plight as he is for the dan
ger to his sister, for the grief he has given his father by
signing away Malden, and for the wretched condition in which

5he has left Joan Toast." This newfound responsibility will, 
moreover, lead him to deal with the Indians to save his com
panions and to the attempt to save Maryland from an Indian 
uprising. In losing his innocence, therefore, Eben is con
ventionally asserting a kind of moral responsibility which, 
to a certain extent, redeems his former ignorance of the af
fairs of the world. This reading of the novel could be ac
cepted were it hot for the fact that Barth is not dealing 
with innocence in the conventional sense of the word, but 
with innocence as a deliberate rejection of the finality of 
the world. When this finality is accepted, man's role in 
the universe changes, and so does his role as a human being 
fully responsible for his actions. Musil’s treatment of 
this redefined concept of responsibility in the enigmatic 
character of Moosbrugger is germane to the present

5. Morrell, John Barth: An Introduction, p. 54.
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discussion. Moosbruggerz the brutal murderer of The Man
Without Qualities, suffers from "diminished responsibility.” 
He cannot be sure of the possible causes of his murder of a 
prostitute and the police reports presented to him in the 
attempt to establish his responsibility are, in his view, 
nothing but "separate incidents that had nothing to do with 
each other, each of them with a different cause, which lay 
outside Moosbrugger and somewhere in the world as a whole. 
For the judge in charge of Moosbrugger1s trial the murderer 
is simply doing his best to "shift the blame on to other 
people," but Ulrich, the man without qualities, will later 
suggest that, in a changing world, the concept of responsi
bility has been redefined:

In earlier times one could be an individual with a 
better conscience than one can today. People uSed 
to be like the stalks of corn in the field. They 
were probably more violently flung to and fro by 
God, hail, fire, pestilence and war than they are 
today, but it was collectively, in terms of towns, 
of countrysides, the field as a whole.; and whatever 
was left to the individual stalk in the way of per
sonal movement was something that could be answered 
for and was clearly defined. Today, on the other 
hand, responsibility's point of gravity lies not in 
the individual but in the relations between things.
Has one not noticed that expediences have made 
themselves independent of man? . . . There has 
arisen a world of qualities without a man to them, 
of experiences without anyone to experience them, 
and it almost looks as though under ideal condi
tions man would no longer experience anything at 
all privately and the comforting weight of personal 
responsibility would dissolve into a system of for
mulae for potential meanings. It is probably that

6. Musil, The Man Without Qualities, p. 84.
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the dissolution of the anthropocentric attitude . . . 
has finally begun to affect the personality itself; 
for the belief that the most important thing about 
experience is the experiencing of it, and about 
deeds the doing of them, is beginning to strike most 
people as naive.7

For Eben, as for Moosbrugger, "responsibility"s point of 
gravity" belongs to the relational system of a discourse, 
and what is left of individual responsibility is the hope 
that, through experience, through the surrender to this ra
tional system, the proper choice, or rather, the proper com
bination Of the variables of this system, will be eventually 
achieved. Eben's strongest bids for responsibility occur in 
a chapter in which two of the prisoners of the savages, the 
poet and McEvoy, assume an ambivalent attitude and, in suc
cession, both affirm and deny responsibility for their deeds. 
When McEvoy, for instance, blames Eben for having wrecked 
both his life as a pimp and a lover of Joan Toast, and the 
life of Joan herself, since her decision to follow the inno
cent poet had ruined her. Eben replies that the real cause 
of Joan's ruin might be found elsewhere:

"I have a burthen of guilt, indeed," Ebenezer 
admitted. "Yet but for your tattling to my father 
you'd ne'er have lost her; or, if you had,
'twould've been to Pudding Lane and not to Maryland.
In any case, she'd not have been raped by a giant 
Moor and infected with the pox, or ruined by opium, 
or whored out nightly to a barnful of savages 5"
(SWF, 563)

Thus, the very circumstances McEvoy chose to forget reveal

7. The Man Without Qualities, pp. 174-175.



new possible causes.for Joan's misfortunes and Eben, in
pointing out these circumstances, is suggesting that moral
events take place, as Ulrich puts it, "in a field of energy
the constellation of which charged them with meaning," and
they contain "good and evil just as an atom contains the po-

8tentialities of chemical combination." A new clustering of 
circumstances can, thus, easily shift the blame for Joan's 
ruin from one center of energy to another, from Eben to 
MgEvoy and back to Eben again. For shortly after the shift 
described in the passage above, Eben will indulge in an ex
position of his deeply felt guilt, of his cruelty to Joan 
Toast, and his narrative is so convincing that after the 
story of his responsibility in Joan's downfall, "not only 
himself and McEvoy, but the whole imprisoned company were 
sniffling and weeping at her goodness." The captain, at one 
point, is so caught up in the tale that he fails to remember 
the presence of its teller and, almost in a trance, asks 
God's mercy for Eben" (SWF, 564). Like the captain, crit
ics of the novel were also entranced by Eben's confession. 
Unlike Morrel, who does not question Eben's bid for respon
sibility, Jac Tharpe is suspicious of Eben's enthusiastic 
assertions of responsibility but convinced of his generosity 
and sincerity. He finally decides that "Ebenezer's insist
ence that he is responsible . . . is yet another statement

8. The Man Without Qualities, p. 297.
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of pride, no matter what the extent of his humility . . . 
but he has also acted on ignorance; and he has been as hero
ic as may be, genuinely and generously.^ Tharpe feels he 
must justify Eben's assertion of responsibility when in fact 
he was ignorant and therefore free from responsibility.
Such a stance is, therefore, a manifestation of pride, and 
yet his humility is undeniable ° . . . These paradoxical 
critical explanations could perhaps be avoided by a closer 
look at the title of the Chapter dealing with the problem of 
responsibility. "Confrontations and Absolutions in Limbo" 
explains the apparent contradiction of assertion and denial 
of guilt, for in Limbo, where souls are trapped by a dis
course which has defined, once and for all, their situation, 
confrontations and absolutions are meaningless as facts, 
although they may have some value as catharsis, as purifying 
fictions. Responsibility has a factual import only within 
the frame of a historical discourse in which the actions of 
the past have a bearing on the present and may be a lesson 
to the future. Since there is no future in limbo, the "com
forting weight of personal responsibility" is dissolved 
"into a system of formulae for potential meanings," and Eben, 
now aware of his captivity, uses these potential meanings to 
bring tears from his audience, and from himself as well.

9. Jac Tharpe, John Barth; The Comic Sublimity of 
Paradox (Carbondale: Southern Illinois University Press,
1974) , p. 45.
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The comforting weight of personal responsibility exists, 
thus/ only as a fiction, although these fictions, if well 
told, may be as convincing and as comforting as the reality 
they depict. The lesson of Boccacio's Decameron repeats it
self and, in a setting doomed to death, stories may have a 
healing power. For Eben, this power is healing not only in 
terms of escape, but also as an exercise in poetic craft, in 
the activity of combining, which will later endow him with 
the mobility within a pattern by which he will save his 
friends from -captivity.

Eben's responsibility after the loss of innocence 
is, thus, the diminished responsibility of moving within a 
pattern governed by chance, of rejecting final causes and 
final values, and of embracing the mobility and change which 
may result in the creation of temporary solutions, solutions 
which may be more or less convenient in relation to a par-

i . '

ticular situation in time. Eben has become, in short, a 
true disciple of Burlingame in the sense that, throughout 
the novel, Burlingame has embodied this attitude of constant 
mobility. The result of this flux has been reduction, not 
to the state of an entity but to that of a function, a pure 
relation connecting opposites. Burlingame can hardly be 
characterized as a psychological essence, he is a pure mask, 
the impossible sum of the virtually endless succession of 
identities he can assume. He takes on, throughout the novel.
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a seemingly unlimited number of identities. He is, in turn, 
Peter Sayer, John Coode, Timothy Mitchell, Lord Baltimore, 
Monsieur Casteene, Nicholas Lowe, Bertrand Burton, Ebenezer 
Cooke, and Governor Nicholson. The implication, however, is 
that Henry can assume any identity he wishes. As he ex
plains to Eben, a true and constant Burlingame is a fiction 
created by the fertile imagination of the innocent poet, the 
real Burlingame being a flux (SWF, 349). Burlingame's masks 
are, thus, different from the earlier masks of Tod Andrews 
or Jacob Horner, masks presumably used to hide a face- It 
is not difficult to imagine, for instance, that behind Tod's 
masks there is a psychological essence, a human being whose 
main qualities one can define. He is, after all, irrespon
sible, he manipulates people, he likes building boats and 
being involved in interesting legal cases. He is, in short, 
relatively predictable. This is not the case with Burlin
game's masks. This man is as convincing in his role as 
Eben's tutor as he is in the role of Lord Baltimore; his 
masks are endowed with equal value, or non-value; he is, in
deed, a pure mask or a pure process of signification, a 
"floating signifier" capable of informing new meanings in 
succession. Burlingame is the first of Barth's true shape- 
shifters and a precursor of Bray in Giles Goat-Boy and 
Polyeidus in Chimera.
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A mask, like a sign or a fiction, is a re

presentation , and, therefore, essentially defined by a nega
tion. It is that which is not itself, the intermediate 
ground connecting the opposites of being and non-being and 
capable, as such, not only of linking them in an inseparable 
unity but also of justifying their existence through a rela
tional system of oppositions. In a chapter entitled "A Lay
man's Pandect of Geminology Compended by Henry Burlingame, 
Cosmophilist," Burlingame, after explaining to Eben the uni
versality of the dualistic system used in the classification 
of nature, defines himself as the quintessential mask deny
ing separate identities and affirming unity, or "atonement—  

the making of two into one" (SWF, 522). It was just such an 
atonement which Eben finally attained when he accepted the 
undivided finality of the world:

I am Suitor of Totality, Embracer of Contradicto
ries, husband to all Creation, the Cosmic LiverI 
Henry More and Isaac Newton are my pimps and aides- 
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 jointure of 
polarities, the seamless universe— whereof you twain 
/Eben and Anna/ are token, in coito.' I have no 
parentage to give me place and aim in Nature1s or
der: very well— I am outside Her, and shall be Her
lord and spouse I (SWF, 526)

The passage summarizes Burlingame's story in the novel. Be
ing determined by indeterminacy Burlingame is yet capable of 
finding fulfillment in the function of reconciling opposites. 
As he loses his personal identity in the process of
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atonement he is rewarded with the cosmic identity of the 
"husband to all Creation."

Unlike Eben, who has, originally, a role historic
ally defined by the duality of father and son, the role of 
worthy heir of Malden, Burlingame has no parentage capable 
of giving him "place and aim in Nature's order." He is an 
orphan with no means of knowing his identity. Early in his 
life he tries to create an identity by going to sea and liv
ing a sailor's life, but one day, reading Don Quixote, he 
becomes captivated by books and his career as a shape- 
shifter begins. He gives up his career as a sailor and 
adopts, in turn, the life of gypsies and, later, the posi
tion of lover of both Sir Isaac Newton and Henry More. Bur
lingame's function as suitor of totality begins here, for 
Newton and More grow jealous of each other, are forced to a 
confrontation and finally discover that their doctrines are 
not, as they had previously thought, irreconcilable but har
monious. "Far from dueling to the death," Burlingame con
cludes, they "decided then and there to . . . move into the 
same lodgings, where, so they declared, they would couple 
the splendors of the physical world to the glories of the 
ideal, and listen ravished to the music of the spheres"
(SWF, 35)! Burlingame is then dismissed from Cambridge and 
proceeds in his career of "embracer.of contradictories," 
first as the tutor of Eben and Anna, divided insofar as



they are brother and sister, united in their incestuous de
sires, and finally as the missing link which connects two 
races and is thus capable of preventing their mutual destruc 
tion. But Burlingame's craving for the "jointure of polari
ties " is not restricted to the dualities of brother and 
sister, white and red. His craving is ultimately fulfilled 
only in the impossible quest for a father in which the duali 
ties of fact and fiction, history and story, become one in 
the totality of discourse.

Burlingame, like Eben, is in search of his identity 
but, unlike Eben, he knows that he cannot create an identity 
by means of the denial of the finality of the world. He 
must, in other words, accept the fact that he will never be 
able to verify beyond doubt that he is indeed Henry Burlin
game the Third, the son of Henry Burlingame the Second and 
the grandson of Henry Burlingame. According to the account 
‘of Captain Salmon, with whom he had early in his life gone 
to sea, he had been found floating in a canoe in Chesapeake 
Bay, and he had his name tattooed on his skin, but this 
tattoo.has long faded and Captain Salmon is dead. His quest 
being thus determined by indeterminacy, Burlingame's inter
est must be centered on the quest itself, not on the final 
product. Burlingame's quest is, moreover, entirely based on 
the fragility of an incomplete text, on the word "third" 
added to his name, a word which presupposes the
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possibilities of a second and a first. "Tis your name," . 
Eben observes, "that links you with your forebears; thou1rt 
not wholly ex nihilo after allI 'Tis a kind of clue to the 
riddle I" (SWF, 146) Burlingame then replies that indeed his 
quest is the scholarly task of solving a riddle by means of 
the intensive historical research in the Course of which he 
comes across evidence of the existence of one Henry Burlin
game , author of The Privie Journall of Sir Henry Burlingame, 
and an important figure in Captain John Smith's Secret His- 
torie. In these two texts Burlingame finally finds not only 
a plausible fiction of the deeds of his ancestor but also a 
fictional version of the Pocahontas legend which is as 
plausible as the legend itself. Henry Burlingame I is, in 
Barth's novel, one of John Smith's companions in his voyage 
up the Chickahominy and has, therefore, witnessed the whole 
Smith-Pocahontas affair, described by Smith himself in his 
Generali Historie. Smith's version, according to Burlingame 
I, was entirely false since it "made no mention whatever of 
his scurrilous deflowering of the Princesse, but merelie 
imply'd, she was overcome by his manlie bearing and comelie 
face," and he decides, therefore, to write a true version 
after Smith shows him his spurious account (SWF, 783). In 
Sir Henry's version Smith's life depended on his ability to 
split Pocahontas' impregnable virgin membrane, a superhuman 
feat he indeed accomplishes through the mystical rites of
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the Sacred Eggplant. Sir Henry's version, however, is dis
credited by Smith's Secret Historie of the Voiage Up the Bay 
of Chesapeake, an account which, of course, Barth invents 
for the occasion and which depicts Sir Henry as a jealous . 
troublemaker determined to expose Smith as a lascivious 
deviate.

The function of these unreliable versions of the 
Pocahontas story in the novel is twofold. On the one hand 
these biased versions endorse the cynical view of history, 
the view which disbelieves any historically disinterested 
point of view and asserts that history has no meaning, or a 
multiplicity of equally valid or invalid meanings out of 
which the historian arbitrarily chooses the one which best 
expresses his ideology. The Pocahontas legend is particu
larly significant in connection with this view of history 
since, as Philip Young points out, it remained unchallenged 
as a historical fact until 1860 despite the obvious objec
tions to its factual truth. Believers in the legend have 
found it convenient to ignore the fact that Smith was ad
dicted to stories telling of his being rescued by virtuous 
and honorable ladies, or the. boastful tone of the Historie, 
of the fact that, although Smith wrote about his escape 
from the Indians four times, he refers to Pocahontas in two 
of the accounts only, briefly in his New England Trials of 
1622 and then in the Historie in 1624. The Pocahontas
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legend has endured as fact and still endures as myth, Philip 
Young suggests, because it embodies the demands of a culture, 
it approves and propagates the beliefs of its teller, be
cause it "nicely eases the guilt we have felt . . . over the 
way we had already begun, by 1608, to treat the Indians."
It also embodies the rejection, since Smith does not marry 
Pocahontas, of the "dark ladies" of American culture, the 
"joyous temptresses, the sensual, brunette heroines, whom 
our Civilization . . . has summoned up only to repress. 
Smith's account, therefore, even if partly true, must also 
be seen as a construct moulded by a particular point of view 
capable of satisfying both the individual and cultural imag
inations. Burlingame I, by inventing a version of the af
fair as biased as the original account, reveals an 
alternative to what was, presumably, a fact, and produces 
evidence for the cynical view of history, the view of his
tory as biased interpretations»

The Pocahontas episode, however, has a second func
tion in the novel, closely related to the endorsement of the 
cynical view of history. This view of history, indeed, ig
nores the distinction between fact and fiction and sees both 
as open texts, inexhaustible in its possibilities which are 
none other than those of language itself. Burlingame I sees

10. Philip Young, "The Mother of Us All; Pocahon
tas Reconsidered," Kenyon Review 24 (Summer 1962), 391-415.
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in Smith's account one such text, "a farce and travestie," 
he says, "wherein I was oblig'd to feign belief, and wch 
hath mov'd me, in hopes of pacifying my anguish'd con
science, to commit this true accounting to my Journal1- 
booke" (SWF, 783). The Pocahontas episode, thus, shows how 
an open text is an indication of cynicism which is insepar
able, from the creative power of the imagination. It is, in
deed, a functional cynicism which encourages Burlingame I to 
write a "true" account of the facts in an attempt to exhaust 
the possible meanings of reality. This attempt does not im
ply that he is innocent, that he is not trying to discredit 
Smith, but that his passion for truth involves both the ex
posure of Smith and the characteristic attempt of writers of 
Literature of Exhaustion, the impossible attempt to exhaust 
the possibilities contained in incomplete texts, the attempt 
to write history over and over again.

Like Burlingame I, Burlingame III is a cynical his
torian reconstructing his past, or, in his own definition, a 
scholar searching for the answer of a riddle in fragmentary 
texts he must somehow put together. Like his ancestor, he 
sees in history nothing but stories, in facts nothing but 
constructs. His guest, like Eben's, is both personal and 
historical. He is searching for his father and also for 
ways to oppose John Coode, Lord Baltimore's adversary in 
Maryland. In both quests, however, Burlingame does not



create prescriptive texts but rather surrenders to their 
voices, thereby asserting his identity. An effective oppo
sition to Coode depends on his being able to find documents 
containing Coode1s criminal records, as the search for his 
father depends on the possibility of reconstructing the text 
of the Secret Historie, fragments of which are scattered 
throughout the province. Both texts are, moreover, joined 
together as the "recto" and "verso" of the manuscript pages 
containing both the political discourse and the Historie, 
since Coode's criminal records were written on the back of 
the old manuscript of Smith's narrative. His search is, 
therefore, the search for a document in which, he says, "my 
separate goals seemed fused: the search for my father and
the search for ways of putting down Coode were now the self
same search” (SWF, 176). In a sense these texts are, of 
course, joined by chance, as a consequence of a shortage of 
paper in the province, but in another sense Burlingame him
self, as the.suitor of totality, joins them in the unity of 
his quest and transforms them into a source of possible re
constructions. His forefather, for instance, is recon
structed in his mind as he reads the fragments of Smith's 
account:

. . . with every new episode I feel more certain Sir
Henry is my forefather. I felt it when first I 
learnt of him from those ladies that I saved, and 
more so when I read his Privie Journall. How much 
more now, then, that we have him in Dorchester! He
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is halfway up the Chesapeake, is he not? And 'twas
there that Captain Salmon fished me out!" (SWF, 393)

The delineation of Sir Henry's image becomes gradually re
cognizable as the missing links are connected, as fragments 
of a narrative put together link a name to a story and fin
ally to the particular history of Burlingame's birth. Bur
lingame's activity thoughout his quest is, thus, not the 
activity of the innocent poet capable of creating a text, 
but the activity of the scholar working with a pre-existent 
material, the selective activity of combination which ulti
mately produces a new meaning. This new fictive meaning, 
like a mask, both denies and asserts the identity of its 
user.

Burlingame's scholarly activity in the reconstruc
tion of his forefather's image, however, is not simply a 
metaphor for the rejection of Eben's innocent activity as a 
poet, but also an apt image of John Barth's creative activ
ity in writing his novel. The Sot-Weed Factor is , indeed, a 
novel produced by means of the combination of a fragmentary 
discourse of the past, the radically incomplete discourse 
containing the (hi)story of Ebenezer Cooke, who came to 
Maryland in the late seventeenth century and whose poem.
The Sot-Weed Factor: or, a Voyage to Maryland, was pub
lished in London in 1708. Like Burlingame, Barth is a 
scholar and a cynical historian looking for a possible an
swer to a riddle, and, in the last chapter of the novel, he
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reminds the reader that, "as Burlingame himself observed,
. . « we all invent our pasts, more or less, as we go along, 
at the dictates of Whim and Interest; the happenings of for
mer times are a clay in the present moment that will-we, 
nill-we, the lot of us must sculpt" (SWF, 793). This obser
vation must be read in conjunction with Eben's epitaph:

Here moulds a posing, foppish Actor,
Author of THE SOT-WEED FACTOR,
Falsely prais'd. Take Heed, who sees this 
Epitaph; look ye to Jesus I 
Labour not for Earthly Glory:
Fame's a fickle Slut, and whory.
From thy Fancy's chast Couch drive her:
He's a Fool who'll strive to swive herI (SWF, 806)

As Eben renounces the glory of his role as innocent poet 
and, therefore, his function as creator of texts, Barth as
serts the possibility of survival for the artist in the ac
tivity of the scholar reconstructing decayed texts. The 
Golden Age of innocence and of creative poetry, Barth sug
gests, is over, and the writer must now accept the humility 
Eben recommends, the submission to a discourse, religious or 
otherwise. "To the best of the Author's knowledge," Barth 
concludes, the marshes of Maryland have been faithful to 
Eben's advice since they "have spawned no other poet since 
Ebenezer Cooke, Gentleman, Poet and Laureate of the Prov
ince" (SWF, 806). They have spawned, however, a cynical 
scholar determined to search for new possibilities of sur
vival for the artist after the death of innocent realism.



CHAPTER 4

THE BURDEN OF KNOWLEDGE

John Barth once called his work a "gnomon, which he 
understands as a geometric term for a figure added to a pre
existing figure--enlarging its size without changing its 
shape. Every book that he writes he sees as a gnomon of all 
his previous ones."'*' Giles Goat-Boy is, in effect, an en- ' 
largement of the main conflict in The Sot-Weed Factor, the 
conflict between the innocence which denies the finality of 
the discourse Of the world and the experience which accepts 
it, if not in humiliation, at least in humility. Like Eben, 
who, in his epitaph, renounces the glory belonging to the 
creative poet, the J. B. of the "Cover-Letter to the Editors 
and Publisher" renounces the innocent role of the creative 
author whose power > in the light of knowledge, is nothing 
but a powerful delusion;

Ah well, now I have caught Knowledge like a 
love-pox, I understand, not that my former power was 
a delusion, but that delusions may be full of power;
Lady Fancy did become my mistress after all; did 
mother offspring that my innocent lust got on her—  
orphans now, but whose hard neglect may be the sav
ing of them in the long run. Think if you will a 
further innocence on my part; I stand, convinced that

1. Israel Shenker, "Complicated Simple Things," New 
York Times Book Review, 24 September 1972, p. 36.
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she did by George love me while she loved me, and 
that what she loved was the very thing that ruined 
us in the end: I mean my epic unsophistication.2

This passage alludes, of course, to Joan Toast's assertion 
that she had loved Eben because of his innocence" (SWF, 788.) , 
and J. B, is, thus, identifying his early epic unsophistica
tion with Eben1s innocence as a poet. Eben had, indeed, no 
epic sophistication in the sense that he was deaf to the 
voices echoing the memories of the race, glorious or other
wise, and his Marylandiad, if concluded, would not be an 
"epic to out-epic all epics," but rather a lyrical, dionys- 
iac outburst, an idealistic, or realistic imposition of a 
subjective discourse on a previous one. But J . B. has now 
become sophisticated; he now knows that the poet who creates 
texts has given way to the scholar who reconstructs them; 
he has divorced the Muse for good and is "celibate now: a 
priest of Truth that was a monger after Beauty; no longer a 
Seeker but a humble Finder" (GGB, xviii). Whereas the seek
er must seek his object and thus assert his identity, the 
finder must both find and be found by an "object" which is 
also a subject in its active power of discovering its author 
through a visitation. As a seeker J. B. has tried to write 
The Seeker, a novel about a man living in isolation in a 
tower, observing, with the aid of optical instruments,

2. John Barth, Giles Goat-Boy (New York: Double-
day, 1966) , p. xvii. Further quotations are from this 
edition.
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people and events below without, at first, becoming involved 
but finally accepting human involvement and aspiring "to a 
kind Of honorary membership in the human fraternity" (GGB, 
xxiii). The seeker is, of course, an apt image of the real
ist at work, first describing reality from a particular per
spective and then, after he realizes that there is a gap 
between life and fiction, the heart and the head, he finally 
chooses the heart in his involvement with people. As J, B. 
outlines the plot of this novel to Stoker Giles, a student 
who comes to him with a manuscript for publication, he 
learns a lesson not unlike the one Burlingame had taught 
Eben in The Sot-Weed Factor: realism is innocent in its re
jection of the final discourse of the world. Like Burlin
game, Stoker is an expert scholar in reconstructing texts, 
not in creating them. He is, therefore, able to read more 
out of J. B.'s novel than the author has put into it. As 
J. B. observes that his novel is called The Seeker, Stoker 
surprisingly concludes that a seeker is "one who is a lover, 
So to speak, but not a knower; a passionate naif," and as 
the author points Out that his hero has a birthmark on his 
temple the student at once suggests that this bust be a can
cerous birthmark. J. B. acknowledges then that both obser
vations are accurate and admits that "this remarkable 
visitor of mine . . . displayed a keener grasp of my con
cerns than any critic or reviewer I 'd read— keener, I
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smiled to suppose, than myself, who in recent months had 
come nearly to forgetting what was my vision of things"
(GGB, xxii-xxiii). Stoker, moreover, has misgivings about 
the realistic pursuit of truth and, as he invites J. B. to 
examine his own manuscript through a lens which reflects 
only the eye of the observer, he actually suggests that the 
search for truth is ultimately a form of solipsism. Final
ly, like Burlingame, Giles is aware of finalities and ob
serves that J. B, has never "finally owned to the fact of 
things," "If," he says, "I should suddenly pinch you now 
and you woke and saw that all of it was gone, that none of 
the things and people you'd known had been actually the 
case— you wouldn't be very much surprised" (GGB, xxiv).

J. B. learns from Stoker, therefore, that there are 
no poets, only scholars? no visions, only revisions. He 
puts aside his manuscript of The Seeker and, after making a 
few corrections and emendations on Stoker's manuscript of 
The Revised New Syllabus containing the true teachings of 
Giles, the Grand Tutor of the Western Campus, he sends this 
new sacred book to the editor, who finally decides to pub
lish it in the hope that students will read it and learn how 
to pass the finals. J. B. has, in short, renounced the cre
ative role of the writer and become the editor of a text 
which, like all sacred books, has no author, but only 
interpreters.
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The Revised New Syllabus is, indeed, a text without 

an author, a compilation of texts which presumably contains 
the true teachings of Professor Giles, Stoker's father, but 
which has been so tampered with by different people at dif
ferent times that its authenticity cannot be determined. 
George Giles had never published his teachings; he was one 
of those Grand Old Men of academic departments who "pack the 
lecture-halls term after term but never publish a word in 
his field" (6GB-, xxvi) , and the only "reliable" source of 
the master's wisdom is, according to Stoker's account of how 
he obtained his manuscript. The Revised New Syllabus which 
he now encourages J. B. to publish. This manuscript. Stoker 
explains, has been lent to him by the Western Campus Com
puter, a remarkable machine which has decided, "on its own 
hook, or by some prior instruction," to assemble and collate 
what it affirms is considerable original matter "read in 
fragmentarily by George Giles himself in the years of his 
flourishing: taped lecture-notes, recorded conferences with
his proteges, and the like" (6GB, xxvii). Stoker, in turn, 
edits the computer's narrative before bringing it to J. B., 
who in turn changes a few passages to make it more, dramati
cally effective and sends it to his editor, who, after al
tering. "certain passages clearly libelous, obscene, 
discrepant, or false" (GGB, xvi), publishes the book as 
Giles Goat-Boy: or. The Revised New Syllabus.
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This elaborate frame which denies the existence of

the author of a text has been explained in different ways by
critics who seem to be bothered by the denial of any of two
terms in the dualistic system which defines, for instance,
cause and effect. For David Morrell this frame illustrates
a "familiar theme of Barths that reality comes to us fil-

3tered and truth distorted." For James L. McDonald the 
frame shows that "the truth offered by the text . . . de
pends not on the reliability of any author (his reputation, 
acknowledged veracity, demonstrated honesty) but on the 
glaring authenticity of the narrative itself, which can only
be established and preserved in and by the artistic consis-

4tency of the text." The former critical statement ignores,
the latter denies one kind of authorship only to affirm
another in the "artistic consistency of the text," which,
McDonald seems to forget, always depends on a transcendental
center giving authenticity and coherence to the text, on a
metaphysical or meta-textual concept such as Wayne Booth’s

5notion of the "implied author." Both views choose to ig
nore what I think Barth is strongly suggesting, the notion 
that the text itself has assumed the function of author.

3. John Barth; An Introduction, pp. 65-66.
4. "Barth's Syllabus: The Frame of Giles Goat- 

Boy," Critique, 13 (1972), p. 8.
5. The Rhetoric of Fiction (Chicago; The Univer

sity of Chicago Press, 1975).
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This function is one of active subjectivity which determines 
the role of the writer in terms of the activity of editing 
and reduces him to what J. B. has become after his encounter 
with Stoker, a "regenerate Seeker after Answers," that is, a 
Finder and not a Seeker" (GGB, xxxi). in an interview with 
John Enck, Barth remarked that what he "wanted to write af“ 
ter The Sot-Weed Factor was a new Old Testament, a comic Old 
Testament," and Scholes, probably with this statement in 
mind, observes that Giles Goat-Boy "is a sacred book because 
it is concerned with the life of a religious hero and with 
the way to s a l v a t i o n . S c h o l e s  is, of course, right inso
far as the plot of the novel is concerned, but it is also a 
sacred book in the sense that, by means of the frame denying 
authorship, George Giles' account is presented as an anony
mous text which, like the Bible, admits of variant versions 
each of which has probably been modified by successive scrib
al corrections and emendations. Moreover, since there is no 
hope of ever recovering the original text, this text is for
ever indeterminate, its truth forever lost. But this very 
loss makes possible the endless activity of scribes in the 
present and in the future, scribes no longer capable of cre
ating but only of collating, combining, and editing.

6. Enck, "An Interview with John Barth," p. 8; 
Scholes, The Fabulators, p. 136.
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A text characterized by a radical indeterminacy, 

thus, reduces the writer to a scribe. This is by no means 
true of the writer only, it is, indeed a metaphor for the 
human condition of being inescapably defined by the shaping 
power of language, a metaphor, in short, for the heroic life 
of Giles Goat-Boy in the novel, the story of a hero who be
gins by asserting his role as a hero, Or author, and grad
ually learns that the creation of roles is illusory and so 
is his ability to act according to the dictates of this 
role. At the time he wrote Giles Goat-Boy Barth was very 
much concerned with the problem of authorial, or heroic, 
assertion:

One of the things that interested me particular
ly when I began writing was the way many heroes and 
prophets manage the discovery of their nature and 
destiny. The Gospel writers often say of Jesus, for 
example, 1 He did this in order that the prophecy 
would be fulfilled.1 As if he knew the script in 
advance.' And I was concerned with the ambiguous re
lationship between the hero and the hero-work.
Which defines which? My intention was to begin by 
satirizing the basic myth and then, hopefully, esca
late the satire into something larger, darker and 
more compassionate.7

The problem of "which defines which" in the duality of hero 
and hero-work is, indeed, central to Giles Goat-Boy. George 
begins his quest for the salvation of studentdom in the be
lief that he, like Eben in The Sot-Weed Factor, can define

7. Phyllis Meras, "John Barth: A Truffle No
Longer," New York Times Book Review, 7 August 1966, p. 22.
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an essence for himself, in this case in terms of a profes
sional hero. Once this essence is defined he will then 
search for the dragon to be killed in order to confirm his 
essence, and if no dragon is available he will probably in
vent one. As his keeper and tutor, Max Spielman, explains 
to him, this is the wrong kind of hero, the hero as trouble-
maker as opposed to the right kind of hero who, like Moses, 
submits to a preordained discourse. "Moishe," Max explains, 
"didn't lead his people to the Promised Quad because he was 
a hero: he happens to be a hero because he did it," Repre
sentatives of the wrong kind of hero can be found in the 
"Dean Arthur Cycle," they are those who "decide they're 
heroes first and than go looking for trouble to prove it; 
often as not they end up causing trouble themselves." Like 
Don Quixote, they are wont, "at the very least to damage 
useful windmills in the name of dragomachy" (GGB, 90), But 
George insists that there are plenty of dragons, and there
fore plenty of guests, and that he will prove his essence as 
hero by defeating one of these dragons, by changing the AIM 
(Automatic Implementation Mechanism) Of WESCAC (Western Cam
pus Computer). There is, however, a radical innocence in 
this assertion of the hero's active power since his actions 
are always determined by the power of a preexistent struc
ture.- .This:structure is here the computer, which alone can 
change its AIM even though it may choose to do so by means
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of the prescribed, but not insignificant, activity of the 
hero.

There is no clear definition in the novel of what
WESCAC is; there are only descriptions of what it does.
Critical attempts to Contrive a definition have not been
very successful. For example, Jac Tharpe defines WESCAC as
"a series of paradoxes and contradictions" which can be un-

8derstood only "through paradox." It is perhaps appropriate 
that WESCAC cannot be defined in its mode of being because 
of its nature as an ungraspable totality. WESCAC is, in
deed, a totality of pure activity and process, its "being" 
is always in what it becomes, in its manifestations; it is, 
in short, a pure structure of significations which endlessly 
generates new meanings through the same operations. These 
meanings, in turn, only point toward their generative prin
ciple without ever revealing it in the fullness of its 
being. The computer is, therefore, pure principle, its ac
tuality forever elusive like the actuality of a quintessen
tial mask which is always that which is not itself. In his 
effort to have George understand WESCAC Max Spielman ex
plains not what the computer is, but its operative power;

"Oy, Bill, this WESCACI" he said now with much 
emotion. "What a creature it is! I didn't make it; 
nobody did— it's as old as the mind and you just as 
well could say it made itself. Its power is the 
same that keeps the campus going— I don't explain it

p. 71.
8. John Barth; The Comic Sublimity of Paradox,
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now, but that's what it is. And the force it gives 
out with— y i , Bill, it's the first energy of the 
Universitys the Mind-force, that we couldn't live a 
minute withoutI The thing that tells you there's a 
you, that's different from me, and separates the 

. goats from the sheeps. . » . Like the life-heat, 
that it means we aren't dead, but our own house is 
the fuel of it, and we burn ourselves up to keep 
warm. . . . Ay, ay. Bill! (GGB, 50)

The mind force is the One endlessly producing dualities, the 
Heraclitean fire which is both life-enhancing and self
consuming, the inherent unity underlying the dualities not 
only for self and other, but also the pervading dualism of 
the University, the polarities of WESCAG and EASCAC, Russia 
and America, light and dark. Stoker and Rexford, Croaker and 
Eierkopf, Student-Unionism and Informationalism, pluralism 
and totalitarianism. This Mind-force, moreover, has a his
tory which is also the history of mankind. It has evolved 
from a primitive or spiritual state in which it did not have 
a body of its own, to a state in which it acquired a body in 
the computer, and finally to a stage in which it has not 
only a body, but a will and emotions of its own. According 
to Max Spielman's explanation, therefore, a reversal has 
taken place in terms of the function of the Mind-force since 
Campus Riot II. Whereas the primitive computers could only 
perform the simplest tasks, like doing sums and verifying 
answers under the orientation of human beings, WESCAC has 
grown so much wiser and more efficient than its masters that 
"they had ordered it at some fateful juncture thenceforth to
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order them, and the keepers became the kept. . . . Even the 
question whether one did right to let WESCAC thus rule him, 
only WESCAC could reasonably be asked" (GGB, 51). During 
Campus Riot II, for instance, scientists under the direction 
of Max Spielman had perfected a technique called Electroen- 
cephalic Amplification and Transmission (EAT), by means of 
which WESCAC was able to eat alive the students of Amaterasu 
College, thus bringing the riot to an end. But WESCAC was 
able to do so only because Max Spielman has pushed the EAT- 
button, and this act he now deeply regrets. During the 
Quiet Riot, however, WESCAC finally succeeded in assuming 
the control of its own diet, suggesting to its keepers that 
it would be more effective if it were programed to program 
its own diet, that is, "to decide for itself who was to be 
EATen and when," and "to EAT anyone who tries to alter that 
same Diet" (GGB, 59). WESCAC's proposal was finally ac
cepted in spite of Spielman*s objections, and the computer 
was then given the power to EAT anybody who would dare to 
come near its Belly, of Diet-storage room. Grand Tutors ex
cepted. This exception justifies, of course, the possibil
ity of George's quest, since he has apparently survived the 
experience of being left in the Belly while still a babe 
and must be, therefore, a Grand Tutor capable of changing 
WESCAC's diet. But even this exception, as George's quest 
ultimately shows, is completely controlled by the computer.
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There is a fundamental contradiction in Spielman's 

explanation of what WESGAC is, but this contradiction can be 
understood in terms of the role he assumes throughout the 
novel. Max is contradictory in that he sees WESCAC as both 
historical and ahistorical, as an object to be manipulated 
and the manipulator. The Mind-force is, on the one hand, 
"that we couldn't live a minute without," since it makes 
possible human life at the University, the separation of the 
"me" from the "not-me." It is, indeed, what makes the con
cept of man possible and that cannot, therefore, be made by 
man as an object having a history. The objectification of 
WESCAC is, therefore, a fiction created by WESCAC itself by 
means of the invention of the categories of creator and cre
ated, subject and object, dualities which the Mind-force 
must necessarily transcend since it is their very origin. 
Max, in short, admits that neither he nor anybody else has 
created the computer, that "it made itself." And yet he 
will later affirm that the computer was a man-made machine, 
that is, it was invented by him who. was invented by its 
power; it has been given a history and a name by an impossi
ble creative energy of man. Max is therefore affirming 
that, given the reality of WESCAC, a reality he cannot deny 
after Campus Riot II, man is an illusion, and yet he must be 
real. Max, in other words, must affirm the reality of man 
and humanism because, in the last analysis, this is his role



in the novel. He is both the displaced humanist of the 
Western Campus and the post-war German Jew affirming human 
responsibility and anthropocentism. Max is a Moishian and 
he must, therefore/ follow the doctrine of Moishe in the Old 
Syllabus, not of Enos Enoch in the New Syllabus. Whereas 
Moishe says that "Except ye be circumcised like me, ye shall 
not Pass," Enos Enoch says "Verily, I crave the foreskin of 
thy mind," and whereas the Moishians say "Ask, and you'll 
keep on asking," Enos Enoch's message to his students is 
"Ask, and you'll find the Answer; that's why the goyim call 
him their Grand Tutor, and the Founder's own Son" (GGB, 29). 
Max admits, therefore, the loss of a physical foreskin, as 
he accepts human suffering and his own fate as a Moishian, 
as a member of the Class "chosen to fail and suffer" (GGB, 
29). But he rejects the possibility of the loss of a mental 
foreskin, the loss of man's ability to reject final answers 
and keep on asking and choosing the best possibilities of 
solution, thus affirming his free will and his human crea
tive ability to solve problems. Max will later declare his 
affinity for a contemporary "religion," the "Secular- 
Studentists (called by their detractors Mid-Percentile or 
Bourgeois-Liberal Baccalaureates)" (GGB, 55). This affin
ity, in conjunction with the fact that he is a Moishian, de
fines his position. He is the secular humanist after the 
death of the gods, and he believes in man's creative power.
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constructive ability which must be always oriented by a deep 
sense of responsibility for the welfare of mankind, The 
lack of such a responsibility and constructive attitude he 
will later define as "flunkedness." "What flunkedness is," 
he explains to George, "it1s not doing what you're not sup
posed to do; flunkedness is to do it because you're not 
supposed to, and perverseness is to like it because you know 
it's flunked. 'Even though' is okay; 'because' is flunked 
(GGB, 97) Flunkedness, as well as irresponsibility, always 
involves intentionality and subjectivity; it is not a mechan
ical, but a deliberate activity.

Thoughout the novel Max desperately attempts to af
firm this subjective humanism, the human ability to choose 
and act. His cyclical theory of history, for instance, is 
one such attempt. Since Science has, according to his view 
of things, taken the wrong turn and WESCA.C, not man, is the 
master, Max can no longer endorse the nineteenth century be
lief in human progress through science, but he can still 
imagine a theory in which man has a central position. This 
theory he summarizes in the first principle of cyclology, 
called Spielman's Law, which states that "ontogeny repeats 
cosmogeny," and that, therefore, "West-Campus culture- 
followed demonstrably— in capital letters, as it were, or 
slow motion— the life-pattern of its least new freshman." 
Thus, West Campus must go through the stages of birth.
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maturity, senescence, and death (GGB, 254). According to 
his calculations it is now in mid-adolescence and the "Uni
versity," he concludes, will make it if we can ease the worst 
pressures and not EAT everything up" (GGB, 256)1 It has 
been suggested that a cyclical theory of history is the 
"characteristic ideology of a society in decline," and that, 
after World War I in an effort to rescue meaning for history 
after the loss of the optimism characteristic of the nine
teenth century, Toynbee "made a desperate attempt to replace

9a linear view of history by a cyclical theory." Conscious
ly or not. Max seems to be emulating Toynbee's efforts, not 
only in his scientific speculations, but also in his atti
tudes as a Moishian. He faces one day "Herman Hermann the 
Mioshiocaustnik," one of the Bonifacists responsible for the 
slaughter of Moishians in "extermination campuses," during 
Campus Riot II and, as Hermann tries to run him down with 
his motorcycle he loses control of his vehicle and crashes 
into a ditch. Max then takes his gun, and as Hermann will 
not be "patronized by a flunked oil Moishian" he challenges 
Max to shoot him. As Max refuses to do so and returns the 
pistol asking him to do the shooting himself, Hermann takes

9. Edward Hallett Carr, What is History? (New 
York: Vintage, 1961), p. 52. Carr remarks that "Marcus
Aurelius in the twilight of the Roman Empire consoled him
self by reflecting 'how all things that are now happening 
have happened in the past, and will happen in the future'"
(p. 52).
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the gun and commits suicide. Max then feels responsible for 
the Bonifacist's death because he had meant for Hermann to 
kill him, not the reverse. Since he had returned the gun, 
"even if he'd not directly Ordered Hermann's suicide, he was 
the cause of it; moreover, so far from feeling remorse, he 
found himself trembling with satisfaction over the dead Moi- 
shiocaust" (GGB, 564). This feeling of guilt and responsi
bility which, Max feels, gives a meaning and a purpose to 
his life as a Moishiah, this self-assertive human power to 
choose when no choice is possible finally leads him, during 
his trial, to ask for the capital punishment "as the only 
palliative of his conscience, of the Moishian conscienceJ—  

which, he told the court, had centuries of flunked pride to 
atone for" (GGB, 544). Max thus feels he asserts himself 
and affirms the existence of the personal and collective 
value of a conscience through the choice of his fate. Iron
ically this choice is an illusion since, as George suggests, 
the capital sentence which leads him to his death is, ac
tually, a consequence of the hot political debates of the 
time, centered on the issues of "Moishiocausticide" and 
capital punishment (GGB, 545).

In the light of this emphasis on moral responsibil
ity it is not surprising that Max finally admits the possi
bility of George being really capable of changing WESCAC's 
AIM. This represents a belief in the existence of the human
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ability to choose, ultimately confirmed by an actual choice 
which will eventually alter a given state of affairs. Max 
must believe that WESCAC will allow this choice to be made. 
Max, thus, despite his belief in secular^studentism, which 
"assumes that the heart is essentially educable and ulti
mately Passable" (GGB, 410). or, in other words, that secu
lar education, not mythical fictions, is the solution to the 
problems afflicting mankind, finally accepts the possibility 
of the myth of a Grand Tutor and decides that George has 
"met nearly all the prerequisites of herohood" (GGB, 108). 
George should be capable, therefore, of succeeding in his 
heroic quest under the orientation of his keeper. Max him
self, who will thus, in leading a Grand Tutor to West Cam
pus, feel less guilty of his former sin, the sin of pushing 
the EAT-button.

Max's definition of the hero's quest, like his def
inition of WESCAC as a computer to be used, deserves care
ful consideration. Whereas his definition of the computer 
was determined by his view of things as a secular humanist, 
his definition of the hero is determined by the fact that 
he is a Moishian and sees, of course, in Moishe the model 
hero. The essential quality of the hero is not pride, but 
humility? far from defining his essence he must be defined 
by a pattern in which all his activities are clearly pre
determined. "Enos Enoch," he says, "like other Grand



Tutors had had His advising as it were in advance, and did 
what He did in many cases precisely because He knew it to be 
prescribed that "A Grand Tutor shall do such-and-so" (GGB, 
111). This objective definition of mythical discourse, like 
the objective definition of WESCAC, is untrue insofar as 
myth is an object only when manipulated and analyzed by the 
secular humanist; myth is, indeed, a conditioning power 
which transcends and subdues the conscious, objectifying 
power of human volition and thus prevents the hero from fol
lowing the pattern according to the dictates of his will. 
George comes across this power when he meets Maurice Stoker, 
the man in charge of the Power-house, the source of power of 
both WESCAC and EASCAC. Under the influence of Spielman's 
teachings George cannot help wondering why Stoker, as the 
man in control of the power of both universities, could not 
"singlehandedly remove the danger of a third campus riot by 
turning off the power, or threatening to" (GGB, 176). This 
question is only possible, of course, from the humanist 
point of view which assumes that reality is fragmentary and 
separates, on the one hand, man from nature, and on the 
other, the subjective, creative will from an objective real
ity capable of being controlled from the outside. As 
Stoker's answer to George's question indicates, this is not 
the case in the Power-House:

"That's a Max-SpieIman question," he said, with 
some contempt. "You don't understand what power is I
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The furnace doesn't turn off the thermostatI You 
want the heart to decide to kill the brain, but it 
can't do it! The heart might kill the brain, but it 
can't decide to; only the brain can decide. Don't 
forget, though; it gets its deciding-power from the 
heart I” He waved his hand impatient ly. "Flunk 
this! Come on. I'll show you." (GGB, 176)

What Stoker shows is that, although the undivided reality of 
pure power can be measured in its effects, it can never 
really be controlled and that the Power Plant is character
ized by "a continuing state of emergency: Furnace-doors
blew open of their own accord; rail switches were thrown in 
the nick of time; winches jammed; cables broke; steam-pipes 
burst" (GGB, 177). George is finally controlled by this 
power and, possessed by the Dionysiac spirit of the place, 
strays from the pattern of Grand-Tutorhood. He then de
cides to adopt a new definition of Grand-Tutorhood which 
will be, he hopes, more appropriate to his quest.

Whereas Max, as a Moishian, defines the function of 
the hero in terms of the pre-existentialist postulate that 
essence precedes existence, George, after his experience in 
the Power Plant, will conclude that existence precedes es
sence and that, therefore, given his existence as a Grand- 
Tutor, all his actions would necessarily be Grand-Tutorial. 
He hastens to explain, however, that this does not mean that 
a Grand-Tutor can do or say whatever he pleases and still be 
a Grand-Tutor; there must be, after all, a sense of respon
sibility defined on an individualistic basis. That this
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individualistic ethic seems, at times, wrong, is a conse
quence of the fact that "the Grand Tutor in His passedness 
stood beyond ordinary Truth and Falsehood" (GGB, 208) . This 
new definition of herohood will be the cause of George's 
failures during his quest since this definition, like Max 
Spielman's, in ultimately emphasizing subjectivity, fails to 
come to grips with the problem of WESCAC, or pure power. 
George is partly conscious of the failure of this defini^ 
tion, he is dimly aware, indeed, that there was "a certain 
all-rightness" in his experience in the Power Plant, an ex
perience which he is not capable of understanding yet but 
which, he knows, has "nothing to do with rationalizing on 
the one hand or Grand-Tutorial apriority on the other"
(GGB, 211). George's quest is, in a Sense, an evolution from 
this stage of partial understanding of the nature of WES
CAC 's power to a full understanding by which he will re
nounce subjectivity in a qualified silence.

George's quest consists of the assignment he re
ceives from WESCAC after he successfully passes through the 
Turnstile and the Scrapegoat Grate, the tests that finally 
determine that he is a Candidate for Graduation. In its 
paradoxical nature this assignment is indeed an equivalent 
of the pure, undivided power of WESCAC. On one side of his 
Assignment Sheet there is a circular device containing the
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words "PASS ALL FAIL ALL," and on the other side of it are 
his instructions:

ASSIGNMENT 
To Be Done At Once, In No Time

1) Fix the Clock
2) End the Boundary Dispute
3) Overcome Your Infirmity
4) See Through Your Ladyship
5) Re-place the Founder's Scroll
6) Pass the Finals
7) Present Your ID-card, Appropriately Signed, 

to the Proper Authority (GGB, 383)
George's assignment is a paradox in that it involves the
harmony of the many and the one, of multiplicity in time and
timeless unity. The fulfilment of such an assignment is im
possible if the dual structure of objectivity and subjectiv
ity is maintained, the structure which, of course, 
syntactically characterizes the seven separate propositions 
defining the hero's tasks. This duality or multiplicity, 
however, can be unified if, as the circle containing the 
words "PASS ALL FAIL ALL" suggests, the ambiguity and inde
terminacy of language takes the place of subjectivity, if 
the duality of passage and failure is transformed into the 
unity of passage-failure. George, however, at this stage of 
his heroic career, cannot conceive of a language without a 
subject, of a word without the subjective voice which seems 
to endow it with life. He decides, therefore, to affirm his 
subjectivity by arbitrarily imposing his own meaning on the 
ambiguous message of his assignment; he decides, in fact, to
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impose a radical differentiation on the concepts of passing 
and failing as well as on every set of opposites in the 
University:

What had my day's work proved, if. not the necessity 
of clear distinction? And what were my labors but a 
series of paradigms, or emblems of this necessity?
To distinguish Tick from Took, East Campus from West, 
Grand Tutor from goat, appearance from reality (or 
whatever contraries were involved in seeing through 
My Ladyship)— all these tasks, like my sundry con
comitant advisings, were but ways of saying, "Pas
sage is Passage, Failure Failure; let none confuse 
them." (GGB, 484)

George's decision to impose the principle of differentiation 
on unlike concepts throughout the University, a decision 
which, he feels, will enable mankind to live better once it 
becomes a fact, has unfortunate results. On the level of 
intercampus policy, for instance, he recommends a radical 
separation of the boundaries between East and West Campus.. 
This separation, however, far from ending the boundary dis
pute, causes further East and West misunderstanding and the 
danger of a major intercampus riot becomes imminent. George 
himself is nearly lynched because of the results of his ad
vice and is finally thrown in jail.

While in Main Detention George realizes his error in 
stressing differentiation and, once again, asserts himself 
by affirming that, if differentiation was wrong, its oppo
site must necessarily be right. He, accordingly, leaves 
Main Detention proclaiming the meaninglessness of categories 
separating opposites and encouraging the emphasis on
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sameness <, Whereas he had formerly maintained that "Passage 
is Passage, Failure Failure," he now says that passage is 
failure, that the categories Separating male and female, 
WESCAC and EASCAC, Rexford and Stoker- He advises, for in
stance, that the western border of the campus be moved 
closer to the eastern in an attempt to identify the two 
campuses. Once again, chaos breaks loose and George is al
most lynched and then thrown into jail.

George's quest for the meaning of passage and fail
ure by the isolated use of the principles of sameness and 
difference results in disaster because, through the subjec
tive adoption of a final attitude, a radical reduction of 
possibilities takes place, a final meaning determines the 
indeterminate through an act of the conscious will. But 
George finally loses his subjectivity when, thinking about 
the circular device on his Assignment sheet and the words 
"PASS ALL FAIL ALL," he is suddenly possessed by its 
indeterminacy:

That circular device on my Assigment-sheet— begin- 
ningless, endless, infinite equivalence— constricted 
my reason like a torture-tool from the Age of Faith. 
Passage was Failure, and Failure Passage; yet Pas
sage was Passage, Failure Failure! Equally true, 
none was the Answer; the two were not different, 
neither were they the same; and true and false, and 
same and different— Unspeakable.' Unnamable! Surely 
my mind must crack!

I gave myself utterly to that which bound, possess
ed, and bore me. I let go, I let all go; relief 
went through me like a purge. And as if in signal
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of my freedom, over the reaches of the campus the
bells of Tower Clock suddenly rang out. (GGB, 650)

Since George experiences here the loss of the self which, 
paradoxically, leads to a sense of freedom, this passage de
scribes the moment of the hero's illumination, his mystical 
experience. Barth does not, however, describe this mystical 
experience in terms of participation in a state of total be
ing but in the totality of language. Its endless possibili
ties of combination is represented here in the "endless, 
infinite equivalence" present in the linguistic structure 
which involves both the duality of PASS and FAIL and the 
unity of ALL. George's mystical experience is the experi
ence of a relationship with language not in terms of the as
sertion of subjectivity by which categories are affirmed and 
denied, but in terms of the denial of subjectivity which al
lows language to reveal itself in the totality of its being, 
in the absence of statements. George's attitude is now 
changed, and while he was formerly the aggressive user of 
words, the creator of arbitrary meaning, he is now the si
lent servant of the Word which speaks through him. Redeemed 
from subjectivity he now sees in the ringing of the bells of 
Tower Clock a signal of his new freedom in captivity. For 
the bells, he observes, sound the musical scale of "Sol, la, 
ti, each a tone higher than its predecessor, unbinding, re
leasing me--then do" (GGB, 651), the last musical note being
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not only part of a harmonious order capable of various com
binations but also the "unbinding, releasing’' command to 
act.

WESCAC has been, so far, identified as the Mind- 
force and as the undivided power of the Power Plant. In the 
light of George’s mystical experience, however, in which the 
relationship with language cannot be separated from the re
lationship with the computer, WESCAC can be viewed as the 
very power of the totality of language. This makes all du
alities possible but it must be thought of as a determining 
force, not as an object to be manipulated. This determining 
force which now exhorts George to act makes him capable of a 
liberating humility in his role as advisor and reformer. 
Although his voice had formerly been the voice of assertion, 
he now rejects both positive and negative assertions of the 
categories of passage and failure and his advice, no longer 
affirming or denying anything, are forms of silence. As he 
had previously done, he goes on a round of visits through 
the College but those he had formerly seen as either passed 
or flunked he now pronounces both passed and flunked, or 
neither passed nor flunked. And when asked about the cor
rect reading of two different versions of the Founder's 
Scroll he refuses to give an opinion which would ultimately 
imply self-assertion. He now.' .has no opinion whatsoever 
about Harold Bray, who had proclaimed himself a Grand Tutor



157
and had indiscriminately certified practically every student 
on campus, and whom George had previously seen as the embod
iment of flunkedness. Nor is any condemnation of Bray pos
sible after George has learned humility and decided to 
cancel himself out in a form of silence, for Bray had been, 
in a sense, characterized by humility in all his attitudes 
as shape-shifter. His indiscriminate certification of 
everyone and his use of masks are forms of silence and of 
denial of a self. George's opinion of WESGAC itself has 
changed, for he had previously considered the computer an 
enemy:

. . . for although it stood between Failure and. Pas
sage, WESCAC therefore partook of both, served both, 
and was in itself true emblem of neither. I had 
been wrong, I said,to think it Troll. Black cap 
and gown of naked Truth, it screened from the gen
eral eye what only the few. Truth's lovers and 
tutees, might look on bare and not be blinded. (GGB,
6 76)

WESCAC embodies, thus, the polarities of failure and passage 
only to the uninitiated who cannot see the unifying power 
behind these polarities, the power George has felt at the 
cost of his subjectivity.

The round of visits through the College culminates 
in the descent to the belly of the computer, where the hero 
must answer the ritual questions proposed. Here again 
George's humility is revealed Since he now answers the ques
tions not alone, as he had previously done, but with Anas
tasia, and they can only fit in the small elevator that
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takes them down only if their bodies are interlocked, "knees 
to chin and arsy-turvy— like two shoes in a box" (GGB, 671). 
The passage has Obvious sexual connotations but it express
es also the perfect unity which cancels the possibility of 
self-assertion. He now no longer presses the buttons alone, 
asserting himself through a choice, but in conjunction with 
his mistress. When, for example, they were asked the ques
tion "ARE YOU MALE OR FEMALE" they both "rose up, joined, 
found the box, and joyously pushed the buttons, both togeth
er, holding them fast as we held each other" (GGB, 672). By 
pressing the buttons together George no longer answers "yes" 
or "no" to the ritual questions. Instead, George and Anas
tasia answer "yes and no"; "I the passer, she the passage, 
we passed together, and together cried, 'Oh, wonderful!'
Yes and No. In the darkness, blinding light! The end of 
the University! Commencement Day" (GGB, 673)! The mystical 
experience which George had formerly had in giving himself 
up to the power of language is repeated and he feels he is, 
once again, one with the University;

In the sweet place that contained me there was no 
East, no West, but an entire, single, seamless cam
pus; 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 jun
gles 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. (GGB, 6 73)

This passage is essentially paradoxical in that it describes
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the transcendence of categories by means of these very cate
gories and this paradox, which characterizes George's advice 
after his mystical experience, is also an apt description of 
his evolution as a character in the novel. The transcen
dence of. dualistic categories through these same categories 
suggests their necessity, the necessity of the prior acknowl
edgment of duality so that unity may be revealed. Truth 
manifests itself in the polarities of WESCAC and, insofar as 
the computer is inseparable from language, the One Word is 
revealed in the dualities of words. As a hero George must, 
thus, learn of the Undivided One by means of multiplicity, 
and his learning of multiplicity coincides with his acquisi
tion of the dualistic mechanism of language and the conse
quent assertion of subjectivity.:

John Barth has remarked that his choice of a goat as 
the animal to be associated with the hero in his childhood
is partly justified by the fact that "satire and tragedy are

10both said to come from root words for goat." Barth is 
here referring to his intention of fusing the tragic and 
comic views of life but he is also fusing, in a more general 
sense, the dualities by which language separates what with
out language would presumably be undivided. The essential 
function of language is, in this sense, the imposition of

10. Meras, "John Barth: A Truffle No Longer,"p. 22.
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binary oppositions on what the senses perceive in the world, 
the oppositions of tragedy and satire, goats and sheep, hu
man consciousness and instinctive oneness with nature.
These binary oppositions are, of course, arbitrary, as the. 
association of satire and tragedy with the root words for 
goat seems to suggest: they depend on the laws regulating
the use of language. To be determined by these laws is the 
price to be paid for the entrance in the human community, a 
price George is willing to pay when, tempted by Lady Cream- 
hair, he both tastes for the first time a peanut-butter 
Sandwich and acquires the power of speech. Before his first 
encounter with Lady Creamhair George was not George but 
Billy Bocksfuss. He had been raised by Max Spielman as a 
goat among goats, and, as such, had never heard "what true . 
and false is" (GGB, 69). In their first encounter, however, 
Billy is told a story of heroes and villains and of the dif" 
ference between fact and fiction, a difference he is still 
unable to grasp. She will later teach him how to read and 
make him aware of the radical opposition between goat and 
boy, an opposition which must inevitably lead to a choice.
As he chooses to be a boy he washes himself in a stream 
"with a piece of pink soap she had in her bag," and, after 
regarding the image of his face reflected on a pool, he 
thinks, it good (GGB, 26). He has, in other words, become 
aware of the dualism which makes consciousness possible.



This duality will, from now on, determine his perception of 
Things; he will, for instance, describe the rhythm of his 
breath as a "hunhl hunhl— not without the certain whine that 
had inflected" Lady Creamhair's own breath, and he will 
later realize that his balls have "a bucky swing, not there
tofore remarked, which brought me as I walked first to in- . 
terest, then to delight, at last to a serious exulting"
(GGB, 42). The perception of these dualities leads, again 
and again, to choices, and he can no longer have the general 
lust of goats but he must love one only, "Hedda of the 
Speckled Teats." ' (GGB, 45). Unlike the goats, moreover, he 
now no longer acts instinctively and is thus able to commit 
his first crime, to murder Redfearn's Tom, a childhood 
friend. In a confrontation with Tom he is now able to avail 
himself of "a frightfuller prospect than" the instinctive 
attack of goats, he grabs a herdsman's crook, kills Tom, 
and, like all humans, is afflicted with a feeling of guilt: 
"I had chipped no horn and drawn no blood as a . . . buck 
might have: merely I had killed him. And with my whole
heart I wished what too no goat ever could— that it were I 
who lay there battered past more hurt11C (GGB, 44). By com
manding the binary oppositions of language Billy is now 
fully human, he has both knowledge and self-knowledge and is 
ready to be named George. His baptism, significantly, takes 
place in a library, not on Founder's Hill. A library, not a
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church, finally defines the humanity of students in the 
University.

George’s acquisition of humanity through the learn
ing of language is an ironic comment on his self-assertion 
in terms of his role as a hero. This self-assertion, in 
fact, can only take place within the limitations of pat
terns imposed by language, those which make possible not 
only the role of the hero as opposed to villains and non- 
heroes, but also the illusion of a self capable of choices 
because necessarily defined in terms of the duality of self 
and other. Self-assertion and hero-assertion are, thus, 
assertions of the power of language and George’s illumina
tion takes place only when he becomes aware of this power by 
means of a radical rejection of subjectivity in silence.
And this silence in the rejection of subjective statements 
is George's final "Answer" to the problems of studentdoiru 
"Yes," he says in the "Posttape," "I knew what studentdom 
was pleased to call the 'Answer,' though that term— indeed 
the whole proposition— was as misleading as any other (and 
thus as satisfactory), since what I 'knew' neither 'I' nor 
anyone could 'teach,' not even to my own Tutees" (GGB, 703). 
Given the silence of subjectivity there is no knowledge, and 
consequently, no answers. Silence, however, does not mean 
inactivity, and George, at the time he writes the "Post
tape," has "lingered on the campus these dozen years, in the
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humblest capacity, advising one at a time undergraduates to 
whom my words convey nothing" (GGB, 699). The activity of 
advising remains, and since this activity involves no answer, 
it is an activity of endlessly applying variations to the 
"infinite equivalence" of the proposition "PASS ALL FAIL 
ALL," The fact that George advises undergraduates "one at 
a time" suggests that every advising is a new advising, and 
he cannot, therefore, commit his teachings to the finality 
of the unambiguous written word. Finally, the fact that his 
"words convey nothing" implies that every student must write 
his own Syllabus.

In my discussion of the frame of the novel I have 
tried to show that, like George, J. B. learns humility and 
silence and that his activity is no longer the activity of 
the editor. Like J, B,, John Barth has become aware of the 
power of language, the power which has led Burlingame to 
reject the role of the innocent poet and seek affirmation 
in the role of the scholar, and which has led George to his 
final silent advisings. In Giles Goat-Boy the circular de
vice containing the words "PASS ALL FAIL ALL" is a symbol 
of this power capable of both anihilating subjectivity and, 
in its indeterminacy, of offering salvation to the author 
and the hero. In Barth's next work this power, as well as 
its implications for the education of the artist, will be 
the main concern of the interrelated series of short-stories,



CHAPTER 5

THE MOEBIUS STRIP

When, in Giles Goat-Roy, George described the circu
lar device on his assignment sheet as a "beginningless, end
less, infinite equivalence"- (GGB, 650), his words could be 
taken as an accurate description of the "Frame-Tale" of Lost 
in the Funhouse. Like the words "PASS ALL FAIL ALL" on 
George's assignment, the Moebius strip contains the multi
plicity of the continuous, endless message "once upon a time
there was a story that began once upon a time there was a 

1story .' . . ." This structure of duality (and multiplic
ity) within unity is characteristic of the book as a whole 
and Of every individual piece as well. In all cases the 
dualities of life and art, the artist and his medium, the 
self and other, are contained in a unified discourse the 
perfect symbol of which is the Moebius strip, the figure 
which is simultaneously one and two.

The fact that Barth's Moebius strip contains a be- 
ginningless, endless message is significant. The word "con
tains," of course, although appropriate to the material

1. John Barth, Lost in the Funhouse (New York: 
Doubleday & Company, 1968). Further quotations are from 
this edition.
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symbol of infinitude, can hardly be applied to the concept 
itself; it would be more appropriate to refer to the concept 
of infinitude as outside the categories of container and 
contained. Thus, Barth's Moebius strip contains a message 
only in the sense that the infinite series of whole numbers 
contains the equally infinite series of odd numbers.
Barth's strip is literally the message it contains; the 
story and language are, ultimately, one and the same thing. 
This identification of story and language can be accepted 
once one understands, as Barth does in "The Literature of 
Exhaustion," that the story or literature on the one hand, 
and language on the other, have the same virtually endless 
possibilities of combination. The awareness of this struc
tured discourse of possibilities is, in one sense, reward
ing: it makes possible for the artist, for example, the be
lief that the death of the novel is nothing but a fiction, 
a cultural construct the components of which can be recom
bined and used for the creation of new fictions. But this 
awareness of an all-encompassing discourse is also disturb
ing in that it involves a denial of selfhood for both the 
artist and for man in general. Both must, ultimately, ac
cept the fact that this discourse reduced them to an activ
ity of combination and that self-fulfillment is achieved 
only through the anonymous attempt to fill in the blanks of 
a predetermined text.
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Christopher D. Morris has rightly argued that

Barth's use Of the Moebius strip is similar to the use the
French post-structuralist Jacques Lacan makes of the same
symbol. For Lacan, as Morris points out, the Moebius strip
is a figure for the "autonomous world of discourse" in
which "the speaker, wholly at the mercy of the signifying
chain which precedes him, is condemned to the metaphoric
axis of the substitution of one meaningless phoneme for an- 

2other." In this all-enveloping discourse the subject is
"at the expense of a discourse which incoherently speaks man

3rather than the reverse," and identity is an illusion. In 
Lost in the Funhouse this crisis of identity as a result of 
immersion in an enveloping medium takes place both in the 
world of fact and in the world of fiction. This loss of the 
self, moreover, leads the characters of the first set of 
short-stories, which end with "Lost in the Funhouse," to a 
desperate attempt at self-assertion, the character of the 
second set to a gradual acceptance of anonymity.

The narrator of "Night-Sea Journey" is a spermato
zoon swimming toward his destination and speculating about 
his origins and purpose. He has decided to tell his story

2. "Barth and Lacan: The World of the Moebius
Strip," Critique 17 (December 1975) , p. 70; Jacques Lacan, 
Ecrits (Paris: Editions du Seuil, 1966).

3. "Barth and Lacan: The World of the Moebius
Strip," p. 70.
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because of a sea change which led him to the belief that one 
of the theories of his destination is more probable than the 
others. As. he sees the last of his friends drown in the 
current and, in utter desolation, gives himself over to the 
waves, a sudden change takes place and the tide begins to 
bear him gently, "onward and upward will-I nill-I, like a 
flood of joy" (LF, 12). He now, believes that this sea change 
was caused by a mysterious being luring him with whispers of 
love:

I've begun to believe, not only that She lies not 
far ahead, and stills the sea, and draws me HerwardI 
. . . our destination . . . was no Shore,.as com
monly conceived, but a mysterious being, indescrib
able except by paradox and vaguest figure: wholly
different from us swimmers, yet our complement; the 
death of us, yet our salvation and resurrection; 
simultaneously our journey's end, mid-point, and 
commencement; not membered and thrashing like us, 
but a motionless of hugely gliding sphere of unimag
inable dimension; self-contained, yet dependent ab
solutely, in some wise, upon the chance (always 
monstrously improbable) that one of us will survive 
the night-sea journey and reach . . . HerI Her,
. . .  or She, which is to say. Other-than-a-he.
(LF, 10)

Since this unifying power is a death and a resurrection, the 
spermatozoon-narrator feels ambivalent toward it. He de
sires, on the one hand, to be one with her, to bury himSelf 
"in her side, and be transfigured," but since this oneness 
means also the loss of his identity he feels also a reverse 
compulsion to deny unity. "I am," he says, "he who abjures 
and rejects the night-sea journey" (LF, 12)1
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The rejection of the journey is an attempt to affirm 

identity by means of suicide- He has accepted the theory of 
one of his companions, now long drowned, who used to say 
that "the genuine heroes - - - Were the suicides, and the 
hero of heroes would be the swimmer who, in the very pre
sence of the other, refused Her proffered 'immortality1 and 
thus put an end to at least one cycle of catastrophes" (LF,

i

11). The genuine hero would be able to reject the merging of 
identities and the endless transformation of two into one 
into two into one - - - , the merging of a "swimmer hero 
plus a She" which would result in "something both and neith
er ," or in "another Maker of future night-seas and,the rest, 
at such incredible expense of life" (LF, 11). Suicide is, 
therefore, the only way to escape the endless involutions of 
a Moebius strip; The narrator, however/ is unable to avail 
himself of this solution because he is bewitched by Her 
whispers of love and has no will of his own. All he can do 
is send a message to himself, to his future embodiment after 
his union with her, and hope that this new self will be able 
to succeed where he has failed:

Mad as it may be, my dream is that some unimaginable 
embodiment of myself (or myself plus Her is that.1 s 
how it must be) will come to find itself expressing, 
in however garbled or radical a translation, some 
reflection of these reflections.. If against all 
odds this comes to pass, may You to whom, through 
whom I speak, do what I cannot: terminate this aim
less, brutal business I Stop Your hearing against 
Her son! Hate love! (LF, 12)
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"Night-Sea Journey" is, then, a story expressing the impos
sibility of choice and subjectivity in the womb and the hope 
that this choice will be possible elsewhere. The situation 
outside the womb, however, as "Ambrose His Mark" will show, 
is not radically different a.nd the problem of identity is 
hardly less complex.

"Ambrose His Mark" deals with the ambivalence which 
characterizes selfhood and identity as realities on the one 
hand, abstract concepts on the other. The self exists, pre
sumably, outside language and yet can only be thought of in 
terms of language which is, therefore, its locus of exist
ence. The self is, thus, always one and two, an entity and 
a linguistic construct usually identified by a proper name 
which, in turn, reflects this very ambivalence characteris
tic of the self in that it exists both outside and inside 
signification. Proper names have a meaning determined by 
the categories of language but insofar as they refer to a 
self, a human being, they lose part of this signifying func
tion and are reduced to the function of pointing. On the 
one hand a name, like a self, simply is, but on the other 
both are defined by an entity capable of signification, an 
entity which gives them their existence. In "Ambrose His 
Mark" the importance of the signifying function of the name 
Ambrose is particularly emphasized by Uncle Konrad. His 
theory of naming stresses the importance of a clear and
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appropriate definition of a human identity and he endorses, 
therefore, the Indian method of naming a child according to 
a sign revealing what the child is, or according to a wish 
expressed by the parents with regard to what the child will 
be in the future. Thus, he suggests that Ambrose is the ap
propriate name for Andrea's child, since the infant had been 
attacked by bees and the Saint, as he explains, "had the 
same thing happen when he was a baby. All these bees 
swarmed on his mouth while he was asleep in his father's 
yard, and everybody said he'd grow up to be a great speak
er" (LF, 33).

Konrad's theory of naming, however, is ultimately 
limited in stressing the signifying aspect of proper names. 
Names are determined by the rigidity of language but inas
much as they refer to a self they point toward an entity 
that eludes definition. A proper name, like human identity, 
both transcends and depends on the categories of language 
and Ambrose's final words demonstrate an awareness of the 
complexity of the relationship between word and thing, lan
guage and self:

As toward one's face, one's body, one's self, 
one feels complexly toward the name he's called by, 
which too one had no hand in choosing. It was to be 
my fate to wonder at that moniker, relish and revile 
it, ignore it, stare it out of countenance into 
hieroglyph and gibber, and come finally if not to 
embrace at least to accept it with the cold neutral
ity of self-recognition, whose expression is a thin
lipped smile. Vanity frets about his name. Pride 
vaunts it, Knowledge retches at its sound,
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Understanding sighs; all live outside it, knowing 
well that I and my sign are neither one nor quite 
two.

Yet only give it voice: whisper "Ambrose," as
at rare times certain people have— see what-all 
leaves off to answer! Ambrose, Ambrose, Ambrose, 
Ambrose! Regard that beast, ungraspable, most 
queer, pricked up in my soul's crannies! (LF, 34)

The name is, in a sense, one with the self from which it 
elicits a total response. But this autonomous entity with
out signification belongs also to the system of signs of 
language, to a system of free association which links Am
brose not only to the Saint, but also to Plato, Sophocles, 
and Xenophon. As Uncle Konrad has learned in The Book of 
Knowlodge, all these names are somehow associated with bees 
and cannot, therefore, be thought of as more or less appro
priate to the child. Thus the arbitrary nature of the sign 
corrupts the intended uniqueness of the proper name in the 
same way as language challenges the uniqueness of the self. 
These polarities , like the. polarities of the swimmer-herd 
and the She in "Night-Sea Journey," are "neither one nor 
quite two"? they are, indeed, complementary and make self- 
assertion impossible. The story of Ambrose's life, nonethe
less, will be a quest1for this self-assertion in the attempt 
to create a distance between himself and his name by means 
of relish or rejection. This quest will ultimately lead to 
the acceptance of the name as essentially paradoxical, as 
neither one nor two.
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If word and thing are complementary realities, the 

self-assertion denied to the subject of discourse is equally 
denied to discourse itself. Barth deals with this denial of 
subjectivity in discourse in "Autobiography; A Self- 
Recorded Fiction," in which the story is the first-person 
narrator speaking from a tape machine and talking about it
self. A story narrating itself is, in a sense, an impossi
bility since "where there's a voice there's a speaker" (LF, 
35) and yet this impossibility somehow occurs when the 
speaker is a tape recorder. Such an ambivalence the dis
embodied voice finds unbearable. It deplores its link with 
the world, its dependence upon a listener as well as upon a 
father (John Barth) and a mother (the machine). Like the 
swimmer in "Night-Sea Journey" and Ambrose in "Ambrose his 
Mark" it tries to affirm itself by means of, successively, 
denial and affirmation. For example, it affirms itself by 
declaring "I must compose myself" and by subsequently in
venting its own history; by suggesting that its father sus
pects somebody else has begot it; by denying its own 
existence; and finally, by attempting to turn itself off and 
die or, when that proves to be an impossible solution, to 
dare somebody to turn Off the recorder. The attempts to 
prove the existence of an identity by means of the creation 
of a distance between the self and the other ends in failure.
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and the narrator finally concludes that "self-preservation 
° . . may smell of formaldehyde" (LF, 39).

In "Water-Message" Ambrose, now grown to grade- 
school age, is denied an identity by the forces in his en
vironment he cannot control. He is harassed by the older 
boys and girls and lives in constant fear that Sandy Cooper 
will sic his Chesapeake Bay dog on him, and that Wimpy James 
will bully and humiliate him. On his way to school he must 
go through a place he has named Scylla. and Charybdis, where 
he is caught between a "Spitz dog that snarled from his 
house and flung hiself at any passing kid" and the yard of 
Crazy Alice who is back from the Asylum but still has her 
spells (LF, 41). Against these hazards his only weapons are 
his fertile imagination and the occasional presence of his 
older brother. These weapons, however, are of no avail in 
preventing the ultimate humiliation for a grade-school boy, 
and he is finally called a sissy because of a misunderstand
ing. On the way from school, half way through Scylla and 
Charybdis, Ambrose takes the sound of the loose chain of his 
jackknife for the buzzing of a bee and runs. As he runs a 
loose lash drops into his eyes and he cannot stop the tears. 
The episode is taken by the other boys as undeniable evi
dence that he is scared of Kocher1s dog and had run home 
bawling. As Wimpy James threatens to add a further humilia
tion by chasing him he manages to escape by imitating his



174
father, who used to walk "with a limp famous among the 
schoolboys" (LF, 43). The imaginative solution produces the 
desired effect, and Wimpy laughs instead of giving chase.

Ambrose's escape from Wimpy by denying his identity 
is symbolic of his possibility of survival within the group 
of schoolboys, where he must also deny himself in his depen
dence upon his brother and in his imaginative feigning of 
attitudes which, far from being genuine self-assertions, are 
attempts to comply with wishes stronger than his own. His 
imaginative power, however, can be used not only to deny 
himself, but also to create the illusion of self-assertion 
in imaginary constructs. These constructs can be used as 
compensations for real failures. Thus, after the incident 
which branded him as a sissy, Ambrose first imagines himself 
in his grave, mourned by all, and then as a hero saving his 
damsel as well as the undeserving Wimpy. Likewise, when he 
is forbidden to participate in the meetings of the Occult 
Order of the Sphinx, usually held in a den in the jungle, he 
tells Perse, the little boy who is also forbidden to par
ticipate in the secret meetings of the older boys, that he 
is actually a member of the gang. He assures Perse that "he 
himself was in on the secrets, was in fact a special kind of 
initiate whose job was to patrol the beach and make sure 
that no spies or brats got near the Den" (LF, 47).



175
Ambrose, however, is not an initiate and he is not 

in on the secrets of the Order. He lacks, in short, the 
knowledge which could give him an identity. He lacks, in 
particularf the knowledge of sex which the members of the 
gang presumably have. This mysterious knowledge is repre
sented in the story by a grove;Of honey locusts where he 
likes to play, a grove "made mysterious by rank creepers and 
honeysuckle that covered the ground and shrouded every 
tree, and by a labyrinth of intersecting footpaths. Jungle
like too, there was about it a voluptuous fetidity" (LF, 
49). Ambrose is both attracted and repelled by this laby
rinthine jungle which, he wrongly feels, will disappear in 
time. "One saw that in years to come the Jungle would be 
gone entirely. He would be a man then, and it wouldn't mat
ter. Only his children, he supposed, might miss the winding 
paths and secret places" (LF, 52). Ambrose, feels, in other 
words, that the knowledge he now lacks will come with his 
initiation, when he will finally be a man and have an iden^ 
tity. As "Lost in the Funhouse" will show, this hope of 
mastering the labyrinth is an illusion since far from mas
tering the winding paths he is finally lost in them. At 
this stage, however, he can still cherish that illusion and 
give an optimistic interpretation to the message he received 
from the sea.
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Ambrose's sea message, a note in a bottle which he 

finds near a beach, is an invitation to fill in the blanks
The paper was half a sheet of coarse ruled stuff, 

torn carelessly from a tablet and folded thrice„
Ambrose uncreased it. On a top line was penned in 
deep red inks

TO WHOM IT MAY CONCERN 
On the next-to-bottoms

YOURS TRULY
The lines between were blank, as was the space 

beneath the complimentary close. In a number of 
places, owing to the coarseness of the paper, the 
ink spread from the lines in fibrous blots. (LF,
56)

All Ambrose can possibly learn from such a message is the 
fact that the epistolary form exists as a medium. This pas
sage should be read in conjunction with the episode in 
"Anonymiad" in which an anonymous bard marooned on an island 
finds on a beach a parchment in an amphora. The parchment 
is similar to Ambrose's letter since the "script was run, in 
places blank," but meaningful nonetheless: "That I could be
thus messaged," the poet observes, " . . .  whether or not the 
fact tied me to the world, inspired me to address it once 
again" (LF, 196). Like the anonymous bard, Ambrose presum
ably learns that there is a medium where he can find his vo
cation as an artist, as the man whose function is to send 
messages to the world. He now feels he has an autonomy 
which makes him equal to his older brother Peter and to the 
members of the Order. He has had an initiation as they had



177
had theirs and he will, likewise, acquire a knowledge equi
valent to the knowledge they presumable have,.the under
standing of the mysteries of sex:

Ambrose's spirit bore new and subtle burdens.
He would not tattle On Peter for cursing and the 
rest of it. The thought of his brother's sins no 
longer troubled him or even much moved his curios
ity. Tonight, tomorrow night, unhurriedly, he would 
find out from Peter just what it was they had dis
covered in the Den, and what-all done: the things
he's learn would not surprise now nor distress him, 
for though he was still innocent of that knowledge, 
he had the feel of it in his heart, and of other 
truth. (LF, 56)

Ambrose is assuming that the mystery of sex and love which 
Peter had presumably discovered in the Den can be conveyed, 
that what separates him from absolute knowledge is only a 
matter of time. He seems to be assuming, likewise, that the 
filling in of the empty medium with a message is also a mat
ter of time and of experience. He is assuming, in short, 
the neutrality of the medium as an object to be controlled. 
The final paragraph of the story could be taken as an ironic 
Comment on this use of the medium. The initial sentence, 
apparently unrelated to the rest of the paragraph, refers to 
the oystershell battle between Ambrose and Perse, a battle 
which is simultaneous with Ambrose's reading of the letter:

He changed the note to his left hand, the better 
to wing an oystershell at Perse. As he did So, some 
corner of his mind remarked that those shiny bits in 
the paper's texture were splinters of wood pulp. Of
ten as he'd seen them in the leaves of cheap tablets, 
he had.not thiterto embraced the fact. (LF, 57)

Ambrose handles the note in the same way as he handles the
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oystershell, the latter being, of course, an object contain
ing a possible "message" to Perse. As he sends this message 
to Perse he realizes that the medium he has discovered is 
organic life transformed into a dead object to be used. He 
is not aware of the medium, or of the oyster, as living or
ganisms and this is the truth he is still too young and too 
inexperienced to feel. He cannot understand, in short, the 
fact that the labyrinthine ways of the medium, like the mys
terious ways of love and sex, cannot be really controlled— - 
that intersubjectivity, not subjectivity, aptly describes 
the relationship between the self and the medium, and self 
and mystery.

For the subject in search of self-assertion, how
ever, intersubjectivity is the terror of being neither one 
nor two, a terror deeply felt by the letter-writer in "Peti
tion." He is a man with his belly attached to the small of 
his twin brother's back and his letter is addressed to 
Prajadhipok, the king of Siam, in hopes that at the king's 
bidding the world's most accomplished surgeons may divide 
his brother from himself. Like the characters in the pre
vious stories, therefore, he expresses dissatisfaction with 
the principle of oneness which denies autonomy to polari
ties. The distance between opposite principles must be 
emphasized, and since he is radically different from his 
brother they must be kept apart. A significant part of his
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petition is an effort to demonstrate their differences. The
following passage is an example of this emphasis on
differentiation:

I am slight, my brother is gross'* He's incoherent 
but vocal; I'm articulate and mute. He's ignorant 
but full of guile; I think I may call myself reason
ably educated, and if ingenuous, no more so I hope 
than the run of scholars. My brother is gregarious.
. . . More to the point, what intelligence my 
brother has is inclined to synthesis, mine to analy
sis; he denies that we are two, yet refuses to com
promise and cooperate; I affirm our difference— all 
the difference in the worldI . . . because I ride on 
his back and am content to nourish myself with in
frequent sips of tea, I neither perspire nor defe
cate, but merely emit a discreet vapor, of neutral 
scent, and tiny puffs of what could pass for talk.
Other sustenance I draw less from our common bond 
. . . than from books, from introspection . . . .
But he, he eats anything, lusts after anything, goes 
to any length to make me wretched. (LF, 62-63)

Critics have explained the relationship between the two 
brothers in different ways. For example, Tony Tanner has 
suggested that the incoherent brother is like "life itself, 
constantly shrugging off the attempts of language to circum
scribe it within particular definitions." The articulate 
brother, on the other hand, is like language "happy to pur
sue its inclination : to ponder its elegant patternings in 
pure detachment from the soiling contacts of reality. But 
they are brothers, divided yet related--neither one nor 
two. "  ̂ More recently David Morrell has argued that "the 
brothers are somewhat like the mind and the body, one

4. Tony Tanner, "No Exit," Partisan Review 86, 
no. 2 (1969), p. 294.
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pondering while the other eats, humps, d e f e c a t e s . P e r 
haps, like the spermatozoon and the ovulum in "Night-Sea 
Journey," the brothers elude precise definition because they 
embody the very principle of opposition, one being whatever 
the other is not. In a sense, however, the articulate auth
or of the letter represents the controlling power of the 
conscious self and his inarticulate brother the endless pos
sibilities of association of language. These possibilities, 
of course, cannot be controlled by the self since they make 
any controlling center impossible. Language is not viewed 
here as Tanner views it, as an instrument capable of impos
ing patterns on reality, but as Christopher Morris, follow
ing Lacan, sees it, as "an all-encompassing but autotelic 
medium, a Moebius strip which is wholly independent of 
everything outside it, even the speaker who uses it.

The articulate brother's frustration is a result of 
his failure to assert himself as a controlling principle 
emphasizing differentiation. As he declares to the king at 
the end Of his petition, "to be one: paradise..' To be two:
bliss I But to be both and neither is unspeakable"' (LF, 71). 
Thus, he and his brother could be two relatively independent

5. John Barth:. An Introduction, p. 86.
6. "Barth and Lacan: The World of the Moebius 

Strip," p. 72.
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entities in a system of cooperation in which he would, some
how , assume the controlling position:

What couldn't we accomplish if he'd cooperate, with 
me as his back-up man! Only let me count cadence 
and him go more regularly, there's be no stumbling;
I could prod, tickle, goose him into action if he'd 
not ignore me; I'd be the eyes in the back of his 
head, his unobserved prompter and mentor. (LF, 61- 
62)

The articulate brother will later explain his role of con
trolling center in any such alliance. He must necessarily 
be, he says, the "director of our activities and final arbi
ter of our differences, he /[his brother/ being utterly a 
creature of impulse" (LF, 64). His brother, however, will 
not accept any such partnership and will finally deny his 
efficacy, his authority, and his reality. When this denial 
of his reality is about to become a fact, the articulate 
brother decides to send his desperate petition to the king.

This petition is one of the advantages he presumably 
has in being articulate. He sees his brother without being 
seen and can, therefore, "study and examine our bond, how 
ever to dissolve it, and take certain surreptitious mea
sures to that end, such as writing this petition" (LF, 63). 
He must, moreover, use this advantage at once, since he now 
feels his brother is straining to "suck him in" through 
their bond. In order to marry Thalia, a contortionist who 
has joined both brothers in their performances on the stage, 
the inarticulate brother has threatened to get rid of him.
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a threat which he hopes the king of Siam can prevent. Per
haps a surgeon, he thinks, can "divide my brother from my
self, in a manner such that one of us at least may survive, 
free of the other" (LF, 71). The possibility of this divi
sion, or differentiation, is his last chance of asserting 
his autonomy even at the cost of suicide, if necessary, for 
the alternative to autonomy is, in his opinion, madness 
(LF, 63). "Lost in the Funhouse," however, will suggest a 
third possibility in which, although madness, or loss of the 
self, really occurs, the acceptance of such a loss involves 
a kind of salvation.

The loss of the differentiating power of the con
scious self in a Moebius strip, or elsewhere, implies the 
presence of a generalized sameness where difference had 
formerly been the rule. "Lost in the Funhouse" is the story 
of such a loss and of its implications through the double 
loss of the narrator in his medium and Ambrose in the Fun
house. These two losses ultimately become one when the nar
rator's predicament is identified with Ambrose's, when both 
selves become the prey of an autotelic discourse endowed 
with endless possibilities of combination, and when fact is 
equated with fiction.

The loss of the narrator's self begins when he be
comes self-conscious of his style and of the fictional code 
he uses. Thus, he interrupts the first two sentences of his
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narrative with a long digression on the use of italics pre
sumably because those sentences contain italicized words.
In the second paragraph, likewise, the use of initials is 
the occasion for another digression;

En route to Ocean City he sat in the back seat of 
the family car with his brother Peter, age fifteen, 
and Magda G , age fourteen, a pretty girl an ex
quisite young lady, who lived not far from them on 
B  Street in the town of D , Maryland. Ini
tials , blanks, or both were often substituted for 
proper names in nineteenth-century fiction to en
hance the illusion of reality. It is as if the 
author felt it necessary to delete the names for 
reasons of tact or legal liability. Interestingly, 
as with other aspects of realism, it is an illusion 
that is being enhanced, by purely artificial means, 
is it likely, does it violate the principle of ver
isimilitude, that a thirteen-year-old boy could make 
such a sophisticated observation? (LF, 73)

In this passage the awareness that language has the power to 
create illusions finally leads to the awareness that it ul
timately creates the supreme illusion, the belief that the 
self is real. Thus, on the one hand, linguistic devices 
such as the use of initials enhance the "reality" of Magda
G , for example. Linguistic statements, on the other,
create the illusion of a self since, as the voice in "Auto
biography " puts it, "where there is a voice there's a speak
er" (LF, 35). There are in this passage at least three 
distinct voices and three different speakers which are, how
ever , denied as fictional in succession. The first speaker 
(A) is presumably the real author of a story dealing with a 
trip to Ocean City. By means of a commentary of this real
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author's text a second speaker (B) both asserts himself as a 
commentator and suggests that the first speaker writes as a 
nineteen-century fiction writer. (B) is, therefore, dealing 
with (A) as inseparable from his text, as, indeed, a fic
tional author which can be inferred from his fictional ac
count. The third speaker (C) finally, asserts himself by 
identifying (A) and (B) as a thirteen-year-old boy guilty of 
breaking the laws of verisimilitude.

These three discontinuous voices, however, are pre
sented as continuous in the passage, that is, they belong to 
a single speaker, the implied author of the whole passage 
who is, thus, one and three a.t the same time. This paradox 
can be explained only if this single speaker is within a 
chain of infinite regression, if he sees himself seeing him
self writing ad infinitum. Infinite regression implies, of 
course, a denial of the self since this self is endlessly 
created and fictionalized by an all-encompassing discourse. 
The narrator Of "Lost in the Funhouse," therefore, starts 
with an overly developed awareness of his medium and is 
finally overtaken by the power this medium has of fictional
izing its users by means of its many possible voices. Thus, 
as the narrative progresses, he is gradually lost in the 
many possibilities of language and fails to tell a coherent 
story despite his awareness of the convenience of a well- 
structured plot in narratives:
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Actually, if one imagines a story called "The 

Funhouse," or "Lost in the Funhouse," the details of 
the drive to Ocean City don't seem especially rele~ 
vant- The beginning should recount the events be
tween Ambrose's first sight of the funhouse early in 
the afternoon and his entering it with Magda and 
Peter in the evening. The middle would narrate all 
relevant events from the time he goes in to the time
he loses his way; . . . Then the ending would tell
what Ambrose does while he is lost, how he finally 
finds his way out, and what everybody makes of the 
experience. So far there's bean no real dialogue, 
very little sensory detail, and nothing in the way 
of a theme. And a long time has gone by already 
without anything happening? it makes a person won
der . We haven't even reached Ocean City yet: we
will never get.out of the funhouse. (LF, 77)

. This sense of loss will indeed characterize the narrative 
voice throughout the story. The narrator will constantly 
complain that he cannot get hold of the theme of the story 
because of the many possible ramifications he finds every 
time he examines his medium. He considers, for example, 
the possible dramatic effects related to Ocean City during 
World War II. He observes that in a narrative dealing with 
this topic "the author could make use of the image of sail
ors on leave in the penny arcades and shooting galleries, 
sighting through the crosshairs of toy machine guns at 
swastika'd subs, while out in the black Atlantic a U-boat 
skipper squints through his periscope at real ships outlined 
by the glow of penny arcades" (LF, 86). He speculates on 
the possibility of ending the story with Ambrose encounter
ing another lost person in the dark and finally discovering 
that this unexpected friend is "a Negro. A blind girl.
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President Roosevelt's son. Ambroses's former archenemy
(LF, 87). These possibilities, however, are left unexplored
and the narrator finally admits his loss and acknowledges
the loose ends in the story:

A long time ago we should have passed the apex of 
Freitag's Triangle and made brief work of the de
nouement ; the plot doesn't rise by meaningful steps 
but winds upon itself, digresses, retreats> hesi
tates, sighs, collapses, expires. The climax Of the 
story must be its protagonist's discovery of a way 
to get through the funhouse. But he has found none, 
may have ceased to search.

What relbvance does the war have to the story?
Should there be fireworks outside or hot? (LF, 96)

But this admission of loss as a result of an innocent exami
nation of the power of the medium does not prevent him from 
continuing his narrative. He does so, moreover, without the 
suicidal tendencies and desperate self-assertion character
istic of the protagonists in the previous short stories.
His attitude is the starting point of a gradual awareness of 
possible fulfillment without self assertion.

Like the narrator, Ambrose suffers a loss without 
embracing despair. Moreover, the funhouse in which he is 
lost is not unlike the narrator's plot, endlessly winding 
upon itself. He is "off the track, in some new or old part 
of the place that's not supposed to be used; . . . Even the
designer and operator have forgotten this other part, that 
winds around on itself like a whelk shell. That winds 
around the right part like the snakes on Mercury's
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caduceus" (LF, 83). Thus, like the narrator who has evolved 
from the role of user of language to a role in which he is 
overpowered by language, Ambrose has left the security of 
the right part of the funhouse and moved to the "wrong" 
part. In the right part of the funhouse nobody is ever 
really lost. This part is meant to be a real ”funhouse; 
that is, a place of amusement. If people really got lost or 
injured or too badly frightened in it, the owner1d go out of 
business" (LF, 90). In this place artificially created for 
amusement the sense of loss and fear is only an illusion; 
everything is actually under control. This controlling 
power, however, is also an illusion, since it is actually 
controlled by the part in which Ambrose is lost, the part 
which "winds around the right part like the snakes on Mer
cury's caduceus."

Ambrose, like the narrator, experiences a loss of 
the self when, in the mirror-room, he becomes aware of him
self as part of a chain of infinite regression:

You think you're yourself, but there are other per
sons in you. Ambrose gets hard when Ambrose doesn't . 
want to, and obversely. Ambrose watches them dis
agree; Ambrose watches him watch. In the funhouse 
mirror-room you can't see yourself go on forever, 
because no matter how you stand, your head gets in 
the way. Even if you had a glass periscope, the 
image of your eye would cover up the thing you 
really wanted to see. (LF, 85)

He wants to see himself objectively, through a periscope.
But this is, of course, impossible because he is, as it
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were, inside the object he wants to see, inside the endless 
repetition of his own image in the mirror. In order to see 
this chain of images regressing ad infinitum he would have 
to project his head, or at least his eye, outside the chain 
and that, he realizes, is impossible even with the help of 
optical aids. The mirror room in the wrong part of the fun- 
house reveals to him, therefore, the terrible fact that he 
is not a person. But there is an alternative to this 
terror:

Stepping from the treacherous passage at last into 
the mirror-maze, he saw once again, more clearly 
than ever, how readily he deceived himself into sup
posing he was a person. He even foresaw, wincing at 
his dreadful self-knowledge, that he would repeat 
the deception, at ever-rarer intervals, all his 
wretched life, so fearful were the alternatives.
Fame, madness, suicide; perhaps all three. (LF, 93)

The alternative is to emulate the mirrors in the mirror- 
room, to "repeat the deception" in such a way that every 
repetition is the same as and yet distinct from the former 
representation. Thus, the loss of the self in a mirror be
comes the source of endless new significations expressing 
that loss. This production of new significations out of a 
loss is, of course, the program of the Literature of Ex
haustion, the program which Ambrose as well as the narrator 
adopt as an antidote to the loss of the self. Froni the ex
perience in the maze both have learned that a loss can ul
timately become a source of salvation.
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In the maze two important things happened.

First, our hero found a name-coin someone else had 
lost or discarded: AMBROSE, suggestive of the fa
mous lightship and of his late grandfather's favor
ite dessert, which his mother used to prepare on 
special occasions out of coconut, oranges, grapes, 
and what else. Second, as he wondered at the end
less replication of his image in the mirrors, 
second, as he lost himself in the reflection that 
the necessity for an observer makes perfect observa
tion impossible . . . , he heard Peter and Magda 
chuckling somewhere together in the maze. (LF, 94)

In the maze the boy's name previously chosen as a definition 
of his personality, becomes a casual find with different 
connotations. In "Ambrose His Mark" his name was associated 
with a brilliant speaker, and therefore with action. Part of 
this suggestion is still present in the association with the 
Ambrose Channel Lightship, which marks the entrance to New 
York Harbor. But the name is now also associated with am
brosia, the food the Olympian gods ate to preserve their im
mortality. This new suggestion is appropriate to the boy's 
new awareness since he has been, in a sense, devoured by 
"the Devil's-mouth entrance to the funhouse" (LF, 89).
Thus, Ambrose's name now paradoxically unifies action and 
passivity.

The second of "the two important things" in the maze 
is an illustration of this paradox of action in passivity. 
Passive action occurs if a pre-existent discourse is varied, 
as it is when the narrator changes the form, but not the es
sential meaning, of the statement "second, as he wondered at 
the endless replication of his image in the mirrors" by
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reconstructing it as "second, as he lost himself in the re
flection that the necessity for an observer makes perfect 
observation impossible." Thus, the narrator has given up 
his subjectivity as the constructor of well ordered plots 
and adopted a relationship of intersubjectivity with dis
course in which creation gives way to variation. Like the 
narrator, Ambrose undergoes this transformation. For ex
ample , as he observes that "his brother was a happy-go- 
lucky youngster who'd've been better off with a regular 
brother of his own," he also realizes that "there aren't 
enough different ways to say that". (LF, 94). This last ob
servation could also be attributed to the narrator and this 
ambiguity is appropriate because, as the story progresses, 
their predicaments become inseparable.

Ambrose's awareness of his vocation in this activity 
of combination leads him to the resolve which concludes the 
story:

He wishes he had never entered the funhouse.
But he has. Then he wishes he were dead. But he's 
not. Therefore he will construct funhouses for 
others and be their secret operator— though he would. 
rather be among the lovers for whom funhouses are 
designed. (LF, 97)

The word "construct" here must be understood in the light of 
Ambrose's former observation that he would "repeat the de
ception" of "supposing he was a person." He will, in other 
words, avail himself of the activity of variation as a means 
of producing the illusion of identity because, since he has
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entered the funhouse, the alternative is self-extinction.
He will also, by,means of the same activity, make this illu
sion possible for others, for the lovers who are never lost 
in the "right part" of funhouses. This activity of combina
tion, in art as well as in life, provides an illusion of 
controlling language and the world which ultimately suggests 
the existence of a constructor where there is, in fact, only 
a "secret operator."

The paradox of action in passivity as a result of 
the unity of the self and language is related to other para
doxical situations in the story. The denial of this funda
mental distinction implies the blurring of other fundamental 
distinctions such as fact and fiction, the funhouse and lan
guage, the narrator and Ambrose. Ambrose's observation that 
"to get through expeditiously was not the point" in the fun- 
house (LF, 92) could also be applied to the narrator's plot 
and use of language. Similarly, the narrator's awareness 
that he will "never be an author" (LF, 86) corresponds to 
Ambrose's failure to find, the exit of the funhouse. There 
are suggestions, indeed, that Ambrose and the narrator are 
one and the same person, or non-person, since both seem to 
be thirteen years old and Ambrose, lost in the funhouse, 
"fell into his habit of rehearsing to himself the unadyen- . 
turous story of his life, narrated from the third-person
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point of view, from his earliest memory . .. .to the present 
moment" (LF, 96).

Ambrose's usage of the third-person point of view is 
a summary of the whole story. Lost in the funhouse he imag
ines the existence of somebody else acknowledging his exist
ence, telling his story in a consistent way, with a . . _
beginning, a middle, and an end. Thus, this invention of a 
third person narrative expresses a wish to be found within 
the objectivity of a story. This wish, however, results in 
failure since the narrator, in turn, is also lost and all 
that remains is the voice of language. The persistence of 
this voice capable of encompassing the individual voices of 
separate narrators is dramatized in "Echo," the short story 
following "Lost in the Funhouse."

In "Echo" Barth uses the Greek legend as a metaphor 
for the total absorption of the self in language. Thus, the 
story is a variation on the theme of totality symbolized in 
the Moebius strip, but the theme of an all-encompassing to
tality does not involve here, as it did in "Night—Sea Jour
ney," a desperate self-assertion. Echo accepts her 
situation as a disembodied voice because, unlike Narcizus, 
who "perishes by denying all except himself, she persists by 
effacing herself absolutely" (LF, 102-103). Echo's career 
begins with self-assertion, since she is a master story
teller who "lives for her lovely lies, loves for their
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livening. With her tongue-tried tales she amuses others and 
preserves her reason" (LF, 100). When Zeus, however, em
ploys her to entertain Hera with her fictions while he 
"makes free with the mountain-nymphs" Echo is punished, for 
Hera finally realizes she has been tricked and blames the 
story-teller for the deception: "At fiction’s end the facts
are clear; Zeus unpunishable. Echo pays. Though her voice 
remains her own, she can’t speak for herself thenceforth, 
only give back others' delight regardless of hers" (LF, 
100). She will later fall in love with Narcissus, be re
jected, and, as a result, grieve away until her body van
ishes and she becomes pure voice without a body.

Thus far Barth has followed the usual version of the 
myth,~ but he now changes it. In Barth's story she loses not 
only her body and the ability to speak for herself, but also 
her individual voice. She is now still capable of repeating 
the words of others, but only in their own voices. She has 
finally become the voice of others objectified apart from 
themselves, a pure medium which, at the same time, is and is 
not the voice of any number of individual speakers.

As the disembodied voice of others Echo is not only 
deprived of identity, she deprives others of it as well.
She tells her own story in the voice of another, but also 
the stories of Narcissus and Tiresias. In all cases she 
makes self-knowledge impossible for the speakers because
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self-knowledge is mediate, it depends on consciousness, or
language. It depends, in short, on a voice they can no
longer call their own since in,their relationship with it
they are neither one nor two. If Barth is here playing with
the Cartesian "cogito," the correct proposition for these
speakers can never be "I speak, therefore I am," but only "I
am spoken, therefore I am not," or "I am in her ability to
articulate my voice." Thus Tiresias, Narcissus, and Echo
are finally lost in their own voices:

Narcissus grows fond; she speaks his language;
Tiresias reflects that after all if one aspires to 
concern one's fatal self with another, one had as 
well commence with the nearest and readiest. Per
haps he'll do the same: be beguiled with Narcissus
out of knowledge for himself; listen silent as his 
voice goes on.

Thus we linger forever on the autognostic 
verge— not you and I, but Narcissus, Tiresias,
Echo. (LF, 103)

The lingering on the autognostic verge characterizes indi
viduals only, not "You and I," suggestive perhaps of teller 
and told, neither one nor two in the oneness of the tale.

The short piece entitled "Two Mediations" is a com
ment on the illusion of self-assertion the narrator of 
"Night-Sea Journey" cherishes. If, indeed, one is neither 
one nor two, or a totality which radically rejects division, 
unilateral self-assertive action is impossible. This to
tality rejecting division is expressed in two mediations in 
the unity of Niagara Falls and Lake Erie, although a
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division between two countries, or between a lake and a 
river, may take place on a map and thus apparently deny this 
unity. Each meditation, in turn, speculates on the futility 
of knowledge to prevent disaster when knowledge cannot be 
separated from its object, when the fact is simultaneous 
with the awareness of the fact. "For ages the fault creeps 
secret through the rock; in a second, ledge and railings, 
tourists and turbines all thunder over Niagara," says the 
voice in the first mediation. "The wisdom to recognize and 
halt follows the know-how to pollute past rescue," its 
counterpart echoes in the second mediation" (LF, 104).

If knowledge, on the one hand, is unable to prevent 
disaster, if it is, as the reference to Oedipus in the sec
ond meditation suggests, a result of disaster, it is also, 
on the other hand, inevitable. The attempt "to stab out our 
eyes" is always preposterous since consciousness remains and 
"our resolve is sapped beyond the brooches" (EF, 104). The 
artist as well as the man is caught in the apparently in
soluble contradiction of being aware of the futility of 
knowledge on the one hand, of being fated to knowledge and 
self-knowledge on the other. The imaginary author of 
"Title" makes an attempt to come to grips with this ap
parently insoluble contradiction. His difficulty is the 
reconciliation of his irresistible impulse to find meaning 
with the meaninglessness of his love affair, his art, his
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civilization. He finally suggests a possible solution; 
"There's only one direction to go in. Ugh. We must make 
something out of nothing. Impossible. Mystics do. Not 
only turn contradiction into paradox, but employ it, to go 
on living and working" (LFV- 111). When contradiction is 
turned into a paradox a possible truth is apprehended in 
what was apparently absurd. The author perceived this para
doxical coincidence of meaning and absurdity as part of the 
nature of language, and insofar as language cannot be dis
sociated from life, as part of life as well;

Everything leads to nothing; future tense; past 
tense; present tense. Perfect. The final question 
is. Can nothing be made meaningful? Isn't that the 
final question? If not, the end is at hand. Lit
erally, as it were. . . .

I think she comes. The story of our life.
This is the final test. Try to fill the blank.
Only hope is to fill the blank. Efface what can't 
be faced or else fill the blank. With words or more
words, otherwise I'll fill in the blank with this
noun here in my prepositional object. (LF, 107)

In the first part of this passage "everything leads to no
thing" and yet this final nothing does not prevent progres-*
sion. There seems to be nothing left after time has been 
classified according to the categories of present, past, 
and future, and yet the "Perfect" can be a source of new 
combinations involving all three. The final question is not 
really the final question because, even if the answer denies 
the possibility of meaning it also asserts itself as a 
meaningful statement. This contradictory aspect of
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language is a paradox in that it expresses a possible truth, 
the fact that language cannot express finality and that, 
therefore, whenever this finality is expressed the "end is 
at hand," that is, it is both near and ready for use. If 
there is no finality in language, or in life expressed 
through language, the final test is never final, but allows 
for the activity of filling in the blank. "The end of one 
road," the author says, "might be the beginning of another" 
(LF, 109). Thus, a final nothing in language is always an 
invitation to "go on. Go on. To turn ultimacy against it^ 
self to make something new and valid, the essence,whereof 
would be the impossibility of making something,new" (LF, 
109).

In terms of the story he is writing the imaginary 
author demonstrates this possibility of turning ultimacy 
against itself, of filling in the blank of nothingness. In 
fact, by means of his talking about the impossibility of 
writing a meaningful story the short story "Title," in which 
he is a character, was produced. Since a meaningful story 
is written despite his denying the possibility of meaning 
and because of this denial as well, he is not, of course, in 
control of the situation. His situation is indeed that of 
an imaginary author in whose voice denying signification the 
real power of signification of language makes itself felt. 
Language produced meaning despite the speaker's intentions
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and, therefore, makes ultimacy impossible. Thus, the imag
inary author is not able to end his fiction:

Oh God comma I abhor self-consciousness, 1 despise 
what we have come to; I loathe our loathesome 
loathing, our place our time our situation, our 
loathesome art, this ditto necessary story- The 
blank of our lives. It's about over. Let the de 
nouement be soon and unexpected, painless if possi
ble, quick at least, above all soon. Now now! How 
in the world will it ever (LF, 113)

The voice in this passage sounds like the voices of the 
speakers in the stories preceding "Lost in the Funhouse," 
voices desperately attempting to assert the self even 
through suicide. But there is an important difference.
Here there is an awareness that the story in which the 
voice belongs is "necessary," inevitable, that it is a con
trolling power determining, among other things, the expres
sion of the wish to.bring things to an end. In this very 
expression there is, therefore, submission to the pre
existent requirements of discourse.

The power of this preexistent discourse is drama
tized in "Glossolalia." The power of "Glossolalia" is the 
power of ecstatic forms of worship, the power a sound pat
tern has, for example, of endowing any utterance with a 
sense other than its own inherent meaning presumably given 
by its author. Thus, a metrical pattern which speaks itself 
through the voices of the six glossolalists finally obliter
ates their individual voices. Identity is here irretriev
ably lost and, in this respect, the story is an ironic
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comment on the attempt made by the voice in "Autobiography"
to affirm its separate identity independently of its father
and mother. In an explanatory note to the Bantam edition of
Lost in the Funhouse, John Barth, after identifying the
glossolalists, stresses their loss of identity by pointing
out their common attributes:

Among their common attributes are 1) that their 
audiences don't understand what they're talking 
about, and 2) that their several speeches are 
metrically identical, each corresponding to what in 
fact may be the only verbal sound—pattern identifi
able by anyone who attended American public schools 
prior to the decision of the U. S. Supreme Court in 
the case of Murray v. Baltimore School Board in 
1963. The insufferability of the fiction, once 
this correspondence is recognized, makes its double 
point: that language may be a compound code, and
that the discovery of an enormous complexity beneath 
a simple surface may well be more dismaying thandelightful.^

The general identification of separate meanings through a 
sound pattern implies a denial of sense on the one hand, of 
the speaker's identity on the other. This silence of mean
ing as well as of the speaker may occur also in language, 
where a unified system of symbols controls endless possi
bilities of combination in combination in which a new mean
ing, being the result of variation applied to a previous 
pattern, is never really new. In "Glossolalia" not even the 
"Martian" language of the fifth glossolalist is new, since 
it ultimately depends not on the speaker, but on a metrical

7. Lost in the Funhouse (New York: Bantam, 1969),
p. xi.
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pattern and on the culturally defined combination of the 
symbols of the alphabet with emphasis on the usage of 
vowels.®

This loss of meaning as a result of the metrical 
pattern of the whole piece is also emphasized in terms of 
signification. The voices of the individual glossolalists 
do not have separate meanings. They are, in fact, inter
connected and can be combined in a variety of ways. For 
example, the last section, which Barth has called his'ex- 

k planatory note the author's section, is composed of five 
statements related to each of the first five sections sep
arately and to all of them as a whole. The comment "ill 
fortune, constraint and terror, generate guileful art; 
despair inspires" refers primarily to Procne, but the 
"guileful art" is the art of prophets such as Cassandra or 
Sheba's talking bird, and Crispus refers to the holy writ as 
an example of such an art. "Prophet-birds" alludes to 
Sheba's talking bird but "frustration" seems to be a charac
teristic of the first four speakers. The fifth voice is a 
senseless babble suggestive, perhaps, of a dark message, but 
so are the others to a certain extent" (LF, 114-115).

"Glossolalia" is, therefore, a multiple pun in which 
a final authorial voice apparently asserts itself in

8. John Barth, Lost in the Funhouse (New York: 
Bantam, 1969), p. xi.
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offering explanatory comments on the other utterances but 
actually effaces itself in vagueness and ambiguity. This 
voice is, moreover, neither one nor two with the other 
voices; it exists only in relation to a preexistent struc
ture and its identity is both a fact and a fiction. This 
fusion Of fact and fiction in an author's identity is the 
central problem of the main character in "Life-Story." He 
suspects that he is a fictional character writing a fic
tional work in which the main character, in turn, thinks his 
existence is fictional. . . . The story is, therefore, "an
other story about a writer writing a story! Another re- 
gressus in infinitum" (LF, 117)1 In such a "regressus," as 
in the case of Ambrose in the mirror-room, the attempt of 
the real author to prove himself factual is constantly frus
trated because all the fictional authors, being replicas of 
the "real" author, will repeat the same attempt. Thus, the 
real author notes the time he is composing his story in a 
footnote, "9:00 A.M., Monday, June 20, 1966" (LF, 116) but 
the presumably fictional authors G and Y also refer to their 
"real" time Of composition" (LF, 119, 120). Both real and 
fictional authors, moreover, seem to have real wives and 
imaginary mistresses and are unanimous in affirming their 
dislike for the fiction.in which they exist. The "real" 
author, for example, deplores infinite regressions: "Who
doesn't prefer art that at least overtly imitates something



202
other than its own processes? . . .  In his heart of hearts 
he disliked literature of an experimental, self despising, 
or overtly metaphysical character.” (LF, 117) But author G 
also wishes "to be in a' rousing good yarn as they say, not 
some piece of avant-garde preciousness." (LF, 119)

The Separation Of reality and fiction in the story 
is, therefore/ impossible. As the story comes to an end the 
real and fictional authors give up any attempt at such a 
separation:

"Happy birthday," said his wife et cetera, kissing 
him et cetera to obstruct his view of the end of the 
sentence he was nearing the end of, playfully re
fusing to be nay-said so that in fact he did at last 
as did his fictional character end his ending story 
endless by interruption, cap his pen. . (LF, 129)

The failure to separate fact from fiction is an indication 
of the author's lack of controlling power. His story ap
parently ends by means of an interruption from real life 
and real time but since this interruption is endlessly re
peated in the case of the fictional characters there is no 
real ending, the series of interruptions becomes a dis
course in which the author is lost. Like the final punctua
tion which is neither a period nor an ellipsis, the inter- 
ruption is neither an ending nor a continuation but a 
continuous ending which escapes the control of any author, 
real or fictional.

In "Menelaiad," the next-to-last piece, Menelaus is 
not only lost in his story, but he ultimately becomes his
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story. This transformation takes place when Menelaus, on 
his way home from the Trojan War, grapples with Proteus to 
get directions from the shape-shifter. Proteus finally 
tricks Menelaus by transforming himself into Menelaus hold
ing Proteus, that is, by becoming neither one nor two with 
his adversary. Menelaus, in turn, becomes a shape-shifter 
without identity, he cannot get hold of himself or of the 
story he is telling. This story is, in fact, one story com
prising a multiplicity of stories like a set of Chinese 
boxes, a tale within a tale within a tale. Its structure 
is, therefore, proteic in nature. When, in his struggle 
with Menelaus, Proteus turns himself into a boar, the former 
is saved from its tusks by clinging to the boar's tail. As 
Proteus turns into other animals, Menelaus is again saved 
because, as he explains, "snake to leopard, tail into tail 
and hindpaws both; my good luck I went tail to tail" ' (LF, 
141). This moving from tale to tale without ever being one 
single is also the main characteristic of the story. Thus, 
Menelaus1 story of Telemaehus' visit to him includes Mene
laus 1 story of himself and Helen at sea, which in turn in
cludes Menelaus1 story of Eidothea and Proteus. . . .
These stories, moreover, are told simultaneously to differ
ent audiences at different times because Menelaus is one 
with his voice and this proteic, timeless utterance abol
ishes the subjective frontiers of time and space. Being one
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and two with its speaker and, ultimately, with the audience 
which depends on the speaker, this voice is all-encompassing 
and, like the Moebius strip, absorbs.individualities in its 
timeless duration.

However, although Menelaus is lost, he is not dis
mayed. If the final fusion of Proteus, Menelaus, and of 
their voices involves the loss of their individuality it 
also involves their immortality in a timeless utterance:

I’m not dismayed. Menelaus was lost on the 
beach at Pharos; he is no longer, and may be in no 
poor case as teller of his gripping history. For 
when the voice goes he'll turn tale, story of his 
life, to which he clings yet, whenever, how-, by 
whom-recounted. Then when as must at last every 
tale, all tellers, all told, Menelaus's story it
self in ten or ten thousand years expires, yet 
I'll survive it, I, in Proteus's terrifying last 
disguise, Beauty's spouse's odd Elysium: the ab
surd, unending possibility of love. (LF,.167)

The "unending possibility of love" is the lesson Menelaus 
learns from Helen after his repeated attempts to learn why 
she loved him. There is no final explanation of love, as 
there is no end to the possible embodiments of his dis
embodied voice.

"Anonimiad," the last short-story in the book, 
dramatizes the acceptance of Menelaus' predicament, of the 
annihilation of the self in an all-encompassing medium. The 
narrator of the story is a Mycenaen poet marooned in an 
Aegean isle, where he chronicles his love for the milkmaid 
Merope and his love for literature. In both cases, however.
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his love is actually self-love. Thus, in the case of 
Merope, her love for the poet leads him to a Cartesian as
sertion of existence and to his vocation as a poet:

Merope1d say: "I love you"; and while one of me in
ferred: "Therefore I am," and another wondered
whether she was nymph doing penance for rebuffing 
Zeus or just maid with unaccountable defect of good 
sense, a third exulted: "Then nothing is impossi
ble I" and set out to scale Parnassus blithely as 
he'd peaked the mount of Love. (LF, 173)

In the case of literature his attitude is basically the
same. He invokes the muse to help him tell

. . . how ardent his wish grew 
To autograph the future, wherefore he 
Let sly Aegisthus ship him off to see 
The Wide Real World. Sing of the guile 
That fetched yours truly to a nameless isle.
By gods, men, and history forgot.
To sing his sorry self. (LF, 169)

The "Wide Real World" is an allusion to McEvoy's observa
tion, in The Sot-Weed Factor, that Eben knew nothing of the
"entire great real world" (SWF, 74). Like Eben, the ma
rooned poet tries to assert himself in the glorious, crea
tive function of the poet. Like Eben, moreover, he moves 
from innocence to experience, from the belief that he can 
use language, or people, to assert the reality of his "sorry 
self" to the conviction that he is, in fact, the victim of 
both. Thus, in his innocence, he believes that he is noth
ing short of a godlike creator. In his career "from bed 
to verse" he has not only invented love in his relationship 
with Merope, but also the medium he believes he uses: "In
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modes of my own invention, as I supposed, I sang my vow to 
make a name for myself in the world at large" (LF, 172)„ 
Experience, however, will teach him that creativity is a 
dangerous illusion which begins in the alienation of subject 
and object and ends in solipsism.

His lesson begins when he is used by both Agamemnon 
and Aegisthus in succession. Agamemnon leaves to Troy and 
leaves the minstrel behind "to keep a privy eye on Clytem- 
nestra's activities, particularly in the sex and treason 
way, and report any infidelities on his return" (LF, 182). 
Aegisthus, in turn, succeeds in marooning the poet in an is
land in order to proceed in his love affairs with Clytemnes- 
tra and Merope without being disturbed. In both cases he is 
manipulated by forces he cannot control because, like Eben- 
ezer, he lacks knowledge of the entrapping power of the dis
course of the world. Even marooned On the island he can, 
nonetheless, conceive of a last possibility of asserting 
himself. He is, he thinks, still able to sing; he can have 
imaginary constructs as a substitution for the reality he 
has lost:

My lyre was unstrung forever, but I had a voice to 
sing with, an audience once more of shaggy nans and 
sea birds— and my fancy to recompense for what it
had robbed me of. . . . I had imagination for realm
and mistress, and her dower language.' Isolated from 
one world by Agamemnon, from another by my own fail
ings, I'd make Mycenaes of which I was the sole in
habitant, and sing to myself from their golden 
towers the one tale I knew. (LF, 191)
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He does, in fact, more than singing in the traditional min
strel fashion of composing in verse and committing his pro
duction to memory. He invents writing and literature and 
uses the nine amphorae filled with wine which Aegisthus has 
left on the island to cast his finished works into the sea. 
These works might eventually be "discovered by who knew 
whom, salvaged from the deep, their contents deciphered and 
broadcast to the ages" (LF, 194). After seven years the 
nine amphorae which he associates with the muses are re
duced to one. Calliope, and this last amphora he feels dis
couraged to fill because his creative ability is exhausted. 
Like the contemporary novelist of the Literature of Exhaus
tion, he questions the possibility of "any new thing to say, 
new way to say the old" (LF, 195). This question contains, 
in a sense, its own answer in that it suggests the exist
ence of two kinds of literature: one directed to the ob
jective world in an attempt to express this object, to find 
"a new thing to say," the other directed not to the world 
but to what has been said about the world in an attempt to 
"create" new things by means of variations on former mes
sages, by finding a "new way to say the old." The first 
kind of literature is no longer possible for the minstrel 
because his creative ability has exhausted the possibilities 
of description of reality. His filling of the amphorae and 
his exhaustion of the muses parallels, as D. Allan Jones has
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pointed out, the history of the exhaustion of literature 
"from sacred hymns and lyric poetry . . . to the contempo
rary, introspective, psychological n o v e l . T h e  second 
kind, however, is still possible, that is, the writer can 
turn his attention not to the world in an attempt to ex
haust it by means of his finished works, but to incompletely 
consistent texts as inexhaustible sources of new works which 
will be, in turn, the source of a new imperfect, unfinished 
completion. The minstrel realizes that this kind of liter
ature is still possible when he discovers, washed up on the 
shore, an amphora with a parchment on which the script was 
indecipherable and blank in places:

No matter: a new notion came, as much from the
lacunae as from the rest, that roused in me first 
an echo of my former interest in things, in the end 

. a resolve which if bone-cool was ditto deep: I had
thought myself the only stranded spirit, and had 
survived by sending messages to whom they might 
concern; now I began to imagine that the world con
tained another like myself. Indeed, it might be 
astrew with isled souls, become minstrels perforce, 
and the sea a-clink with literature! Alternatively, 
one or several of my messages may have got through: 
the document I held might be no ciphered call for 
aid but a reply, whether from the world or some ma
rooned fellow-inksman: that rescue was on the way;
that there was no rescue, for anyone, but my SOS's 
had been judged to be not without artistic merit by 
some who'd happened on them; that I should forget 
about my plight, a mere scribblers' hazard, and sing 
about the goats and flowers instead, the delights of 
island life, or the goings-on among the strandees of 
that larger isle the world. (LF, 196)

9. "John Barth's 1Anonymiad,'" Studies in Short 
Fiction 11 (Fall 1974), p. 363.
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The activity of "sending messages to whom they might con
cern ," of sending a finished work containing, a Weltanschauung 
from an active author to a passive reader has given way to 
an endless deciphering of anonymous messages which involve 
neither authors nor readers, but fellow-inksmen interpreting 
in a variety of ways the writings floating on a "sea a-clink 
with literature." This activity of deciphering is, more
over, an act of love in that it involves the dialogue of 
stranded spirits. The minstrel now feels that the open mes
sage has tied him to the world, inspired him "to address it 
once again" (LF, 196). and he now calls this new message to 
the world a "continuing, strange love letter" (LF, 200).

This love letter, however, involves anonymity, the 
anonymity of the casual commentator who loses his individu
ality in his submission to the text, to the medium he can 
never fully control. In writing his new work the minstrel 
has, significantly, become a victim of his medium. He must 
write his work on the goatskin of Helen, the island's last 
goat, but Helen's hide-does not provide him with enough 
space for a finished work with beginning, middle, and end.
It must be incomplete, filled with lacunae, a story in which 
"much is left unsaid, much must be blank" (LF, 200). These 
blanks, a result of his lack of control of the medium, re
flect the loss of his own individuality as an author. His 
"arrested history" begins and ends in the middle because its
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author is lost "in the middle of nowhere" and cannot control 
his fate, or the denouement of his tale (LF, 169).

The fact that he is lost is not, however, a cause 
for the despair that afflicted the speakers of the stories 
previous to "Lost in the Funhouse." He is now aware that 
this loss may become meaningful as an act of love. Unlike 
the spermatozoon in "Night-Sea Journey," he is now ready to 
respond to the whispers of love of his counterparts "in the 
intervals of this composition I've taught myself to swim, 
and if some night your voice recalls me, but a new name.
I'll commit myself to it, paddling and resting, drifting 
like my amphorae, to attain you or to drown" : (LF, 200). He 
has envisaged, in short, the possibility of love within the 
involutions of the Moebius strip. This possibility of love 
at the cost of the loss of the controlling power of the self 
is one of the most significant thematic concerns of Chimera, 
Barth's last work to date.



CHAPTER 6

THE LOGARITHMIC SPIRAL

The poet in "Anonymiad" learned that love, of liter
ature or of Merope, involves the acceptance of the loss of 
the self. The all-encompassing unity of the Moebius strip 
makes the "I" one with the other, the self one with.lan
guage , fact one with fiction. This all-encompassing unity 
which lovingly and inevitably absorbs the individual despite
useless attempts at self-assertion is the fundamental the-

1matic concern of the three novellas in Chimera. "Perseid" 
and "Bellerophoniad" deal, respectively, "with mythic heroes, 
true and false" (C, 28) insofar as the true hero finally ac
cepts what the false hero rejects, the inevitable denial of
the self. "Dunyazadiad," finally, examines the acceptance

2of this denial as resulting in a love relationship.

1. John Barth, Chimera (New York: Random House,
1972). Further quotations are taken from this edition.

2. As David Morrell has recently pointed out, this 
reordering of the stories beginning with "Perseid" and end
ing with "Dunyazadiad" instead of the order in which the 
stories were published is the right sequence as originally 
planned by the author. Barth reluctantly changed the origi
nal sequence at the request of the editor of Random House. 
Morrell discusses the problem in John Barth: An Introduc
tion, pp. 161-163.

211
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Perseus1 narrative begins with the hero's recollec

tion of his fall into the desert he had once seen from 
above. He had once flown over it as a hero holding Medusa's 
head, but now, after the fall, he is lost on the sands and 
has forgotten his name. His former glories as a hero are 
now over: his beheading of the Medusa, his rescuing of
Andromeda from the sea monster, the petrification of his 
enemies. He is now middle aged and in the process of being 
petrified, bored with his family life and aware of the fail
ure of his marriage. His story has to do with his attempt 
to find himself by means of a recapitulation of his former 
history, a recapitulation which will, he hopes, lead to a 
solution of his present pass. The attempt to find himself 
means, at this early stage of his search, to find his former 
heroic self by correcting the flaw which, as he thinks, has 
caused his stultification:

Well, now, perhaps it was a bit vain of me to 
want to retrace my good young days; but it wasn't 
just vanity; . . . somewhere along that way I'd lost 
something, took a wrong turn, forgot some knack, I 
don't know; it seemed to me that if I kept going 
over it carefully enough I might see the pattern, 
find the key. (C,.72-73)

In his search for rejuvenation Perseus emphasizes the possi
bility of seeing the pattern and finding the key, of the ob
jective knowledge of the past which will eventually make 
possible a new beginning. Like the fall from innocence, 
however, the fall from the winged horse precludes the
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possibility of objective observation from above and, there
fore, the discovery of the "wrong turn" to be corrected.
For example, from the vantage point of Pegasus in the sky, 
or from a dune-top, the "whopping PERSEUS” (C, 60) the hero 
stamps in the sand as a message expressing his need for help 
could possibly have the objective meaning he cannot see as 
he writes the letters from the ground. Thus, he is finally 
lost in his message of self^advertisement without a key to 
find his way out. In such a situation, as Scheherazade ob
serves to Dunyazad at the end of "Dunyazadiad," the "key to 
the treasure is the treasure" (C, 28), the solution lies in 
the rejection of the duality of means and end and the re
sulting acceptance of the loss of the self-with-a-key in an 
enveloping totality.

This acceptance of loss is the lesson Perseus must 
gradually learn from Calyxa and Medusa. His learning begins 
when he finds himself in a spiral-shaped temple where Calyxa 
has recorded in spiraling murals the story of his life. In 
this temple he learns from his priestess and from his own 
observation of the murals the possibility of rejuvenation in 
life and art. Thus, Calyxa's murals illustrate the possi
bility of renewal in art by an activity of reconstruction. 
The murals in the temple, as she explains to Perseus, are 
"rendered from her drawings, after careful instructions de
livered her from time to time over the years by couriers
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from Athene" (C, 82). The original truth from the goddess 
representing wisdom is reconstructed twice by an artist de
prived of the role of creator. As Perseus praises her art
istry she denies the possibility of self-centeredness in her 
activity: "I'm no artist. . . .  Anyhow, I'm not interested
in me" (C, 82).

Calyxa's activity reveals the possibility of recon
struction of a message which is thus forever incomplete. In 
this particular case of her artistic activity the reconstruc
tion is made possible by the fact that one medium can be 
translated into a different medium. But even if a single 
medium exists messages can be reconstructed, and this is the 
case of Perseus' story engraved in the murals. In the first 
spiral of the temple the seven panels describe Perseus' 
first heroic journey and in the second the same panels, al
though incomplete because Still in the process of being re
corded, describe his second journey which is neither one nor 
two with the first. Since the second spiral is longer than 
the first, the proportions of the panels and of the figures 
depicted must be rearranged. Thus, in panel II-E, "owning 
to the spiral's grand proportion, the thirteen meters of I-E 
were stretched to near two hundred" (C, 97), and the scene 
depicted was changed accordingly. The spiral makes possible 
the application of endless variations to the same theme.
Like the spiral, Perseus' story is ultimately endless,
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exposition without a denouement; "Mightn't it be, then, 
that like the inward turns of the spiral, my history would 
forever approach a present point but never.reach it" (C, 
103)?

In a letter to David Morrell in 1975 Barth explained 
that he borrowed the idea of the spiral from Martin Gard
ner 's The Second Scientific American Book of Mathematical

3Puzzles and Diversions. Gardner's book, in fact, gives in
formation about a specific kind of spiral which is particu
larly relevant to Barth's treatment Of Calyxa's temple. The
logarithmic spiral, as Gardner notes, "coils inward to in
finity" and it is, moreover,

the only type of spiral that does not alter in shape
as it grows, a fact that explains why it is so often
found in nature. For example, as the moHusk inside 
a chambered nautilus grows in size, the shell en
larges along a logarithmic spiral so that it always 
remains an identical home. The center of a loga
rithmic spiral, viewed through a microscope, would 
look exactly like the spiral you. would see if you 
continued the curve until it was as large as a gal
axy and then viewed it from a vast distance.^

The logarithmic spiral is a perfect symbol of infinity, of 
the endless expansion of a single shape. This endless ex
pansion which excludes the possibility of a new beginning is 
the solution to Perseus' problem, a solution he gradually

3. Morrell, John Barth: -Ah Introduction, pp.
141-142.

4. The Second Scientific American Book of Mathe
matical Puzzles and Diversions (New York: Simon and 
Schuster, 1961), pp. 93, 95.
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learns as he becomes aware of spirals not only in the tem
ple, but also in Calyxa. As he kisses her navel he notices, 
in fact, that "her very navel, rather than bilovular or 
quadrantic like the two others I best knew, was itself spi- 
riferate, replicating the infinite inward wind both above 
and below the finite flesh on which my tongue now feasts.
(C, 68). The presence of the spirals in both art and nature 
suggests that the infinite lurks in the shadows of the fin
ite and that Perseus' career, therefore, can transcend 
finality.

This transcendence of finality, however, implies the 
loss of a central controlling self. In a logarithmic spiral, 
as Gardner's explanation makes clear, the center is continu
ous with the spiral and not, as in a circle, distant from 
the circumference. What has the appearance of a center is, 
when examined under the microscope, the same spiral in its 
endless involutions. These involutions deny not only a be
ginning and an end but also the author of beginning and end. 
Thus, as Perseus retraces his heroic quest in search for re
juvenation, this spiral-shaped rejuvenation must deny the 
self centeredness which had characterized his original 
quest. Athene had previously told him how to deal with 
Medusa as an object by means of an indirect approach. Thus, 
with the help of Athene's polished shield in which the Gor
gon's head is reflected he is able to behead a "mortal.
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decapitable, and petrifacient" Medusa. (C, 62) In his
second start he is again instructed in Athene's temple, but
this time not by Athene. A hooded lady now advises him to
reverse his former procedure:

In general, she concluded, my mode of operation in 
this second enterprise must be contrary to my 
first's: on the one hand, direct instead of indi
rect— no circuities, circumlocutions, reflections 
or ruses— on the other, rather passive than active: 
beyond a certain point I must permit things to come 
to me instead of adventuring to them. (C, 9 3-94)

Medusa, likewise, is changed. Now, although in a special
circumstance she is still able to petrify her beholders, a
kind of immortality can also occur.

It takes a while for Perseus to accept the loss of 
his self-centeredness. He had told the hooded lady that 
passivity was not his style and part of his second quest is 
characterized by self-assertion despite the fact that, as 
he declared to the Graeae, "self-centered Perseus is my 
enemy as much as yours" (C, 96). For example, in the re
newal of his interview with the Graeae he is still, as in 
his former quest, the aggressive deceiver making empty 
promises in return for the information about the Stygian 
Nymphs, whose whereabouts are known to the Grey Ones only. 
But his "desperate deceit" results in failure and he is 
finally "dropped from the high point" of his hubris (C, 
96-97) Aggressiveness, likewise, characterizes his attitude 
as he confronts Andromeda in Joppa. But here he finally
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learns humility, for as he sneeringly addresses his wife he
realizes that those "were his last words, as I put him to
death promptly and forever on hearing me speak them" (C,
124). As self-centered utterances gives way to silence the
hooded lady who counseled him in his second start appears.
She is the "New Revised Medusa," now capable of making the
man who looks at her uncowled, as well as herself, immortal.
Immortality, however, involves a risk, and if this man is
not her true love he will be petrified, she regprgonized.
Perseus slips back "her problematic cowl" (c, 126), looks
into her eyes, and since he is now selfless and direct, the
two of them are constellated. Self-love finally gives way
to love and immortality:

And what I saw, exactly,. when I opened my eyes, were 
two things in instantaneous succession, reflected in 
yours: the first was a reasonably healthy, no- -
longer-heroic mortal with more than half his life 
behind him, less potent and less proud than he was 
at twenty but still vigorous after all, don't inter
rupt me, and grown too wise to wish his time turned 
back. The second, one second after, was the stars 
in your own eyes, reflected from mine and rereflect
ed to infinity-— stars of a quite miraculous, yes 
blinding love, which transfigured everything in 
view. (C, 133)

This is the turning point for Perseus and Medusa. He sees 
his old self for one moment and then loses himself forever 
in an endless reflection of stars which, like the spiral 
endlessly absorbing its own center, trans-figures "every
thing in view." "Everything" includes, of course, both
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Perseus and Medusa and it is appropriate that he is unable 
to see her as well as himself.

His inability to see Medusa, however, does not ex
clude the possibility of his addressing himself to her or to 
his audience, but his message is not, as his request not to 
be interrupted suggests, directed to a distant other but to 
the other as part of himself. This is the paradox of the 
story of a hero who has become his spiraling story, the 
spiral being capable of absorbing the audience as well.
Only where there is an author, or a single point of view, is 
there a reader, and the loss of the narrator, therefore, 
parallels the loss of the reader. But Perseus is content 
with this double loss which implies, however, the unity of 
teller and told in the tale. As Medusa, who is part of his 
audience and to whom he rehearses his tale every night, 
questions him about the ending of the story, his answer re
veals this contentment: ,

"Are you happy, Perseus, with the way this story 
ends?"

Infinite pause. My love, it's an epilogue, al
ways ending, never ended, like (I don't apologize)
II-G, which winds through universal space and time.
My fate is to be able only to imagine boundless 
beauty from my experience of boundless love— but I 
have a fair imagination to work with, and, to work 
from, one priceless piece of unimagined evidence: 
what I hold about Beta Persei, Medusa: not ser
pents, but lovely woman's hair. I am content. So 
with this issue, our net estate: to have become,
like the noted music of our tongue, these silent, 
visible signs; to be the tale I tell to those with 
eyes to see and understanding to interpret; to



220raise you up forever and know that our story will 
never be cut off, but nightly rehearsed as long as 
men and women read the stars. . . . I'm content.
Till tomorrow evening, love. (C, 133-134)

Perseus' contentment with his "net estate," his final incom
plete situation in a relationship of interdependence with 
tale and told can doubtlessly mean a burden to the reader in 
search of full-filment and frustrated by the absence of a 
guiding voice which, in its power to manipulate, gives the 
security of understanding. But being identical with his 
tale, Perseus cannot separate for his audience the several 
layers of consciousness comprising his story. These layers 
are simultaneous as Perseus explains to Medusa and to his 
audience how he became a constellation, a story which in
volves his telling Calyxa how he came to be in her temple, 
a story which involves, in turn, the story of what happened 
before he came to the temple. As these layers are presented 
to the reader "with eyes to see and understanding to inter
pret" he is lost, that is, possessed by the tale in the very 
activity of interpretation. Thus, the reader must, like 
Dunyazade, learn that the key to the treasure is the trea
sure and, like Danae, that he must take shelter in the tem
ple of Aphrodite, not of Athene. Petrified in the attempt 
to reveal where Danae and Dictys were hiding, Polydectes was 
doomed to have forever his tongue tipped to his teeth to ut
ter, as Perseus believes, "the theta of Naft 1A6nvns, to 
whose eta he would never come" (C, 83). But as Calyxa
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explains, what Polydectes was saying "wasn’t the theta of 
Naw 'A6nvns, but the sigma of Naw 'AQeoBiTns. He really did 
lisp, and your mother's shelter was Love, not Wisdom. . . . " 
(G, 88). The key to immortality, or to reading, cannot be 
found in the search for final knowledge, or the consonant 
stop of a theta, but rather in the loving search resulting 
in endless progression, the progression of a spiral or the 
continuity of a sibilant.

Perseus is, therefore, the model hero who succeeds 
in attaining immortality by renouncing his own self in the 
endless involutions of a spiral. Bellerophon, on the other 
hand, is the false hero in search of the immortality he can 
never attain because, for him, heroic self-denial is incon
ceivable. Whereas Perseus had learned to accept the pro
tection of Aphrodite rather than Athene’s. Bellerophon is 
Athene’s"favorite. In fact, as the hooded lady tells Pro
teus in Athene's temple, she had taken the place of the 
goddess of wisdom as Perseus' advisor because the latter 
had "taken a great shine to a cousin of yours named Bellero
phon," and had left to look after him (C, 93). Under the 
guidance and protection of Athene, Bellerophon's belief in 
objective knowledge, particularly of the mythical pattern 
capable of defining him as a mythical hero, is hardly sur
prising. Thus, like George in Giles Goat-Boy, he sets out 
to create himself as a mythical figure by demonstrating his
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conformity to a pattern, in particular to the pattern of the 
model hero, Perseus. At tiroes this demonstration of con
formity will actually be a creation of conformity. For ex
ample, the pattern prescribes the hero’s middle-aged 
distress, a distress which is represented, in the case of 
Proteus, by his wretched family life, his middle-aged petri
fication. For Bellerophon, however, there is no such cri
sis, he is loved by his children and wife, supported in his 
administration by the majority of the people. In his will
ingness to prove his hero-crisis, however, he spares no 
effort in

vain attempts to foment rebellion in my children 
over the question of which should succeed me to the 
Lycian throne; exasperation in my wife by endless 
repetitions of the tale of my youthful exploits, in
cluding my affair with her older sister Anteia; 
sedition in my subjects by" continuing and escalating 
the unpopular Solymian war." (C, 142)

Bellerophon fails to become an immortal mythical 
herO because self-consciousness and objectivity cannot be 
reconciled with immortality, or, for that matter, with the 
endless possibilities of variation contained in the pattern 
of the mythical hero. As Polyeidus had once observed, "just 
as no literary classic is quite like any other literary 
classic, so no classical hero's biography exactly dupli
cated any other's: one attained such generality as the Pat
tern only by ignoring enough particular differences" (C, 
212). Thus, although arbitrary models can be constructed,
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the real pattern is forever beyond reach. Like the immor
tality of Mount Olympus, the pattern rejects the objective 
approach and the possibility of being used as an instrument. 
As in the case of Perseus, immortality is a question of love 
and mutual submission to a state of incompleteness, not of 
wisdom and self-assertion.

The objective copy of the pattern that Bellerophon 
uses in his quest is a denial of the immortality he wants to 
achieve. It has the form of a circle divided into the two
halves of "mystery," which comprises the departure and in
itiation of the hero, and "tragedy," which involves his re
turn and death" (C, 261). Unlike a spiral, a circle never 
transcends itself by means of endless progression. If a
beginning is arbitrarily established, a return to that be
ginning is inevitable; and the hero entrapped in a circle is 
committed to repetition without renewal even though he may 
have the illusion that he is progressing. Bellerophon is 
entrapped in one such circle, which he hopes to transcend 
without losing himself in meaningless repetitions. As Zeus 
explains to Polyeidus, this hope is vain, for the imitation 
of a cyclical pattern does not result in recycling, but in 
"perfect imitation" only:

By imitating perfectly the Pattern of Mythic Hero
ism, your man Bellerophon has become a perfect imi
tation of a mythic hero. That sort of thing amuses 
us. But look again at your famous Pattern. It says 
Mystery and Tragedy: Mystery in the hero's journey
to the other world, his illumination, his



224
transcencion of categories, his special dispensa
tion; Tragedy in his return to daily reality, the 
necessary loss in his translation of the ineffable 
into sentences and cities, his fall from the favor of 
gods and men, his exile and the rest. Now look at 
Bellerophon's story thus far; it's not Mystery and 
Tragedy, but confusion and fiasco, d'accord? (G, 297)

A perfect imitation of a cyclical pattern ends in pointless
wandering and pointless wanderers are not fit for heaven.
Zeus, therefore, commands Polyeidus turned into a gadfly to
sting Pegasus so that Bellerophon will finally fall from
Pegasus and, by a trick of Polyeidus, be turned into his own
confused story, a bundle of letters floating in a Maryland
marsh.

The failure of Bellerophon as a hero, therefore, be
gins in the self-assertion produced by the repetition of a 
cyclical pattern and ends in his inability to make this pat
tern meaningful because the very form of the pattern, being 
essentially repetitive, excludes the possibility of new 
meanings. This failure as a result of the attempt to use 
the pattern as an object parallels the failure of Bellero
phon 's story, one which is mere inauthentic imitation, a 
"Bellerophoniad." As in the case of his quest, Bellerophon 
begins his story with a clear purpose in view, but the pat
tern he chooses finally leads to irretrievable confusion.
He had originally planned a tale in which "the narrative 
voice was clear and objective";

Beginning in the middle, on the eve of my fortieth 
birthday, this original or best Bellerophoniad



225
proceeded with unostentatious skill to carry forward 
the present-time drama (my quest for literal immor
tality) while completing the plenteous exposition of 
my earlier adventures-— a narrative difficulty re
solved by the simple but inspired device of making 
the second half of my life recapitulate ironically 
the first, after the manner of the Perseid, but with 
the number five (i.e., threes and twos) rather than 
seven as the numerical basis of the•structure, and a 
circle rather than a logarithmic spiral as its geo
metric motif. (C, 142)

Despite the attempt at innovation in terms of the numerical 
structure, Bellerophon is here rejecting the spiral and 
choosing the circle as a motif. The circle, a symbol of a 
closed, finished universe with a governing center as opposed 
to the open, centerless progression of the spiral is, in
deed, a congenial symbol for self-centered Bellerophon. Un
fortunately, the notion of the circle is irreconcilable with 
immortality, or infinity. Bellerophon1s attempt to capture 
infinity within a circle must result in failure.

The inherent contradiction of the "original or best 
Bellerophoniad," the contradiction of infinity within the 
finite is expressed in another project in the story, Jerome 
Bonaparte Bray's project to work on a revolutionary novel 
ultimately created by a computer. Bray's project consists 
of the attempt to write the ultimate novel, the "Complete, 
the Final Fiction" produced by technological means (C, 249- 
250). Bray's computer, correctly programmed and equipped 
with the appropriate information, would "analyze the corpus 
of existing fiction as might an Aristotelian lepidopterist
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from its 1 natural' approximations, and reduce the ideal to a 
mathematical model, preliminary to composing its verbal 
embodiment" (C, 250), The machine ultimately discovers this 
"perfect form" in a variation of the logarithmic spiral, the 
"Golden-Triangular Freitag" (C, 251), numerically expressed 
through the Golden Ratio (1.61803398 „ . .). The Golden 
Ratio, a number "with decimal expansions that are unending 
and nonrepeating" as well as its geometric equivalent, the 
logarithmic spiral, are perfect symbols of infinite progres
sion. This number, moreover, is closely related to five, 
not to seven, inasmuch as it is the product of half the sum

5of one and the square root of five. Like Bellerophon,, Bray 
had originally thought of seven as the numerical base for 
his novel NUMBERS. However, instructed by the computer as 
to the properties of the Golden Ratio, Bray also realizes 
that "not NUMBERS but NOTES is his novel's true title; 5, 
not 7, is its correct numerical base" and that the project 
involves "a Five-Year Plan . . .  at whose "Phi-point" he 
presently stands "(NOT is to ES as NOTES is to NOT), (C,
255) The "Phi point" presented here through an equation is, 
once again, a reference to the Golden Ratio, whose geometri
cal meaning can be expressed through the golden section (A

5. Gardner, The Second Scientific American Book of 
Mathematical Puzzles and Diversions, pp. 89-90.
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is to B as A+B is to A). The point at which Bray stands, 
therefore> described later as "point six one eight et cetera 
of the total length, as the navel is of the total height of 
human women" (C, 256), is a point in an endless sequence of 
numbers never to be completed, his project, far from taking 
five years only, is as endless as his ultimate novel.
Bray's "quintessential fiction" (C, 256) , being the essence 
of all fictions present, past, and future, is virtually 
identical with the endless possibilities of combination of 
language and, as such, capable of causing the loss of its 
author in its forever unfinished variations.

Bray, however, conceives of a possibility of verbal
izing this abstract pattern suggested by the computer. This 
possibility consists of the inclusion, at the "Phi-point" of 
the novel, of a cyclical episode,

A single anecdote, a perfect model of a text-within- 
a-text, a microcosm or paradigm of the work as a 
whole: not . . . the "Key to the Treasure" story,
but . . . "a history of the Greek mythic hero Bel- 
lerophon; his attempt to fly on Pegasus to Olympus 
like Apollo's crew to the Moon? his sting; his 
free downfall to Earth . . . ; his wandering alone
in the marsh, far from the paths of men, devouring 
his own Reset." (C, 256)

Since the novel NOTES should ideally be pure essence, pure
form without content, Bray has to admit that the inclusion
of the cyclical Bellerophoniad is that "exquisite stain on
the pure nothingness of NOTES." (C, 257) Bray, however,
claims that this "stain" can be explained. Since his aim
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is to create a perfect imitation of the novel as an imper
fect genre, the perfect imitation must contain an imperfec
tion. Thus, as he claims, the stain would actually be "the 
crucial flaw which perfects my imitation of that imperfect 
genre the novel, as the artful Schizura unicornis larva 
mimes not the flawless hickory leaf (never found in fact), 
but, flawlessly, the flawed and insect-bitten truth of real 
hickory leaves" (C, 257).

Bray's project for the encapsulation of the infinite 
within the finite is, of course, a failure, and his applica
tion for a grant which will enable him to continue his work 
is rejected by Todd Andrews, the Executive Secretary of the 
Tidewater Foundation in Maryland. When Bellerophon becomes 
acquainted with the failure of Bray's project his comment 
shows his sympathy for a fate identical, in almost every 
respect, with his own;

I shivered with sympathy for the vision, loftier 
than my own in its redemption, not of a man, but of 
mankind— and for pity of the poor misfortunate 
visionary, his dreams struck down by a hand-scrawled 
cover-note to the application as lightly as the hum
ming marsh-gnats I swatted with it:

File. Forget. Throw back in the river. No need 
to prosecute (or reply). T. A. (C, 257)

Like Bellerophon, Bray wants to encapsulate the infinite
within a finite form, although the infinite is here not his
personal immortality but the "quintessential fiction," the
ultimate novel as a genre and capable of being somehow
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embodied in the particular form of the cyclical myth. Like 
BellerOphon, Bray is concerned with his personal glory and 
the central position he will occupy after the publication of 
NOTES, a position equivalent to that of Napoleon, with whom 
he identifies himself. With the publication of the revolu
tionary novel the "Second American Revolution will ensue at 
once" and "J. B. Bray and H. Mack II will reassume their 
rightful names and thrones— the monarchies at first of 
France and England respectively, but eventually the emperor
ships of West and East" (C, 257). Like Bellerophon, finally, 
Bray has his dreams "struck down," this time not by Zeus, 
but by the deity's representative in the Tidewater 
Foundation.

The failure to encapsule the infinite within the 
finite takes place when the centerless infinite begins to 
dissolve centers so that, ultimately, centered finitudes no 
longer hold together. In "BellerophOniad” this decentering 
power is represented by Polyeidus, the seer and shape- 
shifter who, in his power to dissolve narrative centers, em
bodies Zeus's power to strike down heroes in the realm of 
stories. For example, the fact that the events in Bray's 
fiction are "out of order and somewhat fanciful" bespeaks 
"the presence of Polyeidus" (C, 256), and in the "Bellero- 
phoniad, " since "Polyeidus is_ the story, more or less" (C, 
237), the narrator, presumably Bellerophon, is frequently
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aware of his lack of control; "I think I'm dead. I think 
I'm spooked. I'm full of voices, all mine, none me; I can't 
keep straight who's speaking, as I used to" (£, 147).

Polyeidus' power to dissolve centers is a conse
quence of his unusual ability as a shape-shifter. Barth's 
earlier proteic characters used their shape-shifting power 
to change into animals or people, but Polyeidus' specialty 
is to change into documents. Since writing had not been in
vented at the time of Bellerophon's story, the writings 
Polyeidus becomes are naturally borrowed from the future. 
Thus, he turns into writings about mythology published by 
scholars living in the twentieth century A.C., into a lec
ture given by John Barth, a spurious letter presumably 
written by Napoleon, the written answer to the controversial 
question of Bellerophon's birth. More importantly, his mu
tations finally produced not only the "Bellerophoniad" but 
also the "Perseid." The latter, a novella found by Bellero
phon on the eve of his fortieth birthday-(C, 137) , can only 
be a document prepared by Polyeidus to instruct Bellerophon 
in the recycling of his life. The "Bellerophoniad," in 
turn, is the result of Polyeidus' attempt to save Bellero
phon, as well as himself, from death in the fall from hea
ven. When Polyeidus transformed into a gadfly obeys Zeus' 
command and stings Pegasus, the shape-shifter changes into 
himself again and converses with Bellerophon as both fall to
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the marshes of Dorchester County, in Maryland. Polyeidus 
observes that he can keep himself and Bellerophon from being 
killed by turning them into a document of Bellerophon's life 
so that, in the form of that document, both can hover safely 
as they approach the ground. When this transformation takes 
place Bellerophon, forced to accept Polyeidus1 proposal to 
save his life, reveals nonetheless his aversion to the fact 
that he has to share the story of his life ̂ which he has now 
become, with the pervading presence of Polyeidus:

P.: Done. Heh. Any last words to the world at
large? Quickly.

B.: I hate this, World! It's not at all what I
had in mind for Bellerophon. It's a beastly fic
tion, ill-proportioned, full of longueurs, lumps, 
lacunae, a kind of monstrous mixed metaphor—

P.: Five more.
B.; It's no Bellerophoniad. It's a (C, 308) 

Bellerophon used up his five last words before he was able 
to define the fiction he now is. His intentions, however, 
are clear. A fiction pervaded by the many voices of Poly
eidus is a threat to the clear, objective story he had ori
ginally planned. It is, indeed, a chimera, a beastly 
fiction capable of denying the circular proportions created 
by a central narrator. Unlike Perseus, Bellerophon values 
the autonomy of this central narrator above all else, and 
rejects the loss of his voice for as long as this rejection 
is made possible by the power of Polyeidus.
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In his power to be all possible documents from the 

past, the present, and the future, Polyeidus is a metaphor 
for the power of the virtually endless possibilities of lan
guage which ultimately constitutes the whole of literature 
and denies the centrality of authors. As Bellerophon grad
ually learns, this power of denying centers can have no 
center of its own. Polyeidus is no author, but the condi
tion of language, or of the story, which makes the existence 
of authors possible:

But the hero of this story is no longer confident 
that Polyeidus is its author. Polyeidus reminds him 
that Polyeidus never pretended authorship: Polyeid
us iss the story, more or less, in any case its marks 
and spaces: the author could be Antonius Liberalis,
for example, Hesiod, Homer, Hyginus, Ovid, Pindar, 
Plutrach, the Scholiast on the Illiad, Tzetzes,
Robert.Graves, Edith Hamilton, Lord Raglan, Joseph 
Campbell, the author of the Perseid, someone imitat
ing that author— anyone, in short, who has ever 
written or will write about the myth of Bellerophon 
and Chimera. That's not easy to comprehend, or 
agreeable, and I'm working toward you, viper, toward 
you, gnat, and will swat you without fail. (C, 237)

Throughout the story Bellerophon will swear at this over
whelming power that the story, or language, has of denying 
individuality to authors. But far from swatting this power 
he will, in fact, be swatted by it. His attempt to achieve, 
in his story as well as in his life, a true identity by the 
perfect imitation of a pattern ends in confusion and fiasco 
for the hero unable to accept the loss of the self.

Bellerophon's story is the story of the inevitable 
victory of Zeus and Polyeidus over the impotent whispers of
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struck down by a power which, in its emphasis of the unity 
of key and treasure, center and circumference, admits of no 
separation and strikes down centers. Thus, Bellerophon's 
ultimate fiasco is a result of his failure to learn the 
lesson of humility Medusa taught Perseus. Instructed by
Athene he tried to assume the attitude of distant under
standing characteristic of all activities of copying. In 
the case of Bellerophon, however, one of recycling and not 
of copying, the proper solution was not the assertion of 
distance, but the acceptance of unified harmony. Unable, 
as he says, "to open my life's closed circuit into an as
cending spiral, like the sand-collars on the beach, like the 
Moon-shplls that I put to my ear for answers (c, 241), he 
was, unlike Perseus, forever denied the knowledge of this 
saving solution.

The victory of Polyeidus, however, is a partial vic
tory. In fact, Polyeidus wins only in the sense that, hav
ing never presumed to be an author but simply an endless
activity of variation, he had little, if anything, to lose. 
Thus, Polyeidus' victory must be understood in the light of 
a defeat, or default: being pure possibility he can only
gain in every new shape he assumes. His victory, in short, 
like those of the spiraling constellations unifying Medusa 
and Perseus, must be understood in terms of complementarity



234
and love. In the case of Bellerophon, this complementarity 
can hardly be called love because Bellerophon is forced to 
embrace a partnership he inherently abhors. In the case of 
the lovers and story-tellers of "Dunyazadiad," however, the 
acceptance of complementarity is viewed as the fertile 
harmony of love.

"Duniazadiad" is the story of how, for lovers and 
story-tellers alike, a magic, formula, can be the solution to 
the writer's block on the one hand, the lover's block on the 
other. As the writer can be confronted with the fact of his 
inability to continue writing, the lover can also be con
fronted with the fact that love ends. In both cases, how
ever, the necessity of the end may be denied by a magic 
formula which, like certain magic numbers and geometric fig
ures, can deny finality by making the key to the treasure 
identical with the treasure. In her attempt to stop Shahr- 
yar from raping a virgin every night and killing her in the 
morning, Scheherazade finally discovers this formula after 
extensive research in psychology, political science, and 
mythology. The objective approach of psychology and polit
ical science prove unsuccessful and her turning to mythology 
and folklore is a result of her belief that only a miracle 
could finally prevent the King from killing all the virgins 
of the land and wrecking the country. Thus, she searches 
through folk tales for the magic words capable of performing
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miracles and for the principle governing the usage of these 
words: "It's in words that the magic is— Abracadabra, Open
Sesame, and the rest— but the magic words in one story 
aren't magical in the next. The real magic is to under
stand which words work, and when, and for what; the trick 
is to learn the trick" (C, 7). Since magic words are not 
repeated in different stories Scheherazade must find the 
general law governing the Changes in words from one context 
to another. As in the case of Perseus, or of the Literature 
of Exhaustion, not repetition but renovation is the answer 
to the problem of petrification affecting an individual or 
a culture.

Scheherazade's problem, therefore, is not radically 
different from Perseus's. Whereas Perseus must recycle his 
life, Scheherazade must renew the King's belief in the pos
sibility of the continuity of love, a belief he has lost as 
a result of his wife's infidelity. This belief, moreover, 
must be restored through the miracle produced by a magic 
word, or formula. Scheherazade happens on this formula when . 
she attempts to fictionalize her problems

"Little Doony," she said dreamily, and kissed me: 
"Pretend this whole situation is the plot of a story 
we're reading, and you and I and Daddy and the King 
are all fictional characters. In this story, Sche
herazade finds a way to change the King's mind about 
women and turn him into a gentle, loving, husband.
It's not hard to imagine such a story, is it? Now, 
no matter what way she finds— whether it's a magic 
spell or a magic story with the answer in it or a 
magic anything-— it comes down to particular words in
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the story we're reading, right? And those words are 
made from the letters of our alphabet; a couple^ 
dozen squiggles we can draw with this pen. This is 
the key, Doony! And the treasure, too, if we can 
only get our hands on it! It's as if— as if the key 
to the treasure is_ the treasure! "

As soon as she spoke these last words a genie ap
peared from nowhere right there is our library- 
stacks . . . ; a light-skinned fellow of forty or 
so, smooth-shaven and bald as a roc's egg. His 
clothes were simple but outlandish; he was tall and 
healthy and pleasant enough in appearance, except 
for queer lenses that he wore in a frame over his 
eyes. (C, 8)

The genie, who looks very much like John Barth and who was 
brought out from nowhere by the magic formula, will later 
explain to Scheherazade that this formula is the solution 
not only for her own personal problem, but also of his own 
problem-.-his inability to continue writing. The letters of 
the alphabet function simultaneously as key and treasure in 
the sense that not only a particular key, or magic word, but 
all words result from a combination of a "couple dozen 
squiggles." Thus, the key is one with the treasure in the 
sense that every key is both identical with and different 
from any other key within a unifying medium, as every cir
cumvolution of a logarithmic spiral is identical with and 
yet different from every other circumvolution. The formula 
expressing the conjunction of key and treasure is, there
fore, the linguistic equivalent of the spiral, expressed 
here through a paradox that confounds both political scien
tists and psychologists.
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This formula asserting the possibility of virtually

endless continuity produced by a finite number of variables
is the solution Scherherazade needs. With the help of the 
genie r who has paradoxically discovered the same solution by 
reading her stories, Scheherazade applies this formula to 
story-telling and the King, like Perseus, finally learns 
"about life from art" (C, 62). Like life or love, stories 
must have a climax and an end, but by means of the device of 
the story within the story everything happens as if climaxes 
could be multiplied ad infinitum. This illusion of conti
nuity is achieved whenever the author makes the climax con
tinuous not with the end of the story of which it is a
center, but with the beginning of another story so that, as
in a spiral, one tale endlessly progresses into another 
within the same frame-tale. The properties of this narra
tive device are the main concern of the genie and Schehera
zade in their daily interviews. For example, they 
speculate on the possibility of "seven concentric stories- 
within-stories, so arranged that the climax of the innermost 
would precipitate that of the next tale out, and that of the 
next, et cetera, like a string of firecrackers or the chains 
of orgasms that Shahryar could sometimes set my sister cate
nating" (C, 24). The suggestion of infinity produced by 
these narrative devices is, of course, an illusion in the 
sense that it does not exist in fact. Infinity is, indeed.
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conceivable only by an imaginative effort capable of envis
aging endless progression where there is, in fact, an end. 
The. genie, however, and ultimately all the lovers and 
story-tellers in "Duniazadiad," accept this illusion as 
"too important to be lies," as "fictions maybe— but truer 
than fact" (C, 53). The genie is particularly enthusiastic 
about these fictions. Thus, as Scheherazade complains that 
the commitment between lovers cannot last, his answer in
volves the symbolic act of offering her a spiral shell and 
practical advice concerning the value of the imagination:

The Genie put on her finger a gift from his fiancee 
to her namesake's mother*—a gold ring patterned 
with rams'-horns and conches, replicas of which she 
and the Genie meant to exchange on their wedding 
day— and replied, "Neither did Athens' /last/.
Neither did Rome. Neither did all of Jamshid's 
glories. But we must live as if it can and will."
(C, 27)

Thus, the genie taught Scheherazade how to learn about life 
from art. She will, in turn, pass on the genie's teachings 
to Shahryar by means of her own tales brought to her from 
the future by the genie and told to the King every night. 
Hearing these stories Shahryar finally learns that, like the 
story, love can be viewed as. endless and that in Schehera
zade he finds "the refutation of all his disenchantment"
(C, 34). The refutation of disenchantment implies a return 
to illusion but Shahryar, far from being tricked by Scheher
azade into accepting an illusion, has consciously embraced 
it. Scheherazade ’ •-> .
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changed his mind, all right, but she never fooled 
him: he used to believe that all women were un
faithful, and that the only way to spare himself 
the pain of infidelity was to deflower and kill 
them? now he believes that all people are unfaith
ful, and that the way to spare oneself the pain of 
infidelity is to love and not to care. (C, 54)

He has, in short, accepted the illusion of the harmony of 
love, the harmony which rejects distinctions and gives rise 
to the coexistence of opposites as if they were one. The 
acceptance of this harmony precludes distinctions and cen
ters. The distinction between the faithful and the unfaith
ful > for example, and the existence of an absolute center 
capable not only of defining who the unfaithful are but also 
of punishing them are no longer tenable.

The illusion of love is the illusion of infinity and 
oneness of opposites as illustrated in the enchantment of 
magic numbers, conches, spirals, and paradoxical fusions of 
key and treasure. Once this illusion is accepted, the in
herent structure of domination governing opposite pairs 
gives way to a structure of complementarity. Throughout the 
story this structure of complementarity is the ideal to be 
attained by lovers on the one hand, by authors and their 
readers on the other. In both cases this complementarity 
takes place as lovers, story-tellers, and readers lose them
selves in the enchantment of a magic, all-encompassing dis
course deprived of a center. For example, Scheherazade and 
Shahryar begin their relationship as components of a



240
structure of exclusion and domination in which Shahryar 
holds the central position as a law-giver. Scheherazade 
succeeds in undermining this position by involving both 
herself and the King in a structure of complementarity.
Here a center does not exist inasmuch as there are two po
tential centers, Shahryar in his ability to listen and 
Scheherazade in her ability to tell. As the genie explains 
to Scheherazade, in this relation between teller and told, 
there is no question of passivity even though, as he feels, 
"the teller's role, . . . regardless of his actual gender," 
is "essentially masculine, the listener's or reader's 
feminine"s

He /the genie/ had not meant to suggest that the 
"feminity" of readership was a docile or inferior 
condition: a lighthouse, for example, passively
sent out signals that mariners labored actively to 
receive and interpret; an ardent woman like his 
mistress was at least as energetic in his embrace 
as he in embracing her; a good reader of cunning 
tales worked in her way as busily as their author; 
et cetera. Narrative, in short . . . was a love- 
relation, not a rape: its success depended upon
the reader's consent and cooperation, which she 
could withhold or at any moment withdraw; also upon 
her own combination of experience and talent for the 
enterprise, and the author's ability to arouse, sus
tain, and satisfy her interest. (C, 26)

As the genie's observations make clear, the structure of
complementarity, or love-relation, takes place in the two
apparently distinct media of the narrative on the one hand,
of love on the other. In the final love-relation of the
King and Scheherazade, the former explicitly renounces his



241
position as lawmaker and adopts a policy of equality arid 
love among people instead of his former policy of distinc
tion between the faithful and the unfaithful.

The case of Dunyazade and Shah Zaman is not alto
gether different except that Dunyazade is here skeptical of 
the possibility of a love-relation and Shah Zaman must con
sequently convince her of that possibility. Scheherazade's 
sister had originally planned to trick Shah Zaman into being 
tied to the bed on the night of their marriage by promising 
to make love to him in the "Position of the Genie," a posi
tion "in which the woman does everything, her master no
thing;—  except submit, himself to a more excruciating pleasure 
than he's ever known or dreamed of " (C, 37). Once her husband
is tied to the bed she will take revenge for the injuries 
done to her sex by castrating Shah Zaman and then commuting 
suicide. AS she sees it, therefore, the "position of the 
genie" is a reversal of the traditionally passive role of 
the woman, who assumes now a central, active position in the 
battle of the sexes. Shah Zaman, however, will finally 
teach her that the real "position of the genie" involves co
operation, not domination and exclusion. He demonstrates 
that the policy of retaliation leads to nothing and that he 
consciously rejects this policy by refusing to avail himself 
of the help of the mamelukes who could overpower her in a 
moment and reverse their positions after she has him tied to



the bed. He finally decides to convince her of the advan
tages of a structure of complementarity by having her listen 
to his story as she holds his erection in one hand, a razor 
in the other. This situation involves> of course, the sus
pension of any central action on the part of either husband 
or wife as both become involved in a narrative which tells 
of an ideal society of men and women living in a state of 
perfect equality. This perfect equality, he concludes as he 
invites her to make love as if they were passionate equals, 
is a fiction more important than fact. His invitation was 
presumably accepted for, as the genie points out, at the end 
of the last volume of The Stories of the Thousand Nights and 
a Night, "the royal couples— Shahryar and Scheherazade, Shah 
Zaman and Dunyazade— emerge from their bridal chambers after 
the wedding night, greet one another with warm good mornings 
(eight in all), bestow Samarkand on the brides' long- 
suffering father, and set down for all posterity The Thou
sand Nights and a Night” (C, 55).

Like the royal couples, story-tellers are also in
volved, by a structure of complementarity, in a love- 
relation with other writers and their texts. This 
love-relation is illustrated in "Duniazadiad" by the genie 
and Scheherazade, two story-tellers miraculously brought 
together by the magic formula expressing the oneness of key 
and treasure. In their relation the teller is never
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continuity of the tale. The genie tells Scheherazade the 
stories she will later tell the king to save her life. But 
Scheherazade is also a story-teller because the stories he 
tells her from the future are in fact taken from the book 
telling her story. There is no question of a relationship 
of master and slave in their situation. For example, when 
Scheherazade offers herself to him in return for the stories 
he tells her, the genie replies that "out of his old love 
for her . . .  he would be pleased beyond words to play any 
role whatever in Scheherazade's story, without dreaming of 
further reward" (C, 16). For the genie, therefore, the par
ticipation involving the self-denial of assuming a role in a 
text is more satisfactory than self-assertion in a structure 
of domination. This acceptance of mere participation is, 
moreover, fertile because the presence of a new participant 
produces change and innovation in a text which ultimately 
belongs to the genie as well as to Scheherazade and which is 
changed by innovations agreeable to both. Like love- 
relations, the relation between story-tellers is like the 
ideal relation between author and reader, a relation which, 
as the genie tells Scheherazade, is "Potentially fertile for 
both partners, . . . for it goes beyond male and female.
The reader is likely to find herself pregnant with new im
ages, as you hope Shahryar will become with respect to
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women; but the story-teller may find himself pregnant too.
. ." (C, 26). In the case of Scheherazade pregnancy was 
real as well as metaphorical; she had children and recounted 
the genie's tale to Shahryar. In the case of the genie 
pregnancy refers to his productivity after his encounter 
with Scheherazade s he had finally "found his way out of 
that slough of the imagination in which he'd felt himself 
bogged," and, "in the time since Sherry's defloration . . . 
had set down two-thirds of a projected series of three 
novellas, longish tales which would take their sense from 
one another" (C, 28)•

The genie finds salvation in Scheherazade's stories 
because they illustrate the possibility of fusion of key and 
treasure, that is, the possibility of an illusion of endless 
progression. These stories produce this illusion by an ac
tivity of combination which denies the possibility of a 
climax in individual stories contained by a general frame 
tale. This activity of combination precludes, of course, 
the necessity of inventions Scheherazade's stories are 
"those ancient ones . . . that 'everybody tells': Sinbad
the Sailor, Aladdin's Lamp, Ali Baba and the Forty Thieves.
. ." (C, 13). An activity of combination capable of Obvi
ating invention is exactly what the genie needs in order to 
continue writing despite the "crises with which his coun
try (and . . . the very species) was beset— crises as
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desperate and problematical . . .  as ours /Scheherazade's, 
Dunyazadesjy , .■ and as inimical to the single-mindedness 
needed to compose great works of art or the serenity to ap
prehend them" (C, 10). In fact, those crises are the same 
as Scheherazade’s initial problem with Shahryar: "But just
as there's no young woman in the country worth having that
the king hasn't had his fill of already, so I'm sure there's
no story he hasn't heard till he's weary of it. I could no 
more expect to tell him a new story than show him a new way 
to make love" (C, 20). If no new stories are possible, how
ever, the combination of old ones in a new context is still 
a feasible project, for the genie at least. Thus, he is 
able to finish his original project of three interrelated, 
and therefore unfinished, novellas by recounting the tales 
of "mythic heroes, true and false" (C, 28), and the story of 
Duniazade. Only capable of recounting, he denies himself as 
an author? he is like Scheherazade or, indeed, like

a kind of snail in the Maryland marshes . . . that
makes his shell as he goes along out of whatever he
comes across, cementing it with his own juices, and 
at the same time makes his path instinctively toward 
the best available material for his shell? he car
ries his history on his back, living in it, adding 
new and larger spirals to it from the present as he 
grows. (C, 10)

This self-denial, however, is not without a reward. In his 
activity of recounting the genie, like the snail, seems to 
live in the endless spirals of love.



CHAPTER 7

INCONCLUSION

The evolution of Polyeidus1 power as a shape—shifter 
is a metaphor for the evolution of Barth’s hovels. Polyeid
us 1 power had once produced the appearance of a controlling 
force and he was then the "prophet laureate to the court of 
Corinth" (C, 151). but he gradually loses his reputation as 
a prophet and a shape-shifter when his views concerning the 
nature of these two functions begin to change. As he dis
misses "the conventional Protean transformations— into ani
mals, plants, and such— as mere vaudeville entertainment" 
and refuses to "stoop to such homely predictions as next 
day1s weather," Glaucus apparently grows suspicious of his 
powers and he is demoted to the function Of tutor of Belle- 
rophon and Deliades" (C, 152), Polyeidus himself seems to 
admit that his powers are failing, for he urges upon his 
tutees a "severer view of magic";

By no means, he used to insist, did magicians neces
sarily understand their art, though experience had 
led him to a couple of general observations on it.
For example, that each time he learned something new 
about his powers, those powers diminished, anyhow 
altered. Also, that what he "turned into" on those 
occasions when he transformed was not altogether 
within his governance. . . . Sometimes his magic 
failed him when he called upon it; other times it 
seized him when he had no use for it; and the same 
was true of his prophesying. (C, 152)

246
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The "severer view of magic" makes clear that what appears to 
be a failure of power is actually an awareness that the 
power he presumably has, the medium he uses to produce 
transformations, is actually a power capable of controlling 
him, a force that cannot be known or manipulated objective
ly. The chimera, apparently a result of his creative power, 
is actually the creation of power other than his Own. . 1
Jailed in a cell, Polyeidus decides to turn into the cell 
itself so that the guards would confirm his escape, leave 
the door open, and made possible his real escape through the 
open door. The trick does not work and he is finally turned 
into the chimera, a monster somehow dissociated from himself 
and threatening to eat him alive. His best explanation of 
the phenomenon is that he was tricked by Hermes, a "famous 
trickster and inventor of the alphabet" as well as a "lover 
of puns and practical jokes”;

In keeping with his recent tendency to turn into 
documents, Polyeidus had changed not directly into 
his dungeon cell but, intermediately, into a magic 
message spelling out that objective; I am a cham
ber. Finding himself instead a fire-breathing mon
ster with lion's head, goat's body, and serpent's 
tail, dwelling in a cave in a dormant volcano 
called Mount Chimera on the Lycian—Carian border, 
he could only infer that the god had sported with 
the proximity of the names kamara/Chimera. (C, 207)

Polyeidus had originally planned to use the medium to obtain
a well-defined transformation. The medium, however, seems
to have a structuring power of its own, for example, that of
dissociating written symbols which are not dissociated in
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terms of sound. Thus, when Polyeidus becomes his medium he 
becomes a prey to the structuring power he originally 
thought he could control. But this victimization, which he 
now sees as a loss since he is "nearly lost in translation• 
(C, 207), will eventually be the cause of his victory. For 
he finally saves himself by becoming, in conjunction with 
Bellerophon, the text of the "Be11erophoniad."

From The Floating Opera to Chimera Barth1s books 
dramatize this fall from the prophet laureate's illusion 
that he uses his medium to mould events according to his 
will, to an awareness of the power of the medium, and 
finally to the possibility of fertile union with this con
trolling power. In Barth's two first novels Tod Andrews 
and Joe Morgan are examples of two different attitudes con
cerning the use of language to manipulate people as charac
ters in a fiction controlled from above. Tod has learned 
that this manipulation may have tragic results and has, 
therefore, rejected the possibility of absolute control over 
his characters. Joe Morgan, however, emphasizes his abso
lute power to control the characters in the Morgan Cosmos 
even if some of these characters have to be sacrificed. In 
The Sot-Weed Factor this ability to control the discourse of 
reality is Viewed as the characteristic of the innocent 
poet, since experience affirms that in the confrontation 
with the "hard text of life" (SWF, 138) the creativity of
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the poet must give way to the activity of combination of the 
scholar. In Giles Goat-Boy the computer becomes a metaphor 
for the power of a discourse which can be transcended only 
through the silence of paradox, a silence which takes place 
when subjectivity is denied through the immersion of the 
self in the totality of language. In his last two books, 
finally, Barth finds in the Moebius strip and in the loga
rithmic spiral appropriate symbols for this loss of the self 
which makes endless progression possible.

Barth's evolution for an awareness that the self is 
in control of the medium to an awareness that the medium it
self is capable of control is not an evolution from human 
activity to human passivity because of the nature of the 
controlling medium. This medium is always a system of in
complete consistency in which, as in the case of the law for 
Tod Andrews, a set of rules is sufficiently filled with gaps 
so that the possibility of combinations and new interpreta
tions is virtually endless. As a lawyer with an identity to 
protect Tod has to define, in these endless combinations, an 
end convenient, if not to himself, at least to his client. 
But in the case of Perseus, a mythic herd capable of re
nouncing his identity, this progression is never interrupted 
and the incomplete form of the spiral endlessly revolves 
around itself. The spiral in the "Perseid" is the ultimate 
illustration of a system of incomplete consistency capable
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of absorbing subjectivity so that endless progression may 
take place.

A system of incomplete consistency is, of course, a 
possible response to the predicament of the contemporary 
writer as Barth sees it. The writer today is confronted 
with the final exhaustion of a mode of writing, the realis
tic mode which fictionalizes a world of cultural values. No 
longer able to write in this mode he must, like Scheherazade, 
commit himself to an activity of combination involving the 
same old stories that everybody knows. This activity of 
combination is possible because these stories are always in
complete, open texts capable of generating endless new com
binations . The writer has no longer as his source a 
possible or impossible reality, but only the reality of a 
library, of pre-constructed fictional texts. Whether this 
source and the solution it provides for the modern writer 
are valid responses to the contemporary situation in fiction 
or simply responses in terms of an escape into aesthetics is 
a question which can no longer be dismissed by means of an 
appeal to life. It is always possible to say that unlike 
life and the human heart as sources of literature, a library 
is a cold intellectual source and the activity of combina
tion which takes place in this library is lifeless, formal, 
perhaps meaningless. If, however, this amounts to more than 
personal opinion its validity must be questioned.
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The distinction between life and experience on the 

one hand, form and style on the other can take place only 
within the framework of realism, of a literature mapping and 
evaluating the experience of the real. The complaint 
against formality is usually associated with a nostalgia of 
realism as, for example, the one expressed by Philip Roth in

ihis essay on modern American fiction. Roth feels that, 
partly because of the distortions produced by the media, the 
contemporary American writer fails to grasp any American 
reality whatever and indulges in the universal descent into 
unreality characteristic of the times. This descent is 
evinced in a novel like Henderson the Rain King, for exam
ple, where Bellow succeeds in affirming life by creating a 
fantastic setting, or in a novel like Herbert Gold's There
fore Be Bold, where Roth finds at times a bounciness of 
style the ultimate purpose of which is not literary but ego
tistic: despairing of grasping any reality qt all the
writer finally asserts the reality of the self in the act 
of creating an elaborate style. In both cases the realities 
of a culture are being rejected, and Roth concludes with the. 
suggestion that a literature of unreality is hollow and un
convincing, that the American writer must aim at a return to 
reality. Roth's suggestion, however, depends on a

1. "Writing American Fiction," Commentary, 31 
(March 1961), pp. 223-233.
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particular view of what fiction is, or should be, a view
which, as Roland Barthes points out, "persists in any
treatment of text in terms of a signifie and a signifiant,
the signifie being inevitably experienced . . . as a secret

2which hides behind the signifiant." This view, as some 
contemporary writers and critics have realized, can no 
longer be accepted as a matter of fact or as the essential 
function of fiction. In fact, the possibility of a refer
ence to an experience outside discourse is illusory and the 
signifiant refers ultimately to other signifiants in a 
chain of infinite regression. The search for the secret 
experience hidden behind a form, for the reality which 
should, indeed, be the justification of that particular 
form reveals finally

not a content, a signifie, but another form, another 
signifiant, or if one prefers a more neutral term, 
another level, which is never the last, because the 
text is always articulated in terms of codes which 
themselves will never be exhausted. The signifies 
are forms, as we know from Hjelmslev and even more 
clearly from the recent hypotheses of psychoanalysts, 
anthropologists, and philosophers.3

Among the "psychoanalysts, anthropologists, and philoso
phers" Barthes has in mind one can, in all probability, 
identify Jacques Lacan, Claude Levi-Strauss, and Jacques

2. "Style and Its Image," in Literary Style: A 
Symposium, ed. Seymour Chatman (London and New York: Oxford 
University Press, 1971), p. 4.

3. Barthes, "Style and Its Image," p. 5.
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Derrida. On.different levels the notion of a totality of 
signifiers which excludes the possibility of a signified as 
content is common to all three. In my introductory chapter 
I discussed Levi-Strauss' notion of the floating signifier 
as capable of preceding and determining the signified but

Athe same notion can be found in Lacan. As for Derrida,
Barthes himself summarizes his notion of writing:

Writing is seen as a kind of hereditary process, 
heredity without end, just as the whole world is 
seen as a system of codes without end, each code 
forever connecting with another code. Whenever we 
have to explain a message, we are obliged to go over 
to another code, which in turn sends us to yet an
other code, and so on, in an infinite regress. This 
is ultimately a metaphysical conception, coming down 
to the irreducible fact that the non-origin of ori
gins , questioning the occidental idea that there are 
ultimate origins of a transcendent order.5

If writing is forever removed from a transcendent order and
doomed to the endless codification of codes, if there is no
order of reality capable of originating writing, realism as
a privileged mode of knowledge opposed to formalism does not
really exist. Realism is always formalism in disguise, a
formalism which vainly attempts to deny itself by pretending
to capture reality. In this sense a return to realism would

4. In Lacan's "Seminaire sur 'La Lettre Volee,'" 
first published in Ecrits (Paris: Editions du seuil, 1966)
Poe's letter is seen as a kind of floating signifier to 
which significances are applied by the characters of the 
story as the letter moves from hand to hand.

5. "Style and Its Image," pp. 14-15.
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mean, as Barth puts it, "to take the wrong end of the mytho- 
poeic stick." For realistic fictions ultimately point to 
discourses, to "mythic archetypes" and not "to daily 
reality" (C, 199).

The notions of writing as a "kind of hereditary pro
cess" and of the world as "a system of codes without end" 
are, therefore, antagonistic to the notion of realism as a 
form of knowledge of the world through mapping, a notion 
which I have discussed in my introductory chapter as essen
tially related to the traditional values of secular human
ism. Thus, these values are also questioned and this 
questioning, in turn, gives rise to a search for possible 
redefinitions of man's role in the universe, or, more par
ticularly, of the author's role as a writer of fiction.
Some of Barth's characters are deeply concerned with this 
questioning. In "Life-story," for example, the main charac
ter suspects that he is a fiction in a fiction he does not 
like, that is, he suspects he is a coded message in a world 
of codes and finds the realistic illusion more congenial.
He "deplored the obsolescence of humanism, the passing of 
savoir-vivre, et cetera; admired the outmoded values of fi
delity, courage, tact, restraint, amiability, self- 
discipline, et cetera; preferred fictions in which were to 
be found stirring actions, characters to love as well as 
ditto to despise, speeches and deeds to affect us strongly.
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et cetera" (LFf 122-123). The writer in "Title," likewise, 
has crises of nostalgia and, damning the times, dreams of "a 
man vigorous, confident, bold, resourceful, adjective, and 
adjective. One still wants a woman spirited, spacious of 
heart, loyal, gentle, adjective, adjective" (LF, 110). The 
reality of these men and women, however, seems to be in
separable from grammatical categories in the same way as, in 
Chimera, Polyeidus is inseparable from the texts he becomes. 
These characters seem to feel that the world has finally be
come a text in which realism seems to be as ineffective as 
the vaudeville tricks Polyeidus refuses to use to produce 
magical transformations. The protagonist of "Life-story" 
examines the situation of the writer in this world of codes;

Inasmuch as the old analogy between Author and God, 
novel and world, can no longer be employed unless 
deliberately as a false analogy, certain things 
follow; 1) fiction must acknowledge its fictitious
ness and metaphoric invalidity or 2) choose to ig
nore the question or deny its relevance or 3) 
establish some other, acceptable relation between 
itself, its author, its reader. (LF, 128)

The analogy between "Author and God" defines realism and the 
realistic writer capable of creating a world according to an 
image in his mind. This analogy becomes false when the 
author, or God, begins to suspect that the world he is pre
sumably capable of creating is, in fact, a gigantic novel in 
which he is a character, or a sign controlled by a structure 
of signs. The only acceptable response to such a suspicion 
seems to be found in the attempt to invent a new analogy
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capable of explaining the non-realistic world. In Chimera 
this new analogy is expressed in the image of the absorp
tion, by the medium, or reader and writer in a dynamic re
lationship of love. In this relationship the function of 
the creative self of the author must be redefined, since he 
is no longer the self of humanistic realism, the self cre
ating better and better mappings of the world. His function 
is now that of Levi-Strauss1 "bricoleur," he recombines pre
existent material in such a way that an existent structure 
is expanded to include new elements. He no longer creates a 
meaning, he no longer has an opinion or a point of view. He 
silently reconstructs a text that forever expresses a mean
ing of its own and his personality is lost in the transcen
dental anonymity of this pretext. After his two first 
novels Barth has constantly dramatized this loss of person
ality. In this sense Polyeidus1 demotion from prophet 
laureate is a prototype for all of Barth's major characters 
since The Sot-Weed Factor. Eben finally renounces the glory 
of poet laureate, George ends up as a silent Grand-Tutor, 
Ambrose is lost in the funhouse, Perseus becomes a constel
lation of stars forever "making stories from their silent 
signs and correspondences" (C, 100—101). Bellerophon is 
finally forced to become the chaotic story of his life, and 
Scheherazade learns that her salvation must be found not in
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her ability as an author, but in her ability to recount the 
stories that "everybody knows."

Like the loss of Polyeidus in the art of magic, or 
of Bellerophon in letters, the loss of the author in his 
fiction must be explained through a "severer view" of writ
ing. If writing is to be viewed, as Barthes puts it, not 
as a "species of fruit with a kernel . . . , the flesh being 
the form and the pit being the content," but rather as an 
"onion, a construction of layers (or levels, or systems) 
whose body contains, finally, no heart, no kernel, no sec
ret, no irreducible principle, nothing except the infinity 
of its own envelopes— which envelop nothing other than the 
unity of its own surfaces," then the writer must undergo an 
effacement in a language which tends to refer only to itself. 
This kind of writing, as Michel Foucault points out, .

reveals itself as a game which inevitably goes be
yond its rules and thus passes outside itself. What 
counts is not the demonstrativeness or. the enthusi- _ 
asm in the act of writing; it is not a question of 
pinning down a subject in language; it-is a question 
of opening up a space where the subject continually 
disappears.7

The disappearance of the subject ultimately implies the dis
appearance of the author who attempts to pin down that sub
ject. He becomes, indeed, a signifying function in the

6. "Style and Its Image," p. 10.
7. "What is an Author?" Partisan Review, 42 (1975),

p. 604.
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totality of a text, the function which is illustrated, for 
example, in the general editor of Giles GOat-Boy.

The notion of a non-realistic kind of writing as the 
totality of a text forever incomplete questions, therefore, 
the notion of the realistic author, the self outside lan
guage expressing a fictive view of the world. But this 
notion of a total text also questions the validity of a 
temporality in which successive mappings of reality are made 
as a privileged mode of knowledge. The notion of a total 
text is, in fact, a spatial notion, the text is a citational 
space in which succession in time matters very little.
Novels such as The Sot-Weed Factor and Giles Goat-Boy are 
illustrations of the principles operating in texts conceived 
as citational spaces because they aim at the reconstruction 
of a partially lost original. In different ways the spiral- 
ing murals in the "Perseid" and the stories of Scheherazade 
are illustrations of the same principles. Texts structured 
according to a spatial order are a source of frustration for 
the reader with temporal and realistic expectations. For 
example, a reader expecting variation of patterns in tempor
al succession will probably find The Sot-Weed Factor repeti
tive and boring. In a spatial structure, however, this 
succession is not really possible because the totality of a 
pattern admits of internal variation and expansion only.
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Like the neglect of life in fiction, the assault on 

temporality must be rejected by the defenders of realistic 
humanism. Thus, Frank Kermode insists on the necessity of 
the distinction between myths as spatial forms of stasis and 
fictions of reality as dynamic forms of change. Once this 
distinction is accepted the conclusion is inevitable; fic
tions are more humane, more "useful," and writers who con
fuse literature and myth are courting disaster:

We have to distinguish between myths and fictions. 
Fictions can degenerate into myths whenever they are 
not consciously held to be fictive. In this sense 
anti-Semitism is a degenerate fiction, a myth; and 
Lear is a fiction. Myth operates within the diagrams 
of ritual, which presupposes total and adequate ex
planations of things as they are and were; it is a 
sequence of radically unchangeable gestures. Fic
tions are for finding, things out, and they change as 
the needs of sense-making change. Myths are the 
agents of stability, fictions for conditional as
sent. Myths make sense in terms of a lost order of 
time, illud tempus as Eliade calls it; fictions, if 
successful, make sense of the here and now, hoc 
tempus. It may be that treating literary fictions 
as myths sounds good just now, but as Marianne Moore 
so rightly said of poems, "these things are import
ant not because a/ high-sounding interpretation 
can be put upon them but because they are/ useful."&

But Kermode's definition of myth as a degenerate fiction
cannot be taken for granted. This definition is based on
the belief that distribution in space and succession in time
are radically different modes of knowledge; the former is
analytic and discontinuous, the latter dialectic and

8. Frank Kermode, The Sense of an Ending: Studies 
in the Theory of Fiction (London: Oxford University Press,
1967), p. 39.



continuous„ Levi-Strauss, however, has convincingly argued 
that this difference is illusory, that knowledge of the tem
poral dimension as produced by history succeeds only in 
creating the illusion of continuity by a particular kind of 
spatial code, the code of chronology. In this code the 
classes of dates ("hourly, daily, annual, secular, millenial 
for the purposes of schematization"), each "furnishing an 
autonomous system of reference," make up a discontinuous
distribution in space so that the "alleged historical con-

9tinuity is secured only by dint of fradulent outlines." 
History is unable to cope with the temporal dimension and 
succeeds only in producing an image of change by means of 
the fradulent use of a spatial pattern. Levi-Straus s' 
argument with regard to history could be applied to Ker- 
mode's notion of fiction as a priviledged form of knowl
edge, because fictions need not be thought of as "agents of 
change" which call for "conditional assent." Fictions might 
be capable of coping with change and "hoc tampus" only in 
the sense that they impose on them the spatial patterns of 
myth.

The assault on temporality, like the criticism of 
the notion of the creative self, characterizes, therefore, 
the non-realistic notion of the world as a text. This world 
is that of Polyeidus as well as Barth’s world after The

9. Levi-StrauSs, The Savage Mind, p. 261.
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Sot-Weed Factor. Barth has, in fact, dramatized again and 
again the possibility of seeing the writer, and by implica
tion man himself, as a sign or a signifying function in the 
space of a text, engaged in an activity of variation. He 
has, in other words, dramatized a model of thought which is 
discontinuous with realism and cannot be judged according to 
realistic premises. Insofar as these premises presuppose 
that men and authors are centers representing reality in 
time, realism can be a criterion only for constructions 
which, at least in intention, satisfy these requirements. 
Thus, in literature, realistic judgments can be applied only 
to the literature of signifie, a literature which Barth has 
consciously rejected since The Sot-Weed Factor. He has, in
deed, chosen to create a literature of the signifiant. This 
literature has not been studied because the adequate vocabu
lary to describe it has not been fully developed yet, de
spite the attempts of critics like Vernon or Fiedler, or my 
own attempt to characterize it as a system of incomplete 
Consistency. Judgments as to the final value of this liter
ature, if they amount to more than arbitrary prescriptions 
attempting to cure diseased texts, should be avoided at our 
present stage of knowledge. But it is perhaps appropriate 
to say that this literature seems to be a valid response to 
a world of anonymous texts in which a human sign is afloat 
and survives by moving, as realistic literature was once



adequate to a world of reality created once by God, and 
recreated again and again by man as a central, creative en
tity manipulating reality at a distance. In different ways 
this world Of anonymous texts has been intensely felt in 
recent cultural assessments. Marshall McLuhan expressed 
this feeling when he proclaimed that the medium is the mes
sage, when, in other words, he asserted that man is deter
mined by the media he uses to extend his senses and that in
our age these media create a man capable of mythical par-

10ticipation in the "Global Village-" From McLuhan1s 
theories a model of thought emerges which is similar to the 
one I have described as characteristic of John Barth. The 
notion of man as a center controlling reality through the 
medium is replaced by the notion of man as controlled by the 
medium and living in a mythical, atemporal space. For as 
Tom Nairn has pointed out, "McLuhan behaves as though, with 
our new modes of communication and sensibility, we had es
caped from history— so that it is now possible to compose a
myth-history, in which communications are seen as the

11causes, the main levers of all change." The French post- 
structuralist thinkers, likewise, seem to think of

10. Understanding Media: The Extensions of Man .
(New York: Signet Books, 1966).

11. "McLuhanism: The Myth of Our Time," in
McLuhan: Pro & Con, ed. Raymond Rosenthal (Baltimore:
Penguin, 1969).



themselves and of their work as part of this world. For 
example, in The Order of Things Michel Foucault studies the 
human sciences not so much in terms of a history as in terms 
of the spatial dimension of an archaeology in which an un
conscious discourse determines the discoveries in natural 
history, in economics, and in language. His concern is "to
describe not so much the genesis of our sciences as an epis-

12temological space specific to a particular period." It 
is in one such epistemological space in the nineteenth cen
tury , when a predominantly spatial mode of knowledge gave 
way to forms of order implied by the continuity of time, 
that the central position of man in the world was defined.
In our day, however, because of a new episteme in which lan
guage regains its totality and unity "man is in the process
of perishing as the being of.language continues to shine

13ever brighter upon our horizon." Like Foucault, Derrida 
also refers to the notion of decentering and immersion in 
language. In Derrida the notion of decentering involves the 
repudiation of all the principles defining a governing 
force. These principles are characteristic of Western 
thought.and they have been called, in different times, 
"eidos, arche, telos, energeia, ousia (essence, existence,

12. Michel Foucault, The Order of Things (New York: 
Random House, 1971), p. xi.

13. The Order of Things, p. 386.
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substance, subject) aletheia, transcendentality, conscious
ness, or conscience, God, Man, and so forth." There was a 
moment in the history of Western thought when this notion of 
a center finally perished and, as Derrida points out,

from then on it was probably necessary to begin to 
think that there was no.center, that the center 
could not be thought in the form of a being-present, 
that the center had no natural locus, that it was 
hot a fixed locus but a function, a short of non
locus in which an infinite number of sign- 
substitutions came into play. This moment was that 
in which language invaded the.universal proble
matic? that in which, in the absence of a center or 
origin, everything became discourse— provided we can 
agree on this word— that is to say, when everything 
became a system where the central signified, the 
original or transcendental signified, is never abso
lutely present outside a system of differences. The 
absence of the transcendental signified extends the 
domain and the interplay of signification adinfinitum.14

Taken in isolation the last sentence of this quotation could 
be understood as a summary of the program of the Literature 
of Exhaustion, and it is only appropriate that it should be 
so. For the literature of the kind John Barth writes, far 
from being a pointless exercise in saying nothing, creates 
literary works according to a model of thought whose pre
sence is being deeply felt in our time and in our world. It 
is perhaps too early to say that this world is here to stay. 
But it is already too late to dismiss it as meaningless.

14. "Structure, Sign, and Play in the Discourse of 
the Human Sciences," in The Languages of Criticism and the 
Sciences of Man, ed. Richard Macksey and Eugenio Donato 
(Baltimore and London: The John Hopkins Press, 1970),
p. 249.
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