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In the last decades of the twentieth century, a 

vehement debate in contemporary literary theory emerged 

over the question of referentiality in historical 

fiction: on the one side, Marxists and traditional 

historiographers, both adamant in their affirmation of an 

extra-textual referent to which historical discourse 

presumably always has access; on the other side, 

poststructuralists and their descendants, equally adamant 

that historical discourse has recourse to nothing but 

other texts, other signifiers. In the midst of these two 

extremes, a number of critics have advocated a moderate 

stance which gives due deference to both positions: to 

the ontological claims of an extra-textual historical 

reality, but also to the inexorable implication of that 

reality in the modes of discourse through which it cornes 

to have meaning. 

A significant number of contemporary historical 

novelists proffer narrative visions which reflect quite 

well this middle position. E. L. Doctorow (Ragtime), 
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Graham Swift (Waterland) , Louise Erdrich (Tracks) , and 

Timothy Findley (Famous Last Words) all, though in subtly 

different ways, explore the relationship between history 

and the narrative forms through which history is 

articulated. What emerges from the analysis of their work 

is the complex and inextricably intertwined involvement 

of fictive elements in any endeavour to constnict an 

historical narrative. Ultimately, the separation of 

empirical "tact* from the imaginative elements these 

writers employ in their work proves to be an illusory 

prospect . 
In this light, the vituperative polernic launched 

against contemporary historical fiction by critics such 

as Fredric Jameson (for its ostensible dearth of Weal 

historyn) becomes a fruitful opposition. Far from 

avoiding "real history," the novels examined in this 

dissertation illustrate the processes involved in the 

construction of history as a discourse. Erich Auerbachts 

argument that mimetic standards shift from age to age, 

that verisimilitude is an evolving concept, is invoked to 

help refute the charges Jameson ievels against 

contemporary historical fiction. The static mode1 of 

mimesis proffered by Jameson does not permit the genre of 

the historical novel to evolve, and thus to be 

ncomensuratett (to use the Lukacsian phrase) 'Iwith the 

requirements of the age." 
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Chapter 1 

Historiographie Matafiction and 

the Problem of Reference 

When we try to examine the mirror in 
itself, we discover in the end nothing 
but things upon it. If we want to grasp 
the things, we finally get hold of 
nothing but the mirror.--This, in the 
most general terms, is the history of 
knowledge. 

--Friedrich Nietzsche 

How does one advocate a mimetic function for a sub- 

genre of postmodern fiction now commonly referred to as 

"historiographie rnetafictiontl?' In attempting a response in 

this study, 1 will have to contend with a plethora of 

vituperative polemics directed against postmodern fiction in 

general for its alleged dearth of referentiality. What makes 

the task seem even more formidable is the recognition that, 

among the detractors of postmodern fiction (and among those 

who champion it as well), one inevitably finds a host of 

disparate and conflicting ideological positions in which the 

various critiques ground themselves.' It is a virtual 

'~he term is Linda Hutcheonts (see Poetics ix) and is 
used widely in contemporary criticisrn. 

The question of a "postrnodern politicsm is, for this 
reason, one of the most hotly contested debates among 
critics of contemporary fiction (and has been for several 
years). From both the left and the right, however, 
postmodern fiction has had to suffer attacks on its 
"aestheticism," its emphasis on textual play, and its 
ostensible abandonment of the historical and the political. 
For reasons that becorne clear in t M s  chapter, postmodern 



requisite of contemporary criticism that it no longer 

discuss fiction apart from the underlying and frequently 

inextricably intertwined political, historical, and 

sociological premises which inform it. Indeed, one of the 

distinguishing features of postmodernism in general is its 

deliberate transgression of the traditional boundaries 

between disciplines. Historiographic metafiction in 

particular intentionally crosses various borders to 

challenge and provoke entrenched ideas about history and 

even the so-called science of historiography itself.) What 

this fiction does, among other things, is directly challenge 

its readers to question and reflect on the way the past 

comes to be known. 

fiction has been censured by neoconservatives, Marxists, and 
traditional liberals alike, al1 of whom see postmodern 
fiction as failing to conform to their respective political 
agendas. 

'~he recent challenge in contemporary historiography to 
traditional methods cannot be separated from the one 
undergone in much contemporary postmodern fiction. Both stem 
from a change in the way in which the relationship between 
the referent and its representation is understood. Hayden 
White aptly asaesses the situation within the discipline of 
historiography in claiming that historians must be prepared 
to accept that history "may lose its status as an autonomous 
and self-authenticating mode of thought. It may well be that 
the most difficult task which the current generation of 
historians may be called upon to perform is to expose the 
historically conditioned nature of the historical 
discipline, to preside over the dissolution of historyls 
claim to autonomy among the disciplinesm (Tro~ics of 
Discourse 29) .  Postmodern fiction, White argues, does more 
than its share to illustrate the historically conditioned 
nature of historiography by drawing attention to the way the 
narrative process informs the representation of realitv in 
both fiction and the writing of history (The Content 05 the 
Form k) . 



It is this questioning of the nature of historical 

knowledge that clearly brings to the forefront the need to 

re-examine the world-referential function that critics like 

Gerald Graf f , John Aldridge, Charles Newman, and Fredric 

Jameson have found lacking in the fiction that has been 

produced over the last thirty years.' Far from abandoning 

the attempt to represent reality, texts like Doctorowls 

Raatime, Swift's Waterland, Findleyts Famous Last Words, and 

Erdrichls Tracks draw attention to the ways in which we 

construct reality-and historical knowledge-in the first 

place. My selection of these particular novels is based on 

the fact that each one (in its own way) acknowledges 

conventional forms of historical discourse while pointing to 

the arbitrary nature of that discourse, relegating it to a 

domain in which other forms e x i s t  with it simultaneously, in 

an endless movement of play. While this notion is explored 

in greater detail later, it is important here to distinguish 

between the various types of fiction that have been referred 

My selection of critics here is based on two 
criteria: one, that each maintains (intentionally or not), a 
neo-Lukacsian bias, the basis of which this chapter attempts 
to delineate; two, that an evolution of the debate over 
mimesis and the problem of reference can be witnessed in the 
arguments of these four, from the late seventies to the late 
nineties. The assertion made by Jameson that we have 
forgotten how to think historically in the postmodern age 
seems to follow from a line of criticism originating with 
Lukdcs but picked up again by Graff, Aldridge, and Newman. 
By tracing this line of thinking, 1 hope to show how the 
concept of mimesis employed by al1 of these critics is one 
which does l i t t le  justice to the i~ovative fiction of our 
time . 



to as Npostrnodernm over the last four decades. 

As already mentioned, the novels 1 will discuss, 

although postmodern by almost any standard, are better 

labelled under the sub-genre of "historiographie 

metafiction." Graff, Aidridge, Newman, and even Jameson, 

however, use the general designation "postmoderntl for a wide 

variety of fiction. Irving Howe, in a 1959 essay entitled 

I1Mass Society and Postmodern Fiction," attributes the term 

tlpostrnodernlt to the more progressive writing of the day. As 

Jerry Varsava points out, "the earliness of this essay 

perhaps accounts for Graffls and othersr use of 

tpostmodernisml as broadly descriptive of a literature 

preoccupied with Inarcissistic isolation1 or 'escapist 

garnesman~hip~~ (191), to use Graffls terminology. Like 

Varsava, I would support a definition of postmodernism that 

applies to the more innovative fiction since the mid- 

sixties, specifically that kind of fiction which 

incorporates and then challenges various conventions such as 

historical discourse itself. Contemporary criticism 

generally seems to adhere implicitly to such a definition. 

One carmot, of course, fix a precise date at which 

postmodern fiction suddenly appeared-the attempt to deny 

the continuity that exists between modernism and 

postmodernism would be a highly untenable position in the 

light of current scholarship. But it may be of some use to 

distinguish between the narcissistic self-reflexive fiction 



that falls into 

type of writing 
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Howets category of postmodernism and the 

Hutcheon calls historiographic metafiction, 

a designation better suited to that kind of fiction which 

refers back to the real, historical world--albeit in a way 

that problematizes the very notion of historical fact. In 

any case, the aim of this study is to defend postmodern 

fiction in general against claims that it has no mimetic 

function by using four historiographic metafictional texts 

which illustrate the evolving techniques literary works 

incorporate to comment critically on the world in which we 

live and the ways in which we perceive it. 

Even those texts preoccupied with %arcissistic 

isolationn or "escapist garnesmanshipn are not devoid of 

mimetic significance. Autoreferentiality does not 

necessarily preclude real world references. As Hutcheon 

argues in defense of metafiction in general: 

[Alutoreference and intertextual reference actually 

combine to direct readers back to an outer reference; 

in fact, they direct the readers outside the text, by 

reminding them (paradoxically) that, although what they 

are reading is oniy a literaxy fiction which they 

themselves are creating through language, this act 

itself is really a paradigm or an allegory of the 

ordering, naming processes that are part of their daily 

experience of coming to terms with reality. 



("Metaf ictional Implications" 10) 

What follows from this is that the mimetic potential of 

metafictional texte, far from falling prey to a solipsistic 

textual formalism, emerges visibly as long as one does not 

insist on employing a concept of mimesis grounded in naive 

reflectionisrn. Yet it is precisely this latter, reductive 

kind of mirnetic theory which is propagated in some of the 

criticism of contemporary historical novels, finding in them 

(in Jameson1s terms) a new wdepthlessness* and "a consequent 

weakening of historicity. (5 )  . 
Historiographic metafiction should not be derided for 

failing to satisfy criteria which themselves have not 

adjusted to developments in curent historiographical 

scholarship. If historias have had to respond to challenges 

to conventional methods which point out the inherently 

narrative structure of historical writing, then why should 

historical fiction not suffer a comparable scrutiny? The 

mimetic significance of contemporary historical fiction must 

be understood in the context of a revised concept of 

referentiality itself--a revision based on a crisis 

experienced within the discipline of historiography as well 

as that of lfterary studies. We would do well to recall 

Auerbachts insistence that great literature is responsive to 

historical circumstance. Heavily indebted to V i c o ,  Auerbach 

appreciated what Isaiah Berlin refers to as Vico's 



%nthropological historici~m,~ the notion that "ideas 

evolve, that knowledge is not a static network of eternal, 

universal, clear truths, either Platonic or Cartesian, but a 

social pracess. . . l1 (qtd. in Costa Lima 476) . Mimesis as a 
concept, then, carmot be limited to a fixed definition, for 

it necessarily changes according to the demands each age 

places on its literature (Auerbach 548). Despite the many 

critical studies which have attempted to locate and identify 

the various characteristics of llpostmodernM fiction over the 

last decade or so, few have focused exclusively on the 

problem of mimesis as it relates to the critical evaluation 

of historical fiction. Yet it is precisely at this 

intersection of historical narrative and the concept of 

mimesis that the fiction of our time has so much to tell us 

about the ways in  which we structure the world. If the 

epistemological and ontological crises that have emerged in 

the fiction and criticism of the last two or three decades 

have been resolved--more or less-then the evolution of 

mimetic criteria (againet which this fiction is read) has 

had much to do with it,' But what are these mimetic criteria 

%rian McHale, espousing a belief in the Wnderlying 
systematicityD (7) of postmodernism, posits the concept of 
an ontological "dominantm as that which characterizes 
postmodern fiction. Whereas modem fiction had been 
concerned with epistemological questions, postmodern 
fiction, McHale maintains, is less concerned with problems 
of knowledge than it is with the making of autonomous 
worlds. The postmodern text, according to this v f e w ,  is 
grounded only in its own textual mechanism. 

That postmodern fiction does not extend beyond its own 
textuality is a d a i m  the validity of which will be called 



and on whose authority have they been established? It is one 

of the aims of this study to provide an archaeology of sorts 

which might articulate the conditions of emergence of these 

new mimetic criteria. While a thorough excavation (ta stick 

to the archaeological metaphor) of both the structuralist 

and poststructuralist movements (or sites) is beyond the 

scope of this project, a little digging into the theoretical 

debates sunounding Derrida's deconstnictionism and the now 

(in) f amous daim that Ir there is nothing beyond the text (m 
Grammatolocnr 158) might provide us with some interesting 

artifacts. 

Elizabeth Deeds Ermarth has enumerated a number of the 

challenges postmodern writing makes to traditional notions 

of time and history. nWe are asked to give up logocentric, 

dialectical, dualistic, and other transcendental habits; we 

are asked to give up plot and character, history and 

individuality, perhaps even meaning as we have long 

conceived ittt (212) . In place of history E r m a r t h  posits the 

notion of "rhythmic timen which "incorporates the convention 

of history--internalizes it as one game, one set of rules 

among many. Confined to a rhythmic sequence, history is a 

thematic formulation, like any other, and no longer a 

into question later in this chapter. What seems to be 
untenable, however, is McHalets simplistic reduction of 
modern and postmodern fiction to their respective 
epistemolog'rcal and ontological  dominant^^^^ If anything, 
postmodernism is characterized by an increased sensitivity - 
to epistemological questions whi8h is oniy amplified by the 
concomitant problematization of ontological concerns. 



commanding (detedning) premiselI (212) . 
Ermarthfs position is of tremendous import ta the 

concerns of this study. She is aware that her arguments have 

far-reaching significance, but is unable to pursue some of 

the consequences of her daims. One unexplored area concerns 

the ways in which the concept of "rhythmic tirne" can be 

incorporated into a response to Fredric Jamesonls attack on 

postmodern fiction for failing to represent the historical 

p s t .  Ermarthls treatment of Jameson is limited to a 

footnote and a remark concerning his characterization of the 

postmodern as I1a condition saturated with nostalgia for full 

presencen (Ermarth 59). It seerns to me that there is room 

here for a fuller discussion of the implications of 

"rhythmic timen in light of Jameson1s position. The ultimate 

objective of this study is to show how historiographie 

metafiction fulfils its responsibility as mimetic fiction, 

successfully responding to the historical circumstances out 

of which it has emerged. The primary way in which it does 

this is by highlighting-both directly and indirectly-the 

convention of historical discourse as precisely this 

yearning for " fu l l  presencen which we cannot attain but 

never have been able to attain. Historiographie metafiction 

often parodies this desire but almost always subverts the 

idea of its very possibility. In many ways the quest for 

historical knowledge is like a murder mystery. As the 

inspecter in David Arnasonts The Pa- Wall explains, "Yeu 
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see, the event is over. It has disappeared into time. 1 am 

Left with a story. 1 wish that story to be as complete as 

possible. 1 wish to have the biography of the story teller, 

to know the other stories he has toldIt (41-2) . What the 
novels 1 discuss ultimately Say about our access to history 

is strikingly similar. The historical events they d r a w  on 

for their subject matter are over. They have disappeared 

into tirne. What both the writers and we are left with is a 

story or stories (and always the possibility of new stories) 

and the complicating factor of the tnistworthiness or 

credibility of the story teller. 

To Jamesonls lament that we have Irlost the experience 

of history, and also--since history is narrative-the 

capacity to tell storiesn ("Eternal Returns" 154), novels 

like Raatime, Waterland, Tracks, and Famous Last Words 

resolutely reply that narrative is al1 we ever have had, 

stories are al1 we ever have had. But these novels make a 

point of divesting the narrative process of any privileged 

perspective through which any totality of vision might be 

attained. The self-consciousness of the narratives proffered 

in these novels maintains its integrity by àrawing attention 

to the limitations of any narrative structure and by 

pointing to the multiplicity of narratives wàich can (and 

everyday are) construed from the same raw historical event- 

whatever that might be. Jameson, by standing firm in his 

commitment to "real historym (read: "objectiven history) 
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unfairly evaluates a novel like Rastime by measuring it 

against mimetic criteria based on the concept of a 

totalizing history. 

Çuch a concept, of course, is not peculiar to Jameson 

alone. Before going any further, 1 want to set out the 

groundwork from which the mimetic criteria underlying his 

own position as well as those of Graff, Aldridge, and Newman 

have sprung. Al1 four position themoelves around a 

theoretical framework heavily indebted to Georg Luk&csls 

studies on realism. Jameson, of course, has assumed the 

mantle of apologist for Lukacs and substitutes Lukbcsts 

polemic against modernism with his own castigation of 

postmodernism. Though Graff is the only one of the other 

three to openly admit to a Lukacsian Mas, it is clear that 

Rldridge and Newman both subscribe to an inflexible version 

of Lukacsian novelistic reflectionism. A brief elucidation 

of Lukacsls views here will foreground the extent to which 

his influence has penraded contemporary criticism of the 

novel as well as illuminate the ultimately rigidifying 

effects of his literary aesthetics. 

Jameson suggests in M a r x i s m  and Form that nLuk&csls 

work may be seen as a continuous and lifelong meditation on 

narrative, on its basic structures, its relationship to the 

reality it expresses, and its epistemological value when 

compared with other, more abstract and philosophical modes 

of understanding* (163). The notion that there is a reality 



which can be expressed without distortion is, of course, a 

tenet of Marxisrn Lukdcs clearly takes for granted. Mimesis, 

as LukScs understands it, is a process that depends on the 

representation of certain historical laws operating within a 

teleological world view. Social realism is achieved when the 

phenomena of everyday life are depicted within the broad 

fabric of history. Lukbcsls key criteria are typicality, 

totality, and exemplarity. For him, rnirnetic efficacy, or the 

ability of a work of fiction to represent reality 

competently, depends on the proper fulfilment of al1 three: 

the depiction of a protagonist who is a synthesis of al1 the 

humanly and socially essential determinants" ; the 

contextualization of that character within a social setting 

reflective of the (so-called) real historical world; and 

finally the utopian resolution based on the protagonistls 

increased knowledge of his relation to the world and his 

role in the working of history. 

The epitome of this kind of representation is found 

first in the work of Sir Walter Scott whom Lukdcs praises 

for his mastery in depicting genuine historical-social types 

from the past (35 ) ,  and later in that of Balzac, praised for 

his representation of contemporary bourgeois society (84). 

What Lukdcs cannot accept, however, is what he deems to be a 

withàrawal from the social to the private on the part of 

bourgeois writers after the political upheavals of 1848. 

What he laments is the perceived disappearance of the 
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historical process itself and with it the disappearance of 

man as the real actor in world history (225). What had 

replaced the historical, he argues, was an unholy 

subjectivisrn which had been bred out of the privatization of 

history ( 2 0 5 )  . It is no surprise, then, that Lukacs could 
find littfe value in the modern f ict ion of the early 

twentieth century. Literary montage and the interior 

monologue are denounced as "subjective distortions and 

travestiestt--ironically even as Lukdcs himself calls for 

"effective artistic forms which are commensurate with the 

requirements of the age" (Studies in Euro~ean Realism 18). 

What seems to be a dogmatic reductionism prevents Lukdcs 

from responding favourably to  a modernism which, for him, 

violated the criteria against which the realist fiction of 

the mid-nineteenth century had been evaluated. 

In the same way that Lukdcs approaches modernism with a 

mimetic theory grounded in the realism of a previous age, 

AZdridge, Newman, Graf f , and especially Jameson, al1 bring 

to their evaluation of postmodern fiction an a oriori 

interpretive code stamped with the seal of a modernist 

conception of what constitutes efficacy. In exploring their 

respective protestations, this study will dernonstrate the 

need to develop a new understanding of the ways in which 

contemporary fiction is mimetic in a way which is indeed 

%ormensurate with the requirements of the age." 

John Aldridge prefaces The American Novel and the Wav 



We Live Now with the pronouncement that contemporary fiction 

is moving away from representing the charater of its age: 

Perhaps no responsible critic any longer takes 

seriously the old idea that the novel at any given 

moment in history can be considered a dependable 

fictive representation of the way of life prevailing at 

that moment .... The expectation that the novel will 
realistically reflect the experience of its time is not 

only fatigued, but has gone conspicuously unfulfilled, 

at least in this country, for a good many years. (v) 

One does not have to read much further to discover that what 

Aldridge is primarily concerned with is what he perceives to 

be a loss of "intellectual and imaginative leadershipm among 

contemporary writers like Pynchon, Mailer, Bellow, and Roth, 

to name a few. Unïike the major novelists of the twenties 

and thirties, these writers fail to Itinstruct us in the 

possibilities of freedom, adventure, or individual 

integrityM (3). In short, by straying too far from Horace's 

conception of the poetts responsibility-to instruct and to 

delight--contemporary fiction finds itself condemned as 

being morally entropie. 

What Aldridge valorizes in the modern novel arnounts to 

a nostalgie longing for a golden age when things were more 

certain, when the commitment to a moral framework guaranteed 
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the mimetic function of a work. Aldridgels favourite 

writers--Fitzgerald, Hemingway, and Faulkner--depicted this 

concern with the Immoral authenticitym of an age long gone. 

Consequently Nick Canaway, in The Great Gatsbv, because he 

derived "a sense of the fundamental decenciesn from his 

father, is able to Vondemn a society in which such 

decencies no longer have meaningN (150): he proclaims by the 

end that Gatsby is better than 'the whole dam bunch of 

them." Aldridge is probably correct in his daim that 

contemporary fiction no longer tenders the moral authority 

to which the work of Hemingway, Faulkner, and Fitzgerald 

made implicit appeal. But he is rnistaken if he thinks that 

it could. Postmodern fiction, with its abandonment of moral 

certitude (as well as its questioning of historical 

authority), is only reflecting what Western society is 

experiencing en masse as a monumental shift in its 

understanding of the foundations of thought (on both an 

epistemological as well as ontological level) . 
Robert Pirsigts renowned brand of what could be called 

"philosofictionm describes this transformation in terms of 

patterns of value. Phaedrus, his narrator in I d a ,  

postulates the history of the twentieth century as a 

struggle between intellectual patterns and social patterns, 

the outcome of which is responsible for the twentieth- 

century collapse of morals. What distinguished Victorian 

culture from the culture of today, Phaedrus maintains, is 



the Victorian belief in the subordination of patterns of 

intellect to patterns of society. The Victorians were bound 

together by this social code: ItThey called it morals, but 

really it was just a social coden (266). What has emerged in 

the twentieth cent-, however, is a new culture which has 

reversed the hierarchy so that social patterns are 

subordinate to intellectual ones: "The one dominating 

question of this century has been, 'Are the social patterns 

of our world going to nui our intellectual life, or is our 

intellectual life going to run the social patterns?' And in 

that battle, the intellectual patterns have wonEt (266). 

Looking at the history of the twentieth century in this way, 

we can see how modem fiction has progressed in the way it 

has: from the appeal to a former generationts moral 

certitude in order to deal with the loss of (Victorian) 

I1decencyl1 in contemporary society (exemplified in Fitzgerald 

and Hemingway) to the gradua1 recognition that this 

certainty will never return and the concomitant 

acknowledgment of the loss of authority (exemplified in the 

writers which Alâridge censures: Mailer, Bellow, Pynchon). 

Postmodern fiction meets the challenge of our age 

mimetically by assuming responsibility for re~resentinq the 

lack of stability that follows from an inversion of the 

social and intellectual orders. Rather than retreating from 

the situation, postmodern fiction depicts it with an 

integrity that should be admired instead of admonished. The 
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nintellectual and imaginative leadership" Aldridge finds 

lacking in contemporary fiction, then, is actually fully 

present in the demand this fiction makes of the reader to 

acknowledge our agers problematization of intellectual and 

social structures and institutions. There is little doubt 

that we have indeed entered a new era, although there is no 

room within the scope of this study to elaborate on this 

shift. Stanley Aronowitz, however, articulates aptly the 

widespread acceptance of modernismls transition to another 

period as a fait accomli: 

By now, nearly everyone agrees that the shift in 

sensibility that Nietzsche announced about a century 

ago has finally arrived. Postmodernism, the narne given 

to this shift, is marked by the renunciation of 

foundational thought, of rules governing art, and of 

the ideological "master discourses" liberalism and 

Marxisrn, (46) 

In the mid-to-late 1980s, however, postrnodernism as a 

cultural phenomenon was meeting (and welcoming) challenges 

from a number of ideological quarters. Çome critics viewed 

it as an obstacle which a contiming modernism would 

successfully overcome. Charles Newman was one who thought 

that this "shift in sensibilitym was more an illusion than a 

genuine crisis. In The Post-Modern Aura: The Act of Fiction 



in an Aqe of Inflation, Newman proffers a conceit of 

postmodernism grounded in economics. The term he proposes is 

that of "climax inflation--not only of wealth, but of 

people, ideas, methods, and expectationsN which contributes 

to "the increasing power and persuasiveness of the 

communications industry, the reckless growth of the academy, 

the incessant changing of hands and intrinsic devaluation of 

al1 received ideas" (6). Quoting GNP figures, per capita 

income statistics, college enrolment numbers, and the 

decreasing value of the dollar, Newman affirms a 

correspondence between the fiscal inflation of the U.S. and 

the concomitant intellectual inflation of ideas that is 

responsible for the illusion of crisis which exists in 

academic institutions. Suffering from "chronic inflation,It 

Newman argues, we experience symptoms in the form of 'market 

di~tortions~~ and mcultural incoherence of the most 

destructive sortt1 (6) . 
Newman argues further that the inflation of discourse 

in conjunction with "the continuous circulation of diverse 

and contradictory intellectual elitesn and "an unprecedented 

nonjudgrnental receptivity to Artm works out, in the balance, 

to It a tolerance which f inally amounts only to indi f f erencen 

(9). It may be the case, however, that Newman himself is 

capitalizing here on the rhetoric of crisis, inflated as it 

may well have been during the mid-1980s when he wrote these 

remarks. The extent to which Newman's literary economics are 



justly applicable to postmodern fiction is certainly worth 

questioning. 

The "inflation of disco~rse~~ is, according to Newman, 

the most prominent feature of postmodernism, Itmanifesting 

itself in literature through the illusion that technique can 

remove itself from history by attacking a concept of 

objective reality which has already faded from the world, 

and in criticism by the development of secondary laquages 

which presumably 'demystifyl reality, but actually tend to 

further obscure itI1 (10). These are strong words indeed, and 

1 do not propose to dispute them with any single proposition 

that would pretend to discredit the premises on which 

Newman's position is based. However, his firepower can be 

reduced significantly by illustrating what seems to be a 

categorical misattribution in his argument which becomes 

clear precisely when his disparagement of postmodernism 

achieves an unprecedented level of rhetorical prolixity. 

Newman s caustic rebuke of inf lationary postmodernism" 

reaches its pinnacle in attributing to our era a "new level 

of inconsequentiality...brought so wilfully to the point of 

crisis by a subtle rhetoric of emptiness which suggests 

nothing su much as a furious stuporN (183-4). If Newman's 

terminology is too nebulous to respond to here, he takes a 

more solid stand in what follows: 

The sense of the postmodern is quintessentially one of 



instability within inonobility. In cultural matters, 

inflation abstracts anxiety, suspends judgment, 

multiplies interpretation, diffuses rebellion, debases 

standards, dissipates energy, mutes confrontation, 

undermines institutions, subordinates techniques, 

polarizes theory, dilates style, dilutes content, 

hyperpluralizes the political and social order while 

homogenizing culture. Above all, inflation masks 

stasis. (184) 

To respond to each of these charges as they apply to 

postmodern fiction would be an undertaking of stupendous 

proportions were it not for the fact that Newman, as 

suggested above, inconectly attributes to postmodernism a 

stasis ostensibly derived from the rejection of stability. 

Postrnodern fiction's preoccupation with destabilizing 

received notions of historical authority, undermining 

traditional faith in imtitutions, and challenging those 

axiological structures which impose on us an ostensibly 

objective view of reality cannot, as Newman seems to think, 

be equated with stasis. Nor, for that matter, can this 

fiction be said to withàraw from the historical through its 

emphasis on technique. Postmodern fiction is resolutely 

committed to the historical-but it is equally commftted to 

a problematization of history as we have corne to know it. 

Far from masking stasis, postmodern fiction as exemplified 



in the works of Doctorow, Swift, Erdrich, and Findley (as 

representative of a legion of others) actively challenges 

the dominant structures and institutions in which we live 

and reminds its readers that they, too, can question and 

challenge these same structures and institutions. As 

Hutcheon argues, it is not the postmodern but neo- 

conservatism itself which promotes stasis for the sake of 

stability and tradition (Politics 16). 

To be fair, Newman is not alone in identifying neo- 

conservatisrn as a defining characteristic of postmodernism. 6 

His equating of the two can be partly explained by the 

general confusion which has ensued from the debate centring 

round the question of which cultural forms are postrnodern 

and which are not. Gerald Graff daims to understand the 

source of this confusion in arguing that the perception of 

our culture as one which is based on "scintillating 

rdialogue,l dissonance, and pluralismm is a delusion. As 

Andreas Huyssen outlines the reasons why the rise of 
neo-conservatism in the late sixties and seventies became 
increasingly associated with developments in postmodernism. 
The left, he argues, "took them to be compatible with each 
other or even identical, arguing that postmodernism was the 
kind of affirmative art that could happily coexist with 
political and cultural neo-consenratismw (199). Huyssen 
acknowledgee the need, however, to "salvage postmodernism 
from its assumed total collusion with neo-conservatismn or 
othemise face the risk of becoming the " L u k k s  of the 
postmodern by opposing a Igood' modernism to a Ibadl 
postmodernisrnm (After the Great Divide 200). Such a project 
has already been undertaken in the work of Linda Hutcheon, 
Jonathan Arac, Ihab Hassan, and Je- Varsava, as well as, 
of course, in Huyssenls own work. This study proposes, 
however modestly, to contribute to such a project. 
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Graff sees it, nlack of agreementn is not the same as "real 

di~agreement,~' the latter having become rare because "the 

multiplicity of tongues leads not to confrontation but to 

incommensurability and talking at cross-purposesu (191). 

Graff articulates what is admittedly a characteristic 

experience of Our age. The proliferation of discourses in 

our time has unequivocally given rise to numerous instances 

of debates in which respective parties, grounding their 

arguments in incommensurable paradigms, wind up Valking at 

cross purposes." Ironically, perhaps, Graff himself falls 

victim to his own diagnosis. For in his own dialogue with 

postmodern fiction, Graff persistently refers to a "realityn 

that is "out theretl which postmodern fiction and our 

discourses about it allegediy do not believe exists (191). 

This kind of paradigm, one which lends itself to a faith in 

an unmediated referent, sharply contrasts with the model 

this study will offer. 

Graffts evaluation of contemporary fiction, however, 

must be contextualized within the temporal period of its 

origin if we are to appreciate the nature of his concerna 

for the discipline of literary studies. Writing at the end 

of the seventies, he finds himself up against the rising 

popularity of deconstruction, on the one hand, and the 

fashionable status of surfictionist writing on the other, Of 

the latter, Raymond Federmn typifies the prevailing 

sentiments of the time concerning contemporary fiction. The 



authentic fiction writers of our day, Federman proclaims, 

"believe that reality as such does not exist, or rather 

exists only in its fictionalized version." As William Gass 

puts it, l'the novelist, if he is any good, will keep us 

kindly imprisoned in his laquage--there is literally 

nothing beyondIt (both quoted in Graff 60). 7 

Unperturbed by such extreme remarks, Graff calmly 

reassures himself that the literary techniques endorsed by 

Federman and Gass do not necessarily lead to "the dismal 

ontological conclusions which such critics have derived from 

ittt (60). Where Graff does get flustered is in his attempt 

to deal with Paul de Man's deconstruction and the "elegant 

hedgingl1 of Frank Kermode and Jonathan Culler, both of whom 

want to have it both ways in dismissing Vtimetic rnodel~~~ of 

fiction but at the same time retaining a belief in some kind 

of external world which permits us to recognize the illusion 

of mimesis in a work of fiction.' To this kind of hedging 

7 Jameson1s celebrated analysis of structuralism and 
Russian formalism, The Prison House of Lanaacre, cornes to 
mind here, of course, Gass's remarks corne from his Fiction 
and the Fisures of Life. Both works were published in the 
same year, 1972, making it difficult to determine who first, 
if either, coined the metaphor. 

' Graffts frustration with Kermode is evident in the 
following passage: 

Take, for example, t u s  Kermode statement : The show of 
satisfactionu given by literary fictions *will only 
serve when there seems to be a degree of cornpliance 
with reality as we, from time to time, imagine itm (The 
Sense of an Endinq 63). Here Kermode takes back with 
one hand what he has seemingly given with the other: 
fictive satisfactions must comply with reality, but 
then only seemingly, and only with reality as we 



Graff puts the query, "If we reject the mimetic model, w e  

leave unclear the position from which we are offering the 

rejection. How can we know that mimesis is a myth unless we 

can view f rom outside, mimetically" (171) ? 

Graff finds it harder to discredit de Man's position 

than Cullerls or Kennode's because de Man Ildoes not so much 

defend a thesis as propose one as given and already 

understoodM (174).' Nevertheless, de Man's views on the 

relationship between literature and reality, between I1sign 

and meaningM are repudiated by Graff as being 

unconditionally intolerable. In Blindness and fnsioht, de 

Man had articulated a theory of literature that 

characterized the work of fiction in terms of a "self- 

reflecting mirror-effect by means of which a work of fiction 

asserts ... its separation from empirical reality, its 

divergence as a sign, frorn a meaning that depends for its 

existence on the constitutive activity of this signI1 (17). 

This separation of sign from meaning amounts, for Graff, to 

the clah that rneaning is open and undecidable and 

bears no stable relation to its apparent origin or objecta 

(Graff 174). As already noted, Graff finds Little ground on 

which to dispute de Man's position because de Man "shows no 

interest in giving reasons or evidence for his 

imagine it from time to time. (170) 

Sameson, as 1 argue later, falls under a similar 
charge with regard to M d s m .  



interpretationN (175) . 
Graff is firmly committed to defending a mimetic theory 

of literature, to maintaining that there a a reality "out 
therem which fiction represents. But his mimetic theory is 

reminiscent of Lukacs's reductionist approach in the 

assertion that objective representation is possible, or at 

least very nearly possible. Graffls commitment to the 

Lukacsean ideal is never more clear than it is here: 

The technique of what might be cailed methodological 

neutrality, of "getting the facts rightlb before leaping 

in with our value judgments, is one of the progressive 

achievements of civilization. ... [Olbservational 
neutrality is relatively approachable as an ideal.. .and 

the technique of methodological detachment is something 

that cari be acquired and improved by training. (86-7) 

What Graff expects of the novelist is essentially a faithful 

rendering of "realitym through the exercise of 

ltobservational neutrality." Though he is aware of the 

naivety behind simple mintetic theories based on a mirror  

reflection of reality, he does affirm the novelistls 

responsibility to an "objective social realismm without 

which fiction degenerates into a .trivial playing with the 

infinity of imaginative possibilitiesm (238). 



2 6  

Graff equates postmodern fiction with the abandonment 

of the referent. The chapters which follow, however, will 

attempt to show that postmodern fiction returns to the 

referent with vehemence. The crucial factor resides in the 

marner in which one understands how that referent can be 

represented. It has been suggested that the association of 

postmodernism with the attack on representation (an 

association Graff clearly makes) has arisen from a 

ltmisreading of the early Derridavt (McGowan 25). What Derrida 

argued in "Structure, Sign, and Play," was that 

representation could not be grounded, its t ru th  could not be 

secured, by reference to the thing-in-itself to which it 

corresponded. This statement, however, is not at al1 a 

denial of the real-world referent, but rather a description 

of how we corne to know the referent. 

The point becomes that representation, ... the order of 
signifiers, cannot be abandoned in favour of some 

direct relation to things in themselves. As Arac puts 

it, "the inescapability of representation is Derrida's 

deconstructive point against the metaphysical fantasy 

of pure presence . (McGowan 2 6 )  

Arguing for the "inescapability of representationtc is 

in no w a y  tantamount to abolishing the referent. 

Historiographie metafiction, with its representation of real 



historical persons and events, in no way challenges the 

ontological integrity of those historical persons and events 

it represents. Rather than effacing the referent, it self- 

consciously acknowledges its own existence as representation 

(and as interpretation) of the referent by drawing attention 

to its inability to offer direct access to the I1real." What 

makes postmodern fiction the subject of attacks from so many 

diverse quarters, in fact, is its refusa1 to succumb to 

either a naïve reflectionist theory of representation or a 

surfictionist refutational one. It neither privileges nor 

denies the referent, but instead points to its own 

contingent process of assigning meaning to a world which 

indubitably exists but can only be known through the 

discourses we construct to represent it. Postmodern fiction, 

consequently, eludes the pitfalls of %nalytico-referential 

discourse, which aims for Itmaximal transparency between 

reference and referent, representation and thing 

represented," while also steering clear of the 

"metafictional solipsismtt which ensues when "discourse 

itself [is seen as] the sole object of al1 representationm 

( H e m  171). 

In his reproach of Culler and Kermode for failing to 

see that a rejection of mimesis implies a privileged 

position from which such a rejection could be offered (171), 

'O~erman attributes this term to Hutcheon. It 
originates, however-as Hutcheon points out-in Timothy J 
Reissls The Discourse of Modernisq (see Puetics 74). 
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Graff sees only one side of the problem. The other side of 

the problem concerns the question of the precise nature of 

the referent. Hutcheon assesses the issue in regard to 

historiographie metafiction: 

Generally speaking, al1 metafictional self-reflexivity 

and auto-representation act to question the very 

existence as well as the nature of extratextual 

reference, But historiosra~hic metafiction complicates 

this questioning. History offers facts-interpreted, 

signifying, discursive, textualized--made from brute 

events. 1s the referent of historiography, then, the 

fact or the event, the textualized trace or the 

experience itself? Postmodernist fiction plays on this 

question, without ever fully resolving it. (Poetics 

153) 

What can be discerned from this is the recognition that 

arguments over whether or not postmodern fiction has 

forsaken the referent will necessarily beg the question of 

the very constitution of the referent as long as they ground 

their premises in the traditional vocabulary of Western 

metaphysics. Historiographie metafiction explicitly àraws 

its readers' attention not oaly to epistemological questions 

(how we corne to know history) but also to ontological 

questions about the status of historical material itself 



(the composition, 

empirical reality 
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one might Say, of the referent) . While the 
of historical events is not rejected, 

historiographie metafiction emphasizes, through a variety of 

techniques and strategies, the textualized form in which 

knowledge of these events is most often obtained. At the 

same time, this fiction frequently incorporates (and 

subverts) the tnetaphysical fantasy of pure presence. The 

status of the referent hovers indeteninately, assuming a 

polymorphous form which illustrates Our cornplex relation to 

the past. 

In Swift's Waterland, for example, we see how the 

continuous defennent of the attempt to essentialize the 

referent becomes the preoccupation of the narrator, Tom 

Crick. Experience itself (the Were and Nowm), if it is to 

be taken as the proper referent of historiography, is seen 

by Crick to be transient and erratic. What we do to 

compensate for its instability is tell stories and so create 

a stable (but provisional) narrative that offets some 

comfort in the midst of the Dionysian flux of experience. As 

Crick sees it, "life is one-tenth Here and Now, nine-tenths 

a History lesson. For most of the t i m e  the  Here and Now is 

neither now nor here" (52). Fascinated with the discipline 

of history itself, the young Crick oscillates between the 

belief in history as mythical narrative and the conviction 

that Ithistory was no invention but indeed existedal: 



So 1 began to look into history-not only the well 

thumbed history of the wide world but also, indeed with 

particular zeal, the history of my Fenland forebears. 

So 1 began to demand of history an Exphnation. Only to 

uncover in this dedicated search more mysteries, more 

fantasticalities, more wonders and grounds for 

astonishrnent than 1 started with, only to conclude 

forty years later--notwithtding a devotion to the 

usefulness, to the educative power of my chosen 

discipline-that history is a yarn. And can I deny that 

what 1 wanted al1 along was not some golden nugget that 

history would at last yield up, but History itself, the 

Grand Narrative, the filler of vacuums, the dispeller 

of fears of the dark? (53) 

Crick's desire for a "Grand Narrativem is no subtle 

reference on Swift's part to Jean-François Lyotard's work on 

the demise of the arand récits (master narratives) of the 

Western world. In The Postmodern Condition, Lyotard argues 

that we are in an age of petit récits, or small scale 

narratives." Competing narratives effectively challenge 

" The questioning of the master discourses does not, 
of course, originate with Lyotard. Foucault, Derrida, and 
Jean Baudrillard, contemporaries of Lyotard, al1 contest the 
notion of the metanarrative, expanding on the earlier work 
of Nietzsche. In The Postmodern Condition, Lyotard seeks to 
re-establish the preeminence of narative which, he argues, 
has always been the m e a n s  by w h i c h  the human sciences have 
disseminated knowledge, 



31 

each other without the appeal to any external legitimizing 

narrative which might settle the dispute. In the absence of 

a master narrative, individual particular narratives must 

rely on the cogency of their own tednology to address 

effectively the subject matter at hand. Richard Rorty 

adumbrates the case with characteristic lucidity: 

The trouble with arguments against the use of a 

familiar and time-honored vocabulary is that they are 

expected to be phrased in that very vocabulary. They 

are expected to show that central elements in that 

vocabulary are t5nconsistent in their own termsll or 

that they tldeconstnict thernselve~.~~ But that can never 

be shown. Any argument to the effect that our familiar 

use of a tenn is incoherent, or empty, or confused, or 

vague, or Qterely metaphoricalI1 is bound to be 

inconclusive and question-begging. For such use is, 

after all, the paradigm of coherent, meaningful, 

literal, speech. Such arguments are always parasitic 

upon, and abbreviations for, daims that a better 

vocabulary is available. fnteresting philosophy is 

rarely an examination of the pros and cons of a thesis. 

Usually it is, implicitly or explicitly, a contest 

between an entrenched vocabulary which has become a 

nuisance and a half-formed new vocabulary which vaguely 

promises great thingo. (Contincrencv 8 - 9) 



I quote Rorty at length here because, although his subject 

is philosophical discourse, his account sheds a great deal 

of light on the nature of debate within the humanities in 

general, including the discipline of literary studies. The 

success of my own attempt to advance for postmodern fiction 

a daim to mimetic efficacy would depend, according to 

Rorty, not on my competence in discrediting Graff, Aldridge, 

and Newman but in demonstrating that the tenns in which 1 

propose to evaluate postmodern fiction are more effective in 

accommodating the various conventions which characterize it 

than are the ones employed by Graff and Company. 

The conventional method of attempting to discredit 

one's adversaries by illuminating contradictions within 

their own arguments is, 1 readily admit, one to which most 

of us still resort and one which 1 do not deny having used 

here. The genre of the doctoral dissertation, in fact, 

strongly encourages such a practice. Yet it seems to me that 

the fate of postmodern fiction, in the midst of the multiple 

and competing discourses which a i m  to describe it, rests to 

a greater extent on this conception of a contest between an 

old, "entrenchedn vocabulary which has become a %uisancen 

and a half-formad new vocabulary which "vaguely promises 

great things." Hutcheon's mhistoriographic metafiction" fits 

this latter category while Graff, AIàridge, and Newman al1 

premise their arguments on a conception of mimesis deriving 



from an outdated "entrenchedN vocabulary. 

Fredric Jameson, in Postmodernism, or, The Cultural 

Losic of Late Ca~italisq, tenders a vocabulary grounded in 

Marxism with which he attempts to explain and describe 

postmodernisrn. "It is safest to grasp the concept of the 

postmodern,~ he tells us, "as an attempt to think the 

present historically in an age that has forgotten how to 

think historically in the first placeH (ix). In an interview 

with Anders Stephanson, Jameson denounces postmodernism for 

%locking historicityIo through the substitution of images, 

sim~lacra,~ and I1pastiches of the pasttr for "realN history 

(60). In a curious strategical move, however, Jameson 

proposes that postmodernism be used ta undo itself (so that 

history may be once again grasped in its immediacy) . Douglas 
Kellner summarily describes the technique: 

Jameson proposes a strategy similar to what Baudrillard 

called Vatal strategies*: pursuing the logic of a 

phenornena to the end, beyond its boundaries, to explode 

or turn against established trends or elements of the 

existing society .... Jarneson's example is the work of 
the novelist E.L. Doctorow who in novels like Rastirne, 

Loon Lake, and Daniel, attempts to use postmodernist 

techniques of pastiche, historical nostalgia, and 

cliche to recover a genuine sense of history and to 

overcome the limits of postmodern fragmentation, loss 



of a sense of history, and so on. (36) 

The next chapter outlines some of the limitations in 

Jameson1s reading of what Doctorow is trying to do in 

Raatirne. Jameson fails to acknowledge an entire semantic 

plane in which a discourse about history plays itself out 

open-endedly. As Ralph Cohen aptly remarks, "his  desire to 

replace HutcheonBs key term 'parodyl with lpastichel...makes 

Iparodyl blank, la statue with blind eyeballst" ( 2 2 ) .  

To Jarneson's relentless insistence that we have lost 

our sense of the past, one might reply that we have awakened 

from a àream to discover precisely how it is that we ever 

came to have a sense of the past in the first place. 

Historiographic metafiction holds up the mirror Nietzsche 

refers to in the epigraph to this chapter. It show us the 

means by which history cornes into existence. As Amy Je Elias 

points out, "(tlhe postmodernist historical novel presents 

history as an 'open ~ork.~...[I]t implies that the 

historical record itself is engaged with Ireaders' in a 

process of movement and becoming. It posits, in Pousseurls 

words, a 'field of possibilitiesl where the historical 

record once stoodm (108) . 
What is ultimately at stake in the various debates 

about postmodern fiction is a contest between entrenched 

traditional vocabularies (Liberalism and Marxism) and new, 

incipient vocabularies which "vaguely promise great things,* 



as Rorty puts it. Such a contest is not peculiar to the 

discipline of literary studies alone, or even to the 

humanities in general. Thomas Kuhn has shown how the 

scientific comunity relies on a revolution of "paradigmstl 

through which the idea of scientific progress comes to be 

understood. Such a daim has considerable relevance to the 

arguments made in this chapter. "[Nlew paradigms ordinarily 

incorporate much of the vocabula ry.. .  that the traditional 

paradigm has previously employed. But they seldom employ 

these borrowed elements in quite the traditional way." The 

consequence, as we might imagine, is "what we must call, 

though the term is not quite right, a misunderstanding 

between the two competing schools~ (380). Eventually, Kuhn 

argues, the new paradigm wins more and more supporters. Far 

from there being a single group conversion, however, what 

occurs is "an increasing shift in the distribution of 

professional allegiancesn ( 3 8 7 ) .  Such a shift, it seems, is 

happening in the discipline of literary studies with regard 

to postmodern fiction. The Graffs, Aldridges, Newméns, and 

Jamesons may hold out for a while longer, but I suspect they 

will find fewer supporters in the near future. Gradually, 

the field of literary studies as we know it will have 

accepted wholeheartedly that "what seems to be 

disorganization and crisis in the knowledge and practice of 

literature and literary criticism may be rethought as a new 

'positivityl or a (re)construction through deconstruction of 



what we know and haw w e  know itN (Morgan 2 7 4 ) .  Such an 

acknowledgment w i l l  at the very least give us a better 

insight into postmodern fiction's mimetic value and enhance 

our appreciation of the integrity with which postmodern 

writers--as Lukacs once requested of an earlier generation- 

create artistic forms which are cornmensurate with the 

requirements of the age. 



Chapter 2 

E. L. Doctorow and the nSpacesR o f  the P a s t  

What we do in àreams we also do when we 
are awake: we invent and fabricate the 
person with whom we associate--and 
immediately forget we have done so. 

Friedrich Nietzsche 

The conclusion reached in the previous chapter requires 

for its justificaiion a comparative analysis of vocabularies 

used in evaluating certain works of fiction. The notion that 

contemporary historical fiction yields a mimetic 

significance when evaluated in a critical discourse 

commensurate with "the requirements of the agem--an 

admittedly vague criterion which will acquire more precision 

later in this chapter-needs now the test of a practical 

application, The four novels treated in this dissertation 

all, in very different ways, support the primary tenet of my 

thesis.' Perhaps none more colourfully than Ragtime, 

'1t may be of some interest that 1 almost wrote VaithM 
instead of fithesis." In many regards the arguments against 
postmodernismls (and postatructuralisrnrs) treatment of 
history become as serious, and adopt the interna1 structure 
of, religious arguments. Underlying al1 the rhetoric and 
ostensible logic of these "academicN debates there seems to 
lie a naive faith in the unquestionable existence of 
uHistoryn (God). This is remarkably evident in Marxist 
criticism f r o m  both sides of the border, some of which will 
be brought into my discussion at a later stage. It is 
tempting, at times, to bring this phenornenon into the open 
and-adopt, in response, the-appropriate rhetoric: "~hese are 
the articles of my faith: 1 believe that history does not 
have a unified and singular essence; 1 believe that history 
has no meaning outside of the conceptual structures humans 



however, confronts the questions of history which unfold 

upon and through each other in Doctorowls narrative. 

The title of Rastirne lends itself quite wcll to the 

match proposed in the last chapter, one which would pit 

Elizabeth Ermarthls concept of "rhythmic tirnent agafnst 

Jamesonts notion of VïistoryH or "the Real." According to 

Websterls New Collecriate Dictionarv, ragtime is "a rhythm 

characterized by strong syncopation in the melody with a 

regularly accented accompanimentItl while syncopation is 

defined as "a temporary dispacement of the regular metrical 

accent ... caused typically by stressing the weak beat." The 

implications of these definitions in terms of the novells 

treatment of history are of considerable interest here. 

Ermarthcs theory that postmodern fiction dispenses with a 

mode1 of "linearn time in favour of I1rhythmicIt tirne seems 

almost to have sprung from a close reading of Doctorowls 

narrative itself .2 trMulti-level thinking," a phrase Ermarth 

use to give it that meaning, etc. 
To the extent that some kind of fervour akin to that of 

religious commitment prevails in this debate, any hopes for 
"retractionsn or admissions of "heresyn remain bleak in the 
face of critics such as Fredric Jarneson, or, here in Canada, 
Len Findlay (see his wOtherwise Engaged: Postmodernism and 
the Resistance to Theorym). My hope (and assumption) is that 
the fiction of our tirne will illustrate in unequivocal 
terms-as it now seems to be doing--the shift in 
consciousness which has led to the postmodern conception of 
history, and illuminate the problems associated with an 
appeal to a "HistoryW extraneous to the textual fonn through 
which it cornes to usD 

'~rmarth herself, however, &es no mention of R a q t i r n e  
(or Doctorow, for that matter) in Secniel to Historv. The 



borrows from Nabokov's The G i f t ,  is the mode which is 

required to comprehend the nature of rhythmic tirne. "Multi- 

level thinking holds out the possibility of reimagining 'the 

pastt not only by pluralizing it but by releasing it from 

the dialectical and linear relationships to which it is 

constrained by historical narrativef1 ( 8 7 - 8 ) .  What Rastime 

does especially well is precisely this. It liberates the 

past from the strictures of conventional historical 

narrative by creating new spaces in which multiple 

narratives can co-exist, consequently breaching the 

regulative control of linear tirne. And yet within the field 

of imaginative possibilities presented in the narrative we 

still find the conventional mode of historical discourse 

playing itself out (as "the regularly accented 

accompaniment " ) against the Ils trong syncopat ionn1 of 

Raatimels beat. As Ermarth observes, far from repudiating 

conventional historical discourse, rhythmic time instead 

"incorporates the convention of history-internalizes it as 

one game, one set of rules arnong manyn (212) . 
Yet some interpretive attempts to decipher Rastirnets 

melody seem to keep time to a different beat, so to speak, 

by implicitly subscribing to a line of thinking which is 

heavily biased toward conventional historical narrative and 

a concomitant faith in the accessibility of an historical 

theoretical framework of her -*sis--each of the three 
parts of her book ends in a *rhythm sectionm--clearly has a 
strong affinity to Rastimers own structure. 



world extraneous to the text. It is not only Jameson in his 

explicit commitment to a Marxist history (a collective, 

totalizing history) who whistles a different tune here. 

Emily Budick, for example, observes that the novel is a 

masterpiece of skillfully interwoven ontological realms. 

Remarking on the young boy's premonition of World War 1 

early in the novel, which prompts him to tell Houdini, ItWarn 

the D ~ k e , ~ ~  Budick advances the theory that the prophecy is 

"a communication from a voice outside the world of the 

novel. It writes into the book the author who is excluded 

from the fictional world because, like the history that the 

novel also absents, he occupies a different and 

discontinuous ontological planem (187). Budick recognizes 

the multiple levels of historical existence present in the 

novel but insists that a distinction is always (or 

ultimately) maintained between them. The implied assumption 

here is that an historical world extraneous to textuality is 

accessible in some way. DoctorowBs treatment of the novells 

multiple ontological levels translates into the repeated 

insistence that it is an illusion that these levels can be 

delineated so easily, if at alL3 

' ~ h e  concept of illusion, in fact, is one that serves a 
number of functions in the novel, not the least of which is 
the left-wing critique of capitalism which is offered 
alongside the critique of comrentional history. The politics 
of the novel are in one sense an entirely separate issue 
from the historical concerns and yet the concept of illusion 
is one with which Doctorow plays to produce both political 
and historical commentary. Although 1 disagree with 
Jarneson's treatment of history in Racr t ime ,  my own sense of 



L a r s  Sauerberg also feels that attempts to delineate 

the fictional from the historical i n  R a a t i m e  are misguided. 

In a sense, the novel does indeed "exist in two dirnensi~ns,~~ 

he argues. "It is a work of fiction with a multiple plot 

self-consciously exploring the boundaries of fiction," but 

also a Ilan account of world/Arnerican/New York history 

exploring the nature of histariography . However, lwDoctorow 

does not scrutinize the difference between the novelistic 

(fictional) and historical visions in the same way as Mailer 

in The Armies of the N i c r h t n  ( 7 2 ) .  Budickws assertion that a 

distinction maintained appears to be a problematic one. 

Yet Budickrs position, my main objection to it 

notwithstanding, is particularly relevant to this chapter 

for a number of reasons. First, her insights reveal a finer 

sense of Doctorowts style than do Jamesonts with his one- 

sided assertions about re j ecting undoing 
* 

postmodernism by using its techniques (pastiche, historical 

nostalgia, and cliché) against it. Second, however, and more 

important, is that, like Jarneson, she appeals (however 

indirectly) to a notion of history as "world history," a 

single, great, collective narrative. Her interpretive 

strategy, while adept enough at locating many of Raatime's 

subtle nuances, thus fa l l s  prey to a thematic limitation in 

Doctorowws politics is more or less compatible with 
Jamesonrs. &s suggested below, reading the novel as 
wing critique of capitalismN (Jamesonrs words) does 
necessarily contradict the postmodern conception of 

a "left- 
not 
history 

as outlined in the last chapter. 





history that it tracesn? 

Doctorowls narrative is indeed one which assumes 

responsibility--not only for the history it traces but also 

for the means by which that history is traced. The key to 

Racrtimels hemeneutic heart, however, lies in the newer 

vocabulary of postmodernism and its sense of history. As we 

have seen, Ermarthls account of I1rhythmic time," which she 

posits as a replacement for traditional concepts of 

historical time, helps elucidate the processes at work in 

Racrtime, processes which both use conventional historical 

methods while also challenging the structures which support 

the validity of these methods. At the same time, the concept 

of "rhythmic tirne" necessitates a reworking or redefining of 

what actually constitutes Irmimetic realism. It 

Any interpretation of the novel which clings to a 

conventional definition of history will be unable to 

reconcile Doctorowts sense of responsibility (that is, to 

the events-real and fictional-which unfold in the 

narrative) to his ostensible violation of the standards of 

conventional mimetic realism. The new vocabularies tendered 

by Hutcheonts I1historiographic metafictionI1 and Ermarth's 

"rhythmic tirne" provide a more accurate account of what is 

happening in Racrtime, specifically in regard to the 

historical referent which is problematized rather than 

banished. in a way that is at once serious and yet playful. 

Doctorow removes for us the burden of the nofficialn 
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historical record (by incorporating dialogue and meetings 

between "realn historical persons that are not verifiable by 

any records known at present) , without abandoning 

responsibility for the historical and political events which 

occur in the novel. Al1 of this, rather than Itstretching 

believability beyond mimetic realismIc (Budick 186), instead 

clears the space for a new conception of mimetic realism and 

a n e w  understanding of how we construct "the past." Before 

exploring further the possibility of a new mimetic realism 

which is explicitiy called for by the works discussed in 

this dissertation, it is worth examining the tenacity of the 

belief in a single collective history, as well as how an 

unflagging commitment to such a concept precludes the full 

appreciation of the techniques at work in Raatime, 

techniques which pave the way for an alternative 

understanding of history (and hence mimetic realism) . 
Jarneson, in the interview with Çtephanson, outlines 

what he sees to be DoctorowBs agenda: 

Here we have a radical leftwing novelist who has seized 

the whole apparatus of nostalgia art, pastiche and 

postrnodernism, in order to work himself through them 

instead of attempting to resuscitate some older form of 

social realism, an alternative which would in itself 

become only another pastiche. Doctorowls is not 

necessarily the only possible path, but 1 find it an 



intriguing attempt whomeopathicallyw to undo 

postmodernism by the methods of postmodernism: to work 

at dissolving the pastiche by using al1 the instruments 

of what 1 have called substitutes for history. (61-2) 

Jameson is quick to observe here the impossibility of 

reviving I1some older form of social realism," an effort that 

he rightly argues would be viewed as a form of I1pastichen 

itself. But because he is so committed to the ideal behind 

social realism (the ideal of a history depicted as a 

totalizing phenomenon), he views the contemporary historical 

novelistls choices as being restricted to a simplistic "if 

you canlt beat 'em, join IemP type of strategy by which the 

enemy (postmodernism) might be quashed from within 

( whomeopathicallyn ) by using its own weapons (techniques) 

agains t i t . 
What Jameson consequently sees in Rastime is, 

essentially, "a seemingly realistic novel which is in 

reality a nonrepresentational work that combines fantasy 

signifiera from a variety of ideologemes in a kind of 

hologramn (Postmodernism 23). Raatime is, for Jameson, a 

novel which epitomizes the "disappearance of the historical 

referent." Instead of representing the historical past, 'it 

can only 'representt our ideas and stereotypes about that 

past," thus pointing to the postmodern predicament: being 

forever .condemned to seek History by way of our own pop 



images and simulacra of that history, which by itself 

remains forever out of reachn ( 2 5 )  . 
Jameson1s assessment of Doctorowrs agenda seems to be 

problematic-not to mention just  yet his assessment of the 

"postmodern predicament."' If Doctorow has indeed I1seized 

the whole apparatus" of postmodernism, it is not with the 

assumption t h a t  it consists of llsubstitutes" for history 

(simulacra, pastiche, nostalgia, etc.) . It is, quite the 
contrary to Jamesonts claims, with the understanding that 

history, the past, is not as directly accessible as it was 

previously assumed to be (especially when I1social realism" 

'~here is more than a little irony in what 1 would 
argue to be a misunderstanding--of both Doctorow's strategy 
and of postmodernism. Cornel West has been more succinct 
than anyone in summarizing Jarneson's position. Jamesonls 
primary concern, West argues, is maintaining the Manrist 
paradigm without succumbing to Lukacsrs "nostalgie 
humanism.ll This concern finds its general formulation in the 
question, l'Kow to take history, class struggle, and 
capitalist dehumanization seriously after the profound 
poststructuralist deconstructions of solipsisitic 
Cartesianism, transcendental Kantianism, teleological 
Hegelianism, genetic Marxism, and recuperative humani~m?~~ 
West further reduces the question, in *Angle-American 
common-sensem language to, lltHow to live and act in the face 
of the impotence of irony and the paralysis of skepticism?Im 
(124) . 

Racrtime is a novel which goes a long way toward 
answering such a question. Even as it pays tribute-with its 
parody and irony-to the postmodern sensibility, it also 
initiates a political critique of American culture. Irony 
need not cause impotence, or skepticism paralysis. As 
Kutcheon points out, The irony that allows critical 
distance is what here refuses nostalgia. Rastirnets volunteer 
firemen are anything but sentimental figures, and many 
American social lidealst--such as justice-are called into 
question by the i r  inapplicability to (black) Americans like 
Coalhouse Walkern (Poetics 90) 



was the master narrative). That the historical past c m  no 

longer be represented in any unmediated, transparent fashion 

is less a flaw in the fabric of contemporary art for 

Doctorow than it is an acknowledgment of the epistemic 

evolution which has transformed historical thinking across a 

broad range of disciplines in the humanities. There is 

nothing either in the novel itself or in Doctorowls 

interviews to suggest a subversive intention on his part 

with regard to postmodernismls conception of history. In 

defending his fictionalization of events and conversations 

between J.P. Morgan and Henry Ford, Doctorow himself has 

said: " P m  satisfied that everything 1 made up about Morgan 

and Ford is true, whether it happened or note Perhaps truer 

because it didnlt happenn (qtd. in Trenner 69).' 

What Doctorow is attesting to here is the fundamentally 

constructive role of both writer and historian in their 

attempt to take the bare events of history and endow them 

with meaning.6 History, as we see it depicted in Raatime, is 

a construction, one which the characters--both real and 

5 ~ t  is difficult to be certain whether or not this last 
remark, "perhaps truer because it didnt t happen, It is not 
uttered without some measure of tonsue in cheek-although 
Findiey seems to take it at  face value (see mInterviewll 5). 
Contrary to Jarneson's notions about Doctorowrs agenda, there 
is little question that, if anything, Doctorow is 
criticizing conventional historical accounts and asserting 
his own b e l i e f  in the integrity of narrative as the basis 
for truth claims (a concept explored more fully in the next 
chapter on Swift's Waterland) . 

%ee chapters three and four for a discussion of Hayden 
White's work on this subject. 



fictive--as well as author incorporate into their relation 

to the world, their Dasein. 7 

Doctorowls agenda, then, explicit or implicit, is not 

focused around a critique of the postmodern sense of 

history. If anything, it is an exposé of the naivety with 

which conventional historical narratives have depicted the 

past. Racr t ime  plays with the conventional f o m  by first 

incorporating it, and then blatantly discrediting its claims 

to representation. What we begin to see in the novel is 

nothing less than the cognitive process by which historical 

narrative is constructed. Far from rejecting the possibility 

7 My use of Heidegger's term here is in no way an 
endorsement of his views on history-or politics, for that 
matter. The concept of Dasein is one for which we have no 
equivalent in English and yet is uniquely appropriate to 
questions of an ontological nature. Roughly translated, it 
means "there being? The t e m  originated with the German 
rationalists (led by Christian Wolff) around 1700 and simply 
referred to the I1existencen as opposed to the "essencen 
(Wassein, or "what it istl) of a person or object. For 
Heidegger, the term becomes exclusively related to human 
existence and the understanding of existence. He puts it the 
following way in Beincr and Tinte: "This being, which we 
ourselves in each case are and which includes inquiry among 
the possibilities of its Being we formulate terminologically 
as ~asein'~ (Basic Writinas 48). Heidegger's particular use 
of the term has considerable bearing on the fundarnentally 
questioning nature of historical being and historical 

- 

knowledge as it is presented by historiographie metafiction. 
In McHalels Ndominants,n as we have seen, modern 

fiction is more concerned with the limits of knowledge and 
asks questions such as VIhat is there to be known?" and Who 
knows it?" Postmodern fiction, on the other hand, is mare 
preoccupied with ontological issues, with the nature of 
Dasein, and asks such questions as "What is a world, and how 
many kinds of worlds are there?" Also-and crucial to the 
concerns of this study--What happens when different kinds 
of world are placed in  confrontation, or when boundaries 
between worlds are violated? (9-10) . 
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of historical representation, the novel shows us how this 

representation is formed. Because history always cornes to us 

as text, it always selects, omits, distorts, and downplays 

by the very nature of discourse itself: this is the lesson 

Doctorow teaches us. 

Rastirne's opening pages bear the first traces of a 

critical devaluation of conventional historical narrative. 

The narrator descwibes the aura surrounding the events in 

New Rochelle, New York, in 1902: 

Patriotism was a reliable sentiment in the l90O1s. 

Teddy Roosevelt was President. The population 

customarily gathered in great numbers either out of 

doors for parades, public concerts, fish fries, 

political picnics, social outings, or indoors in 

meeting halls, vaudeville theatres , operas, ballrooms . 
There seemed to be no entertainment that did not 

involve great swarms of people .... That was the style, 
that was the way people lived. ( 3 )  

Before readexs become comfortable with the Eamiliar 

confidence of conventional historical narrative, however, 

they are confronted with the daims that: Ithreryone wore 

white in surnmer. Tennis racquets were hefty and the racquet 

faces elliptical. There was a lot of sexual fainting. There 

were no Negroes. There were no immigrants. On Sunday 
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afternoon, after dinner, Father and Mother went upstairs and 

closed the bedroom door" (3 -4) .  Yet on the following page we 

are told, ItApparently there were Negroes. There were 

immigrantsn (5 )  . The casual f raming of the initial denial is 
significant. Couched in between innocuous descriptions of 

clothing styles, sport, and sexual habits is a political 

generalization of considerable importance, one which is in 

no uncertain terms directly contradicted only a page later. 

Doctorow could have waited (perhaps ffve or fifty pages). 

The effect is magnified, however, with the proximity of the 

contradiction. ft alerts us to the extent to which 

historical discourse is subject to al1 kinds of 

generalizations which intermingle indeterminately with more 

or l e s s  aesthetic ones. One reads about old-fashioned tennis 

racquets without for a minute doubting the accuracy of the 

description. The image, a familiar one, wins our trust in 

the narratorts reliability and subsequent proclamations go 

unchecked. The ostensible validity of several remarks 

effaces the fallacies inherent in a couple which are 

deliberately imbedded among the lltruew ones. The almost 

immediate refutation of the initial erasure of African 

Americans and immigrants from early twentieth-century 

America serves two crucial functions in the novel. First, as 

1 have argued, it discredits the license taken by 

conventional historical narrative to make generalizations of 

al1 kinds and depict an unproblematic and continuous past. 
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Second, it serves as a critique of the dominance of white 

Arttericm historical narrative as well as the capitalist 

system which has operated ta ensconce white Arnerica so 

f i d y  within the structures of power. This is only the 

first instance in the novel which supports these functions. 

There are a number of subsequent moments which provide the 

same critiques. 

Doctorowls agenda, it would appear, is not quite what 

Jameson asserts in his reading of the novelist. One reason 

which helps account for Jameson1s position stems, from his 

understanding of " the  postmodern predicamentn itself. 

Jameson levels several accusations against postmodernism, 

most serious among them the crime (for a Marxist) of 

"blocking historicityu by substituting Itpastiches of the 

pastI1 for "real historyI1 (Stephanson 60). What postmodernism 

does, however, and what novels like Raatirne actually do, is 

to get as close as possible to whatever it is that 

constitutes "real history.It The apparent falsification or 

fictionalization of the past in a playful and parodic manner 

(if this is what Jameson understands to be "pastichew) is 

done in the service of establishing the limits of our 

knowledge about the past. 

This is an important point, here. Arguably, Jameson is 

right about Doctorowrs politics, but wrong about his agenda. 

Postmodernisrn isntt Doctorowls target. In fact, 

postmodernismrs questioning of conventional historical 



narrative is enlisted by Doctorow as a political strategy to 

discredit the rightls dominance in the capitalist regime. 

Doctorow parodies John Dos Passos1 USA trilogy with its 

ttunproblematized view of historical continuity and the 

context of representationn (Hutcheon, Politics 95) but 

without necessarily inverting Dos Passost political 

partisanship. There is little doubt that Doctorowls 

political sympathies are, as Jarneson argues, leftwing. Yet 

there is no reason to suppose that the novells theme 

(according to Jarneson)--the Leftts experience of defeat in 

the twentieth century via the "depolitization of the 

workersl movement" caused by '!the media or culture 

generallyIt-- is incompatible with Doctorowls problematizing 

of the historical referent. In fact, what makes the novel 

such a technical masterpiece is the way Doctorow seems to be 

able to do both at the same tirne: to satirize politically 

while problematizing historiographically. For example, the 

boy in Raatime (we are not given names of the family 

members, only Father, Mother, etc. ) is described at one 

point as being obsessed with staring into the mirror: 

In fact he continued the process not from vanity but 

because he discovered the mirror as a means of self- 

duplication. He would gaze at himself until there were 

t w o  selves facing one another, neither of which could 

claim to be the real one. The sensation was of being 



disembodied. He was no longer anything exact as a 

person. (98) 

This ontological fragmentation (arising from duplication) 

finds its parallel in the critique of capitalismts mass 

production of goods: " A l 1  across the continent merchants 

pressed the large round keys of their registers. The value 

of the duplicable event was everywhere perceivedIB (111). And 

yet, this duplicable event, the driving force of capitalism 

(Ford's assembly line) is, on a completely different level, 

questioned by Doctorow in an ironic underscoring of the 

impossibility of historical duplication, of representing the 

historical past "as it was," so to speak. The boy's 

childlike wonder at his own fragmentation and continual 

reconstitution is an analogue of the author's own 

fascination with the nature of historical reconstruction: 

"It was evident to him that the world composed and 

recomposed itself constantly in an endless process of 

dissatisfaction' (99) . This kind of observation mirrors 
Doctorowls own acknowledgment that the representation of a 

given historical period becomes a new composition in itself 

with each successive attempt, a new reworking of the 

textualized historical traces. 8 

'~here is also sorne significance in the boyls 
preference for anything discarded. For him, the meaning of 
something was perceived through its neglectD (89-90). 
Sauerberg links this to the preeferences and omissions 
involved in the process of narrative composition--both 



For DoCtorOw, in fact, it is a virtual miracle that 

anything remains the same for very long. This is not so much 

an explicit orientation toward a particular philosophy as it 

seems to be an intuitive belief that seeps into his 

narrative frorn time to time. In The Book of Daniel, there is 

a passage which parallels the boy's experience with the 

mirror in Raotime. It is the description of the Lewin 

farnilyls move into their new house, a two-family house in 

which "every sound had echoes, every image bore another. The 

very first day in the house, before anything was unpacked, 

the new family went exploring, running d o m  the one hundred 

forty-seven wood steps of Winthrop Path (always to be that 

number, the same each tirne, a source of great 

satisfaction) . . . tr (74) . The discovery of an empirical 
constant is experienced as an anomaly in comparison to the 

daily experience of flux and change, of one image giving way 

to another. The continual deferment of image and experience 

is contrasted with the admission of desire for some 

pemnency . 
Jameson does not take into account a subtle 

undercurrent in both Rastime and Daniel. Doctorow is not 

using Bauckillardian fatal strategies at al1 to subvert 

postmodernism and to recover in some fashion a aenuine sense 

of history ( L e .  a sense of history cornensurate with the 

requirements of Marxism). He is instead illustrating the 

f ictional and historiographical (72 -3) . 



sense of life, history, and memory characteristic of 

twentieth-century North America ( L e .  a sense cornmensurate 

with the requirements of our age) . There is no Itgenuinem 
history to which we have unmediated access. In an age of 

proliferating information systems abounding with 

increasingly briefer messages, it is little wonder that 

Daniel, in trying to recall parts of a childhood dominated 

by media coverage, discovers only "two or three images left 

from this period of our lifen (148) (instead of a totalizing 

history replete with Lukdcsian exemplarity and problem 

resolution) . Access to the past is thus fragmented, partial, 
provisional, and always already mediated by the discursive 

f o m  which are used to construct narratives out of which 

the past is given meaning. Racrtimels emphasis on ontological 

fragmentation is in perfect accord with an age in which the 

'~hat the shifting sense of history and memory is more 
than a cseation or distortion made by postmodern art forms 
has been argued by Anàreas Huyssen in Twilicrht Mernories: 
Markincr Time in a Culture of Amnesia. Huyssen maintains that 
the contemporary obsession with memory in postmodern art is 
not merely another characteristic of Itpostmodern pastichem 
but is actually indicative of a crisis in the structure of 
temporality as we know it. In an age when philosophies of 
history based on totalizing teleologies are no longer 
acceptable, Huyssen discusses the relationship of history to 
memory, maintaining the position that, as the borders 
between the real world and its construction in information 
systems merge, the more our sense of temporality will be 
affected. The waning of historical consciousness, he argues, 
is thus an historically explainable phenomenon. 

One could qualify this last assertion by stating that 
the waning of historical consciousness as historv has 
traditionallv been tmàerstood is thus an historically 
explainable phenomenon. Historical consciousness is being 
transformed, not eradicated, by the merging of the "real 
worldm and the information systema which represent it. 



conditions of being in the world (Dasein) have been 

increasingly destabilized by the institutional powers of 

capitalism, in concert with the mass media which act to 

enforce the terms of such destabilization. Doctorow plays 

with precisely this. 

Capitalism, in its valuing of the duplicable event, 

along with historical narrative and its alleged ability to 

represent (to duplicate on paper) in al1 its irnmediacy the 

historical referent, is everywhere parodied in Raqtime. At 

times there is no way of distinguishing between Doctorowbs 

targets. The ubiquitous ideal behind Western thinking in 

general, its propensity for universalisms, at times receives 

the brunt of Doctorow's caustic wit. The conversation 

mentioned by Doctorow between Morgan and Ford certainly 

suggests such an aim. In a parodic scene which comically 

links Morgan's esoteric, philosophical investigations to 

Ford's mobilizing of the masses, Doctorow effects a subtle 

satire. RSuppose I could prove to youIt, Morgan says to Ford, 

"that there are universal patterns of order and repetition 

that give meaning to the activity of this planet .... Has it 
occurred to you that your assembly line is not merely a 

stroke of industrial genius but a projection of organic 

truth?" (122-3). Doctorow exposes here the self- 

justificatory faith capitalist society has in its origins 

which ostensibly derive their legitimacy organically from 

the cosmos. At the same time we cannot help but acknowledge 



the implications for historical narrative effected precisely 

through Doctorowts destabilizing of received notions of 

lruniversal patterns of order and repetitionN , patterns used 

by Marxists and Liberals alike to substantiate 

representations of the historical past. 

While it is tempting to explore further the political 

theme of the novel, my analysis here will now focus on 

Doctorowls treatment of the historical referent--indeed, on 

his treatment of the conventional concept of history 

itself.1° It remains to be shown how the concept of 

Iirhythmic tinten functions i n  concert with the vocabulary of 

historiographic metafiction to open a new space in which 

Pousseur's "field of possibilitiesI1 replaces the static 

structure of conventional historical narrative. 

In defining the modus o~erandi of conventional 

historical time, Ermarth outlines a number of constitutive 

elements-4oremost among them, the mutual continuity of time 

and consciousness. The "historical convention of 

temporality, she argues, uses a ltNobodylt narrator to thread 

'OI~ is especially tempting to pursue further the 
connection between the leftwing politics of the novel and 
the problematization of history in light of certain 
characterizations of postmodernism as %eocon~ervative.~ The 
attack led by Jürgen Habermas against postmodernism for its 
complicity with neoconsematism has been explained by 
Andreas Kuyssen as arising out of the particular German 
context of Habermas1 reilections. (See After the Great 
Divide 201.) Still, critics have found other reasons to 
establish the same corrolation. Chapter one, addressed the 
limitations of any categorical assessrnent of postmodernisrnrs 
politics. 
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together "a whole series of moments and perspectivest1 which 

implicitly rely on a nconsensusr that is, the formal 

agreement among viewpoints that produces 'space' and ItimeUt 

(28). In a novel such as War and Peace, for example, the 

multiple perpectives al1 "agreell--%ot in the trivial sense 

of agreement about particular issues but in the most 

powerful sense of constructing and inhabiting the 'samet 

time, which is to Say, a medium in which what happens in one 

moment has influence upon another momentn ( 2 8 ) .  

An initial reading of Ermarthts argument here may quite 

likely lead ta the realization that it is causality itself 

which is being deconstructed or at least challenged here. 

Ermarth is not at al1 so direct. Her aim is to lay bare the 

previously unchallenged power of the I1narrator If (the "Nobody 

narratorw and hence nNobodyts poweru) who "maintains the 

communication between past, present, and future, and thus 

the possibilitv of causal semences from one to the anothertt 

(28, my emphasis). We need to denaturalize the notions of 

"spacen and IttirneIn Erntarth claims, because, while common 

sense supports their ostensible neutralîty and homogeneity, 

a "historicizing of historical conventionsm illustrates that 

"the realistic 'consensus' has itself created the media of 

space and tirne....* It is only &a collective act of faithn 

and precisely not a "condition of naturem which upholds 

their status in our culture (29-30). 

Raatime, both explicitly and implicitly, denaturalizes 
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conventional assumptions about time and histary. As noted 

earlier, the young boyt s words to Houdini, "Warn the Duke, 

serve to disrupt the continuum of causal sequence, alerting 

the reader to the fact that a specific narrator is in 

control of the particular relationship of events presented 

in the narrative. The narrative contradictions regarding the 

presence or absence of African Americans, also noted 

earlier, serve a similar purpose. 

Historiographie metafiction attempts to expose and 

critique these conventions - conventions to reveal, in a 
sense, the discursive relations from which they derive their 

legitimacy. The problem, however, is in finding a place from 

which to disclose these discursive relations which 

circumscribe the conventions in question here. It is not so 

easy to find a crack in what appears to be a seamless web of 

associations constituting the Dasein of Western existence. 

Yet, Doctorow finds one. Swift finds one. Findley finds one. 

Erdrich. and a host of others who for various reasons refuse 

to submit to the conventional criteria of literary and 

historical narrative, locate themselves and their work in a 

space from which it is possible to articulate a new mimetic 

realism. 

Two and a half decades after Raatimels publication, the 

obstacles to be overcome in challenging the conventional 

form were perhaps more formidable then than they are now. 

Experimentation with the historical novel was nothing new, 
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even at the time. Vonnegutcs Slauahterhouse-Five, with its 

fragmented narrative and disregard for temporal linearity, 

is most notable among the experiments with historical 

material already occurring in the sixties. Vomegut abandons 

II the direct mimetic devices, Jerome Kiinkowit z observes, 

"because such conventions no longer appear applicable to a 

world where behaviour has outstripped a l l  the rneasures of 

nineteenth-century order and realismw ( 6 8 ) .  The deliberate 

transgression of the conventional rules of narrative is 

therefore simply a response to the reuuirements of the aae. 

Klinkowitz States the case clearly: Vonnegut has to 

reinvent the novel and its methods of order and reference so 

that it can remain, in fact, a form of realism, tnie to 

contemporary lifetl ( 6 8 )  . But Rastimers subject matter is not 
the unspeakable atrocities of ~ o r l d *  War Two. While 

Vonnegut's intrusive narrator permits him to convey directly 

to the reader the difficulties faced in his attempt to make 

sense of the Dresden bombing, and hence indirectly to offer  

a justification for his narrative experimentation, Racrtime- 

at least superficially--provides no rationale for its 

departute from convention. 

Y e t  if it is unchartered territory which Doctorow 

attempts to navigate, transcending the spatial and temporal 

litnits which have circumscribed conventional narratives for 

centuries, then the primary obstacle he faces is a crucial 

one. How does one articulate a concept external to the 



discursive formation which constitutes and regulates the 

domain of discourse from the start? Or (as Richard Rorty 

might rephrase the question) , "How does one reallv Say 

something new? " 
The answer is that one can't--at least not 

immediately. There is a process through which any genuine 

challenge to the entrenched conventions of any discourse 

must go before something %ewn is understood to have been 

said. What Doctorow accomplishes in Rachimets narrative is 

the begi~ing of this process. Novels like Swift's Waterland 

and Findleyls Famous Last Words also contribute to the 

process, as do literary critical debates about these novels. 

In challenging a certain convention which resides, as 

Foucault would Say, at the limit of discourse, one must 

begin by working with and against the conventions long 

regarded as the sine aua non of the discourse (or genre) in 

question. 

A complication, however, occurs in the critical 

reception of this intentional act. As 1 have already said, 

both Jameson and Budick interpret Doctorowls literary 

strategy as an appeal back to "realN history. However, 

Doctorowls use and parody of conventional historical 

narrative are most properly appreciated as an attempt to 

deconstruct and question the authority which historical 

discourse has maintained for f t se l f  for centuries, A t  the 

same time, the narrative strategies he employs open up (or 



at least point toward) the space from which an alternative 

to conventional historical narrative might assert itself. 

The most obvious critique of the authority and l ife- 

sustaining qualities of historical narrative appears in the 

subplot of Fathergs expedition to the north pole. As part of 

Peary's third expedition to "the Pole," Father seeks to 

ensconce himself within the broad fabric of history. But to 

his appropriation of the historical record, Doctorow sets up 

an opposing force that proves, ultimately, to be the victor. 

"Father wrote every day during the long winter months, 

letters for delayed transmission which took the form of 

entries in his journal. In this way, he measured the 

uninterrupted f low of twilight darknessR (61) . Here we see a 
microcosmic parody of the tradition of modern history 

itself. Both historical and social conventions, however, are 

undermined in what confronts Father at the Pole. His 

inability to function outside the domain of either lead to 

his demise. 

In no uncertain terms does Doctorow trace the limiting 

perimeter of "historyN and %exualityIH clearly suggesting 

that the Western conception of both are inadequate. Father 

is appalled by what he finds in Eskimo culture. While he 

maintains his sanity by writing in his journal, thus 

depending on a "system of language and conceptualization," 

the Eskimos, "who had no system but merely lived here, 

suffered the terrors of their universen (63). Ironically 
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(and this is how Doctorow makes his point), it is Father who 

suffers "the terrors of their universeu as he cornes upon an 

Eskimo couple engaged in intercourse. Father is "shocked to 

see the wife thnisting her hips upwards to the thrusts of 

her husband ....The woman was actually pushing back. It 

stunned him that she could react this way." In contrast to 

this uninhibited display, Pather thinks of IrMotherls 

fastidiou~ness~~ and consequently finds himself "resenting 

this womanl s d a i m  to the genderI8 (63) . Fatherls "systemtl is 
one which excludes the conceptualization of sexuality in any 

terms other than those predicated on masculine dominance and 

ferninine passivity. 

Fatherls reliance on a narrowly defined conception of 

semiality is closely tied to his faith in the sustaining 

power of the historical record. *Father kept himself under 

control by writing in his joizrnal," appealing to the system 

which @lproposed that human beings, by the act of making 

witness, warranted times and places for their existence 

other than the time and place they were living through" 

(63). Yet upon Fatherts return, he fin& his existence far 

from warranted in any respect. Distanced from every member 

of the family, "he felt altogether invisiblen (182). Budick 

characterizes Fatherts journalistic endeavours as "an empty 

meaningless gesture. Reducing tmth to a bare minimum of 

notations, it is a pantomime or parody of historicization, 

like the newspaper accounts of Gatsbyts death or the ledgers 



in Go Down, MoseslI (189) . 
In opposition to the sterility of Fatherts historical 

entries, Doctorow sets up characters whose sexual and 

artistic productivity constitutes a more salubrious 

existence. Mother escapes the sterility of her marriage with 

Father through imaginative fantasy. Though she does not 

engage in extra-marital sexual relations, the result is the 

same as if she had: she takes in Sarahls baby as if it were 

her own. After Fatherls death, her marriage to Tateh and 

subsequent adoption of both Walkerls baby and Tatehts 

daughter consumates and legitimizes her sexual desire. 

Tateh, himself, embodies the productive energy of artistic 

desire, albeit one which, in view of Jarneson's assessrnent of 

the politics of the novel, is contained and shaped by the 

forces of capitalism in which it eventually fluorishes." 

Tatehls transition to cinematography (though a transition 

endorsed and contained by the capitalist system) marks a 

break from the sterility of duplication and a leap into the 

realm of unlirnited representative possibilities, a move that 

is paralleled by the boy's obsession with change and 

" Tatehts silhouettes are thus a problematic issue in 
certain respects- On the one hand, they derive from the 
creative desire which eventually liberates Tateh f r o m  his 
poverty. On the other hand, they fit into the enàless 
production of the same, another version of Ford's assembly 
line. In that sense, they work against the imaginative 
possibilities of genuine art. This tension recedes, however, 
as Tateh progresses to film, a medium which opens up the 
arena of interpretive activity, liberating itself from the 
monolithic character of Ford's and Morgan's theories. 



duplication. 

The boy's suspicion of the duplicable event is, 1 have 

suggested, the fictional product of Doctorowls own suspicion 

of historical duplication. From his image in the mirror to 

the Victrola on which he "played the same record over and 

over...as if to test the endurance of a duplicated eventl1 

( 9 8 ) .  the same theme presents itself in parodic duplicable 

form. From listening to his grandfather's paraphrased 

narrations of Ovid, the boy learns that "the forms of life 

were volatile and that everything in the world could as 

easily be something else.Ir And as his grandfather 

unwittingly drifts from English into Latin, the boy suspects 

that "nothing was immune to the principle of volatility, not 

even language ( 9 7 ) . 
Raatime oscillates between patterns of repetition and 

the freedom which cornes from transcending those patterns. 

While repetition brings comfort and predictability, it also 

maintains the hegemonic status of the ruling class through a 

variety of strategic rneans. Ford's assembly line is an 

obvious example. Morgan's esoteric formulations on 

reincarnation are a subtler but more persuasive 

demonstration of how repetition serves only the elite.  His 

exuberance reaches a pimacle in his postulation that the 

rise of Newtonian science was a conspiracy to elidnate "our 

awareness of the transcendentally gifted among us." And yet, 

he argues, "They are with us in every age. They come back, 



you see? They come back! (125) . Ford, overwhelmed and 
inspired, is convinced of the truth of Morgan's claims and 

the two go on ta tlfound the most secret and exclusive club 

in Americalt (127) , 

The African American Coalhouse Walker suffers from the 

repetition of social inequality. The vandalism done to his 

car by the local firemen is an indignity he refuses to 

tolerate. But because he refuses to acknowledge the 

identifying quality of the oppressed class, he is able to 

break the cycle, if only within the realm of his own 

subjective perception: "It occurred to Father one day that 

Coalhouse Walker Jr. didntt know he was a Negro. The more he 

thought about this the more true it seemed. Walker didnlt 

act or talk like a colored man. He seemed to be able to 

transform the customary deferences practised by his race so 

that they reflected to his own dignity rather than the 

recipientW1 (134). While Walker is ultimately defeated by 

the social forces of repetition that enforce white dominance 

and drive appressed blacks to violence, his perception of 

his own worth remains an exemplary triumph over the 

perpetual recurrence of racism which effects his suppression 

(and erasure) on a physical level. 

White attitudes towards blacks around the turn of the 

century are highlighted on numerous occasions. The attempt 

to essentialize Walker as a black, to define him according 

to an a  rior ri stereotype, is nowhere more clear than in the 



following passage: 'It seemed to be his fault, somehow, 

because he was a Negro and it was the kind of problem that 

would only adhere to a Negro. Bis monumental negritude sat 

in front of them like a centerpiece on the table1' (155). 

Walker's refusa1 to locate his identity within the 

oppressive limits of the white conception of "negritudeN is 

a political victory the reader shares with him, regardless 

of the plot's outcorne. 

The character of Houdini, too, can be located within 

the paradigmatic process of repetition, a syncopation 

playing itself out against the dominant beat of officia1 

history. While Ilthe great escape artistw successfully 

extracts himself from voluntary confinement, the exact 

nature of which he determines himself, he remains, in quite 

another capacity, trapped within a psychological or 

spiritual repetition: *Every feat enacted Houdinits desire 

for his dead rnother. He was buried and reborn, buried and 

reborntt (170) . For Houdini, there is no escape from this 
process. H i s  repetition is a futile one, perhaps because I1he 

could no longer distinguish his life from his tricksw (171). 

In some ways Houdini is Fatherts counterpart, failing with 

his art, as does Father with his historical record, to 

integrate productively the personal and the public. 

Both failures stem from inflated egos, overextended 

perceptions of self worth. Houdinits obsession with fame 

occludes his participation in meaningful history. Doctorow 



underscores this in the meeting of Houdini with the Duke 

(whom Houdini had been told to w a r n  by the boy). When asked 

to provide a demonstration of hie new flying machine for an 

unidentified dignitary in a lwury sedan, Houdini prouàly 

obliged. After landing, he was escorted to the vehicle to 

meet his audience. "Sitting in the car was the Archduke 

Franz Ferdinand, heir to the Austro-Hungarian thronew along 

with "his wife, the Countess Sophie.tt However, "The Archduke 

Franz Ferdinand didnlt seem to know who Houdini was. He 

congratulated M m  on the invention of the aeroplanen (87). A 

potentially significant meeting in terms of world politics 

and history is thus reduced to a farcical encounter. 

Father witnesses his own painfully slow erasure from 

meaningful existence in quite a different way. Having sought 

his fame by joining Peary's expedition to the pole, Father 

returns to find, ironically, that his social importance has 

been diminished, rather than augmented: "And now that Sarah 

was dead he felt altogether invisible, Motherls grief having 

directed her attention solely on Sarah's boyn (182). 

Fatherls fate is the same as his grease-stained letter, sent 

from Greenland, acquiring a disempowering translucence which 

contrasts sharply with the implacable intensity of Coalhouse 

Walkerls determination and will. And while Houdini 

entertains with iIlusions, Father is entertained & 

illusions, among them, when he and his son are at the 

baseball game, "the illusion that what he saw was not 



baseball but an elaborate representation of his own problems 

accounted, for his secret understanding, in the coded 

clarity of numbers that could be seen from a distancew (194- 

5). Fatherls overestimation of his social and historical 

significance is thus grotesquely illustrated, a farce of 

similar calibre to Houdinils humiliation with the Duke. 

The experience of each character in the novel is a 

microcosmic representation of the rhythm of ragtime, itself. 

Against the repetition of the historical and the social, the 

characters contrive a syncopation through which to integrate 

the persona1 and the public (with varying degrees of success 

or failure) . Music, and by extension, art itself, becomes 
the liberating and life-giving force which governs the world 

of Raatime. Coalhousels performance for the family clearly 

articulates this paradigm: "Ill-tuned or not the Aeolian had 

never made such sounds, ... There seemed to be no other 
possibilities for life than those delineated by the 

(132). Even Younger Brother's obsessive devotion to Evelyn 

Nesbitt, when it deteriorates into severe melancholy, is 

characterized in musical terms. Listening to the rhythm of 

the train wheels, and considering throwing himself under 

thern, he hears a "suicide ragtl-- the life-giving force of 

art now appropriately reversed in direction. 

As suggested from the outset of this chapter, the 

concept of "rhytmic tirne" tendered by E m a r t h  is one which 

accowits rather well for the destabilization of historical 
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continuity in the novel. Rhythmic time opens up spaces for 

events which conventional history excludes. Morgan's meeting 

with Ford, Houdinits warning of the m e t s  danger, Freud's 

experiences in New York al1 seem tltruetl to Doctorow because 

they can CO-exist in the myriad spaces rhythmic time makes 

available. In stark contrast to the restrictions linear time 

places on the historical record, rhythmic time provides 

access to the innumerable claims of the artistic 

imagination, liberating the past from the oppressive 

domination of those who held power and therefore determined 

the agenda of the "officialll historical record at the time 

it was written. Nowhere is the process through which 

rhythmic time functions better described than in the boy's 

first experience of ragtime during Coalhousets performance. 

"The boy perceived it as light touching various places in 

space, accumulating in intricate patterns until the entire 

room was made to glow with its own beingtt (133). 1s this not 

what the novel itself accomplishes? Rastirnets narrative 

world consists of tlintricate patternsn which do, indeed, 

make it "glow with its own being." The intersection of 

ontological realms, ostensibly "realn and tlfictive,w meet 

in a hermeneutic embrace, warranting a status independent of 

the polar opposites, history and fiction. Life and art, 

history and fiction, become mutually interdependent in the 

realrn of rhythmic time. What they combine to create takes on 

an existence which resists conventional classification, 
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There is no easy delineation of .factW from "fiction." If 

anything, the novel shows us the error in assuming the 

distinction exists categorically in the first place. Rastime 

explores the field of possibilities which open up in the new 

Dasein which constitutes the postmodern moment. Historical 

existence is liberated from its sterile prison in a 

simultaneous act of affirmation and aesthetic proliferation: 

nThere were no Negroes. There were no immigrants."-- 

"Apparently there were Negroes. There were immigrants." 

Exclusion, inclusion, world history, private fantasy: al1 of 

these Doctorow weaves together in blatant defiance of the 

interna1 coherence characteristic of conventional historical 

narratives. He does this in order to shatter the illusion 

this coherence has always created, to challenge, as Ermaah 

describes the old system, l'the teleology, the transcendence, 

and the putative neutrality of [conventional] historical 

tirnen ( 1 4 ) .  

In returning to Jamesonls assessment of Doctorowls 

work, the claim that Doctorow is using %ubstitutesu for 

history seems al1 the more unlikely now. Far from abandoning 

history and taking refuge in pastiche or sintlacra, Doctorow 

gives us a lesson in the anatomy of history. The bare bones, 

we find, c m  be arranged to make a number of probable 

skeletons. Hutcheon has argued that postmodern fiction was 

doing al1 along precisely what Jameson accuses it of not 

doing--regrounding the formal experience of art in the 



social and the historical: 

To Jameson1s lament that the historical novel can no 

longer "set out to represent the historical past IL.. 

Raatime repl[ies] that it never could-except by means 

of seemingly transparent conventions. To his lament 

that al1 fiction today can do is "representIn Our ideas 

and stereotypes about that pastn, ... these novels reply 
this is al1 they ever have been able to do, and that 

this is the lesson of the entire crisis in contemporary 

historiography. The postrnodern problematizing of 

historical knowledge prevents such statements as: T h e  

past, simpler than the present, offers a kind of mode1 

from which we can begin to learn the realities of 

history itself ."... This, if anything, is nostalgia. The 
past was never Nsimpler"; it has only been simplified. 

(Poetics 212) 

The trcrisislb in historiography of the seventies and eighties 

has now, in the d a m  of a new millenium, been mostly 

resolved. But the anatomy of the debate (to return to a 

favorite metaphor) holds a special interest to those seeking 

to determine the epistemological principles which governed 

it. How and w h y  has our understanding of history and 

historical representation changed? Jarneson, as the leading 

Marxist critic in North Arnerica over the last three decades, 

is a key factor in the answer to this question. His response 
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to the poststructuralist obsession with language and 

representation brought the debate to a climax which lasted 

several years and prompted the appearance of a prodigious 

number of critical studies. In The Political Unconscious, 

Jarneson argues that contemporary criticism of fiction must 

begin Irwith the recognition that there is nothing that is 

not social and historicalN (20). Such a project is one for 

which 1, like many others, have considerable sympathy. But 

it is Jarneson's conception of the B1historicalll and the 

Itsocialw which is problematic. The "Lukacs of 

postmodernisrnw, or so one is tempted to label Jameson, 

remains resolute in his cornmitment to a social and 

historical reality to which we have unmediated access but 

somehow fail to capture. Yet his insistence that the Mamist 

hermeneutic assert its Itultimate philosophical and 

methodological prioritym (21) is fraught with a subtle but 

severely disabling paradox. 

At the risk of digressing, 1 want to summarize here an 

argument made by Robert Young which might allow us to put 

Jameson1s notion of "real historytt to rest, once and for 

all. Tracing the development of Marxism in this century, 

Young shows that history has always been a problematic 

concept for Marxisrn, ostensibly having a concrete existence 

outside theory, but never being grasped. Part of Jarneson's 

success with The Political Unconscious, Young suggests, 

derives from his appeasing poststructuralist supporters by 



conceding that Marxism has been remiss in dealing with 

issues of representation and epistemology, that Ilthe larger 

issue is that of the renresentation of History itselfn ( 2 8 ) .  

Jameson thus distinguishes himaelf from other Mancists who 

assume "that it is possible to criticize contemporary 

theorists in tems of a neglect of a 'historyl that is 

positioned outside the framework of their argumentBt ( 2 8 ) .  

Ostensibly, then, Jameson seeks to avoid "the 

transcendentalizing gestureN from the outset. And yet, 

I1while realizing that the problematic of history and 

representation prevents any simple claim for its 

exteriority, [Jameson] nevertheless goes on to produce what 

is simply a more sophisticated form of the same argument" 

(100). 

Jameson seems to want it both ways. He admits that 

knowledge of history only cornes to us through 

representation, but still invokes "a supratextual History as 

the Real or Absent Cause beyond ittt (100). On one hand, 

Jameson concedes the status of history as interpretation, as 

narrative; on the other, he retains a notion of concrete 

history beyond the text which c m o t  be felt in its 

immediacy but can be felt in its effects. History is what 

hurts. As Young describes the scenario Jameson has created, 

"History is now no longer meaning or even narrative, but a 

final cause beyond knowIedgen (101) . The implications of 
this argument are many. Most significantly, it allows 



m e s o n  to subsume al1 other interpretive strategies into 

what he constantly refers to as "the collective logic of 

History. There is a problern, however, in the category of 

"HistoryU or "the Real" as Jameson defines it, obliquely 

alluded to in his preface.12 Young addresses the matter with 

clarity: "the real is itself a category constructed as an 

ontology through discourse. This is not to say that there is 

nothing outside language. Rather it is to point out that 

even the invocation of a category beyond discourse must 

nevertheless ipso facto itself be a discursive categoryn 

(109). If Jameson comes to terms with this situation, he 

must concede the failure of any attempt to invoke Bistory as 

a category outside or beyond discourse because it is itself 

constructed through the discourse it seeks to transcend. 

A novel like Raatime, whether implicity or explicitly, 

attests to the relentless nature of representation where 

history is concerned. In various ways--some playful, some 

serious--Doctorow works his narrative through the premise 

that history comes to us through representations, that it is 

invariably partial, and constantly in a process of revision. 

What constitutes mimetic realism, therefore, in an age where 

" ~ h e  preface to The Political Unconscious is troubling 
because it seems as if Jameson adnirts from the outset the 
impossibility of what he sets out to prove in the work, 
yo-Üng ~rovides an exphnation for this by pointing out that 
the preface is usually written last and that Jameson must 
have-discovered, some-way through the enterprise, that his 
argument led to the same problem as those Marxists from whom 
he initially distinguishes himself. 
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history has corne to be understood in these te-, will be a 

far cry from what Jameson, like Lukacs before him, expects 

from the contemporary historical novel. The %ollective 

logic of Historyrn the great code, is a myth that few take 

seriously any longer. In the next chapter, this is explored 

in greater detail in regard to Swift's Waterland. Here we 

move into another stage in the crisis of historiography. To 

borrow a phrase from Young, we might aptly cal1 it, 

~lPostmodernism--or, The Cultural Logic of Late Jameson. As 

we shall see, the idea of history as the great code, as a 

master discourse, is not surrendered without a price. 



Chapter 3 

Of Fact  and Fairy-tales: 

The Uses of Narrative in  Graham Swift's Waterland 

I've tried to Say nothing but sometimes a fact 
or what I remember as a fact slips out... 
Each instance 
today seems connected to something in the past,  
and I think sometirnes this is a pattern almost like 
the figure 
of imagination itself, the way imagination is the 
recognition of unacknowledged correspondences, 
things lining up 

--Charlie Smith 
("Yellow Poppies," The New Yorker, June 21-28, 1999) 

Children, 1 always taught you that history has its 

uses, its serious purpose. 1 always taught you to 

accept the burden of our need to ask why. I always 

taught you that there is never any end to that 

question, because, as 1 once defined it for you (yes,  1 

confess a weakness for improvised definitions), history 

is that impossible thing: the attempt to give an 

account, with incomplete knowledge, of actions 

themselves undertaken with incomplete knowledge. So 

that it teaches us no short-cuts to Salvation, no 

recipe for a New World, only the dogged and patient art 

of making do. f taught you that by forever attempting 

to explain we may corne, not to an Explanation, but to a 

knowledge of the limits of our power to explain. Yes, 



yes, the past gets in the way; it trips us up, bogs us 

dom; it complicates, d e s  difficult. But to ignore 

this is folly, because, above all, what history teaches 

us is to avoid illusion and de-believe, to lay aside 

dreams, moonshine, cure-alls, wonder-workings, pie-in- 

the-&y--to be realistic. (Waterland 94) 

So speaks Tom Crick, the troubled narrator of Graham Swift's 

Waterland, to a classroom full of students who have lost 

faith in the value of hfstory. Of the many significant 

meditations on history found in the narrative, the one above 

serves best as a launching point for this chapter in a 

number of respects. First, it encapsulates and problematizes 

the thematic contradictions and paradoxes which underscore 

the narratorts theory of history. Second, it proffers an 

epistemological and ontological framework through which is 

intimated an incipient philosophy of subjectivity.' 

Yet it also does much more than this. It articulates 

the central tenets of a group of writers and theorists who 

have argued with increasing vehemence that the boundary 

between historical narratives and fictional narratives is a 

' ~ h e  mental breakdown of Tom Crick, the narrator, is 
itself a process which reflects the contemporary eroding of 
conventional forms of historical understanding. Andreas 
Huyssenls arguments in Twiliaht Memories shed some light on 
Crick's stniggle to make distinctions between history and 
memory, fact and private fantasy. See the concluding chapter 
of this dissertation for a fuller discussion of EIuyssenls 
work. See also note 9 in chapter 2 .  



difficult one to establish-if it can be done at all. So- 

called lthistoricalm accounts use narrative and rhetorical 

strategies common to those of fiction to such an extent that 

the two types of discourse are by nature mutually dependent. 

This chapter will explore how Swift's novel plays on this 

mutual dependency, and how a larger, overarching process is 

inextricably intertwined with it--that of the construction 

of subjectivity itself. 

Swift's narrator, Tom Crick, espouses what perhaps 

could be considered the postmodern credo when he says, lfby 

forever attempting to explain we may corne, not to an 

Explanation, but to a knowledge of the limits of our power 

to explaintl ( 9 4 ) .  Such a knowledge is accompanied by an 

appreciation for the role of ltstoriesN in our lives, for the 

absolutely essential need for stories in our lives--stories 

which fil1 in the gap when the power to explain eludes us or 

when that which can be explained is too painful to bear. 

stories pick up where history leaves off precisely because 

they employ the same structure, the same narrative process, 

the particular function of which is to constitute our 

humanity? Already, here, I am ahead of myself and ahead of 

Swift's novel which presents no simple or univocal 

dissertation on history and fiction, fact and fairy-tale. 

'sec the discussion later in this chapter on Calvin O. 
Schragts The Self after Postmodernitv in &ch the notion of 
selfhood is seen to be ontologically rooted in the structure 
of narrative. 



80 

The sum of Tom Crick's rantings--at times lucid and cogent, 

at other times muddled and incomprehensible, amounts to a 

polymorphous discourse of digressions, deviations, 

convolutions, and contradictions. Many differing 

interpretations of the text have emerged since its first 

printing precisely because of the paradoxes which lie at its 

heart, rendering it amenable to a number of interpretive 

stances. 

John Schad, for instance, in a cleverly titled article, 

"The End of the End of History: Graham Swift's Waterland,81 

enumerates some of the labyrinthine convolutions which 

inform and compose the narrative: l'The most obvious lesson 

of Waterland is that the "Grand NarrativeM1 of history ends 

more than once, or rather it is always already ended. It 

first ends with the French Revolution which, as Tom Crick 

informs his pupils, in rejecting the past and tradition 

thereby rejected history itself If (911) . Schad goes on to 
argue that young Pricels intermption of Crick's lecture 

adds an additional confusing layer to the matter. Crick 

himself has already departed from the topic at hand to begin 

a new history, albeit a private account, when Price 

intemenes: "The only important thing about history, 1 

think, sir, is that itts got to the point where itls 

probably about to endm ( 6 ) .  Pricels disruption of Crick's 

digression, Schad concludes, is no less than the attempt I1to 

end the end of the end of historyM1 (911). 



And yet, the dangers in reading the novel in this 

fashion are obvious.' Schad himself refers to Baudrillardls 

insistence on distancing himself from the term, "end of 

history," because it is so embedded in a linear view of 

history.' Invoking Foucaultrs dictum that Ilthe true 

historical sense confirms our existence among countless lost 

events, without a landmark or a point of reference," Schad 

avoids a teleological historical perspective, a perspective 

which the novel itself derides, he argues (912). 

Indeed, the setting of the novel supports the notion 

that the protagonist is in the middle of nowhere rather than 

at The endn of somewhere. The shifting ground of the 

fenlands parallels to a great extent the shifting epistemic 

bedrock of history itself-and there is no shortage in the 

novel of equations made between the two. In chapter 3, 

3 ~ s  Alison Lee observes, the novel repudiates a linear 
view of history but does not commit entirely to a circular 
view. Vust as the structure of Waterland suggests a 
circular reading of both the novel and of history, so does 
it, paradoxically, suggest reading for rupture. Some chapter 
breaks mark moments of change from past to present or 
present to past. Yet what they point to is not return, but 
discontinuityll (43) . 

'~he last chapter invoked Ermarthls concept of 
urhythmic tirne" to explain the philosophy of history 
articulated in Raatime. The nmulti-level thinking. Ermarth 
proposes, through which one can appreciate rhythmic time, 
seems likely the requisite mode of thought for appreciating 
Waterland as well: "Multi-level thinking holds out the 
possibility of reimagining the past ... by releasing it from 
the dialectical and linear relationships to which it is 
constrained by historical narrative (87-88). 
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Swift's narrator bluntly, if metaphorically, lays out what 

is, in fact, the theory of history the rest of the novel is 

to convey-only the ostensible subject is the physical 

geography of the Fens, themselves : 

For the chief fact about the Fens is that they are 

reclaimed land, land that was once water, and which, 

even today, is not quite solid .... The Fens were formed 
by silt .... Silt: which shapes and undermines 
continents; which demolishes as it builds; which is 

simultaneous accretion and erosion; neither progress 

nor decay . (7) 

The significance of this image of the Fens and its analogue, 

history, is in its unequivocal repudiation of a teleological 

view of history. The novells chapter, "De la R6v0lution,~~ 

enunciates with unquestionable clarity the tenets of the 

narratorls perspective on the issue: 

[History] goes in two directions at once. It goes 

backwards as it goes forwards. It loops. It takes 

detours. Do not fall into the illusion that history is 

a well disciplined and unflagging column marching 

unswervingly into the future .... There are no compasses 
for journeying in time. As far as our sense of 

direction in this unchartable dimension is concerned, 
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we are like lost travellers in a desert. We believe we 

are going forward, towards the oasis of Utopia. But how 

do we know--only some imaginary figure (let's cal1 him 

God) can know--that we are not moving in a great 

circle? (117) 

One crucial question to which the text  yields no easy 

answer concems the extent to which the narratorts repeated 

disavowal of a teleological historical view might 

constitute, ironically, a nostalgie yearning for such a 

history. Crick's neurotic obsession with taking history 

apart is only one half of what goes on in Waterland. If we 

think of it conceptually, Crick couldnlt keep deconstructing 

history if he wasnlt continuously sconstructing it, or 

reaffirming its value. The entire novel is an oscillation, a 

vacillation, a hedging of bets. Crick has located the 

bedrock of the conventional historical account, and has 

found a false bottom, a hole through which he falls or, more 

appropriately, is ltthrown,ll in the Heideggerian sense of the 

term. In his freefall, his existential terror, he is able to 

see from a posthistorical perspective precisely what was so 

comforting, reassuring, and life-affirming: narrativity, the 

process of telling stories. 

Waterland is, in fact, a novel which presents a number 

of binary opposites, with no simple resolution. Frorn the 

outset, there is an attempt to distinguish nhistoryu from 



mstoriesll or f airy-tales . " Furthemore, the histories 

recounted in the novel fa11 into one of two categories, 

"private" or "public." To complicate matters, there are also 

digressions on the concept of "natural historyIn which is 

described as circular, because it "perpetually travels back 

to where it came fromw (177). The novelrs mixture of 

accounts, stories, histories, and "fairy-talesn is 

potentially kaleidoscopic. Whether or not Swift insists on 

maintaining distinguishing lines among them is debatable. 

Critical response in assessing this issue, in fact, has 

bordered on the equivocal. I1Although Waterland does not 

confuse persona1 with public history, George Landow writes, 

[lit intertwines them, making each part of the otherll (197) . 5  

In doing so, the novel explores both the limitations and 

advantages of conventional historical dicourse. The passage 

quoted at the opening of this chapter is ostensibly a plea, 

on Crickts part, for histozryrs value, the power of 

explanation. He enjoins his students to acknowledge that 

I1history teaches us to avoid illusion and de-believe ... to 
be realistic." And yet, two paragraphs later we read that 

%el Ivan Janikrs analysis of the novel also points to 
an inexorable collusion between personal and public history. 
nThe study of history is...based on the desire to 'discover 
how youlve become what you are. If you're lucky you might 
find out why. If youtre lucky-but itls impossible-you 
might get back to where you can begin again.' (W, p.235). 
History is a matter of reflection, the attempt to retrieve 
or find or impose logic and order on what is neither logical 
nor orderly; it is the creation of public realitym (85). 



Crick has "already reached the limits of his power to 

explain .. ..Because itrs the inexplicable that keeps him 

jabbering on nineteen-to-the-dozen like this and scurrying 

further and further into the past ... and although heBs trying 
to explain he's really only telling a--" (94). 

A story? Crick's obvious embarrassrnent and reluctance 

to confess that his need to provide a narrative framework 

has transcended the domain of that which is explicable 

within conventional historical structures is a key component 

in enhancing the readerrs appreciation of the tonal 

subtleties of the novel. No doubt aware of the debates in 

historiography, Swift is careful to bestow on his 

protagonist an appropriate sense of shame over having taken 

recourse to the realrn of--dare we Say it--fi~tion?~ And yet, 

despite Crick's sheepish acknowledgment that imaginative 

narration must take over when historical analysis fails, 

there is a celebratory sense in which story-telLing--in al1 

%ee Hayden White's response (in La Tord) to Gertrude 
Himelfarbls article, Teiiing it as you like it: Post- 
modernist history and the flight from fact," Times Literarv 
Sumlement (16 October, 1992). Himmelfarb repudiates the 
postmodern refuge from "the realn in a polemical defense of 
the conventional historical commitment to "factmN White 
takes great pains to articulate the misconceptions in 
Himelfarbls daims about postmodern representations of 
history. MPostmodernist histo ry... recognizes no reality 
principle, only the pleasure principle--history at the 
pleasure of the historiantn Himmelfarb contends (qtd. in 
White 198). Since her conception of nrealitytn is based on 
the specific form of "truthn produced by historical research 
and writing, Himelfarb cannot condone the postmodernist 
interest in conceiving new ways of thinking beyond the 
conventional historical model. 



of its forms-is elevated to an almost sacred status as the 

defining feature of the human experience. Aumanity separates 

itself from the natural world by virtue of its narrative 

capacity : 

Children, only animals live entirely in the Here and 

Now. Only nature knows neither memory nor history. But 

man-let me of fer  you a definition--1s the story- 

telling animal. Wherever he goes he wants to leave 

behind not a chaotic wake, not an empty space, but the 

comforting marker-buoys and trail-signs of stories. He 

has to keep on making them up. As long as therers a 

story, itts al1 right. (53 ) '  

t One of the major thernes in the novel also surfaces 
here, as it does from time to time before submerging again 
in the murky, shifting silt of the Fens: that of the 
difference between nature and human history. Young Tom Crick 
learns from an early age that it is not always desirable to 
live and think within a temporal framework. H i s  mentally 
challenged brother, Dick, seems to exist outside of history 
and, therefore, as part of nature. Tom seems to envy Dickls 
capacity t o  inhabit a realm outside of history, and, by 
extension, responsibility. 

There are, in fact, a number of episodes i n  the novel 
which establish Dickrs connection to (and symbolic 
representation of) nature. Foreshadowing his final *returnrl 
to nature is the scene in which Dick, in order to win 
certain rights to Mary's person, dives into the river and 
remains submerged for an unbelievable period of time. 
Swift's hyperbole here fulfils much more than an aesthetic 
function. After Dick dives we are told, "Then nothing. For a 
long time nothing. For fifteen, for thirty seconds, nothing. 
Then nothing again. Then when nothing must surely have gone 
by for the utmost period allowed to it, still nothingrl 
(164). The rhetoric continues in this fashion, an extensive 
reminder that Dick inhabits a special realm in which the 
constraints of time cease to operate. Dick lives in an 
unending present. While Tom and his father deal with the 
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The last vestiges of humanity lie in the capacity to create- 

-or at least to participate in--narrative. Driven beyond the 

bounds of ratiocentric analysis to the furthest edges of 

sanity, Crick hangs on only by his incessant story telling. 

Having lost his job, his pride, his marriage (for al1 

intents and purposes), Crick clingo to his stories. Over 

some scotch at the local pub, Crick, having coerced young 

Price to corne in with him, is reminiscent of Beckett's 

Molloy who, bereft of almost everything, is only too willing 

to hear a story--ItI believe al1 Itm told...now 1 swallow 

everything, greedily. What I need now is stories..." 

(Beckett 13) . Crick, too, is virtually desperate for 
stories-only here, as a former teacher, Crick is the one 

telling the stories: T t  helps to drive out fear. 1 don% 

fatal events of Freddie Parr's death, trapped as they are 
within the temporal parameters of their Idaily homage to 
history,I1 Dick rides his motorcycle home, oblivious to the 
crushing weight of past remembrances. "And is it possible 
that for Dick this is just  another day? Home after six. That 
he has forgotten--? That for him present eclipses past. That 
he possesses those amnesiac, those time-erasing qualities so 
craved by al1 guilty parties--? No Before, no After. Just 
another dayn (116-17) . 

Yet if Dick is unencumbered by the burdens of history, 
he remains accountable to the laws of the natural world, to 
the ebb and flow of tidal forces which constitute a circular 
pattern of departute and return. Inculcated inextricably 
within the interior of al1 that belongs to nature is an 
instinctive and irrepressible urge to comply with this 
directive, the return. (Crick's digressions on the mating 
patterns of the Atlantic eel further support this theme.) 
Dickls final gesture--an ostensible suicide--is a "coming 
homett of sorts, less to be lamented than to be stoically 
accepted as part of the natural cycle: "He's on his way. 
Obeying instinct. Returning. The Ouse flows to the sea ..." 
(310). 
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care what you cal1 it--explaining, evading the facts, making 

up meanings, taking a larger view, putting things into 

perspective, dodging the here and now, education, history, 

fairy-tales-it helps to eliminate Learn (208). 

The fear-dispelling qualities of storytelling are 

enumerated almost ad infinitum in the novel. The primary 

significance of storytelling seems to reeide in this 

element, along with %uri~sity~~ as a close second. And yet, 

is there not something which binds these two together, 

which, ipso facto, constitutes a larger process through 

which the derivative processes of quelling fear and 

satiating curiosity are both concomitantly satisfied? The 

answer to this question provides the key to appreciating one 

of the less obvious thematic concerns of the novel, but one 

which is particularly germane to the central concerns of 

this dissertation. Swift's narrator constantly forces us to 

question the reliability of the stories we are told. And 

yet , as I have suggested, and as Crick, himself , daims in 

no uncertain terms, the stories that he telts, and the 

lthi~t~rie~'f he recounts, also function to sustain and 

maintain his cerebral well being (to whatever extent that 

might be) in such a way that the process of narration and 

the sense of self which constitute Crick's identity, may 

well prove to be one and the same thing. 

Crick first makes an oblique equation between narration 

and self-identity early in the novel. Addressing his 



students for the last tirne, he calls them "children," 

to whom, throughout history, stories have been told, 

chiefly, but not always at bedtime, in order to quel1 

restless thoughts; whose need of stories is matched 

only by the need adults have of children to tell 

stories to, of receptacles for their stock of fairy- 

tales, of listening ears on which to unload, bequeath 

those most unbelievable yet haunting of fairy-tales, 

their own lives, . . . ( 6 )  

The grandest narrative of them al1 is, it turns out, the 

story of onets own life.' And yet, Swift's particular choice 

of diction here strikes me as somewhat circumspect, if not 

altogether disingenuous. The notion of becnreathinq or 

bestowing upon suggests that the benefactor of such an 

action is the recipient, Crick's *children." Even though 

Crick admits that childrents need for stories fact, 

6 ~ h e  irony here is intentional. Lyotardls 
récit, refers to the master discourses of the 

term, srand 
Western world 

which have sought to encapsulate a totality of subject 
positions. Crick's life, emanating as it does from a 
singular subject position, can at best constitute a pétit 
récit. The entire novel, of course, comprises an 
intersection of these two Lyotardian paradigmatic concepts 
inasmuch as lBofficialfi history, private history, "naturalm 
history, and stories of an undetedned nature (i.e. which 
fa11 outside--or across--these categories) alternate, and 
sometimes combine, as the primary formulation in which the 
narrative is conveyed. The novel seems less concerned with 
Lyotardts distinction, however, than with promoting the 
value of narrative in al1 its forms. 



%atched only by the need adults have of children to tell 

stories torm perhaps the greater truth is that the need to 

tell stories supersedes the need to hear them. In this 

respect, Waterland is less a treatise on the limitations of 

history than it is a discourse on the variety of narrative 

forms--including the historical-to which humans have 

recouse in fulfilling their need to tell stories. But it is 

no less significant that at the same time that Waterland 

enumerates and explicates the multiple forms of narrative 

expression available to us, it also exposes and deconstructe 

the putative d a i m  to objectivity proffered by conventional 

historiography. History, as one particular form of 

narrativity, is susceptible to, and partly determined by, 

the same processes of meaning-making by which other, 

unambiguously "fictional" modes of narration are also 

constructed. The hyperbolic expression of human life as a 

"fairy-taleN is not entirely unwarranted. It highlights the 

extent to which the imaginative faculties are invoked as 

much as--and perhaps more than-the faculties which 

facilitate so-called empirical observation. Not only is this 

the case for the narrativization of one's life, but also for 

the narrativization which underlies the basis of 

conventional historiography. One of the key deconstructive 

passages occurs in the novel when Crick tries to locate the 

cause of the French Revohtion: 



Where then does the revolution lie? This starting-point 

of our modern age. Is it merely a term of convenience? 

Does it lie in some impenetrable amalgam of countless 

individual circumstances too complex to be analysed? 

ItBs a curious thing, Price, but the more you try to 

dissect events, the more you lose hold of what you took 

for granted in the first place-the more it seems it 

never actually occurred, but occurs, somehow, only in 

the imagination .... (121)' 

Crick's point is never more clear. We may speak of an 

I8eventn as if it possesses an ontological validity 

independent of its discursive f orm. 'O The "event , however, 

proves no more impervious to the influence of the 

imagination than any other form of discourse. Waterland, in 

fact, strips bare the metaphysical guarantees of 

' ~ h e  parallels here to the Nietzschean dictum quoted as 
an epigraph to chapter 1 are striking: When we try to 
examine the mirror in itself, we discover in the end nothing 
but things upon it. If we want to grasp the things, we 
finally get hold of nothing but the mirror.--This, in the 
most general terms, is the history of knowledge.It One of the 
lessons Crick seems to be trying to impart to his students 
is that the closer we try to get to an historical event such 
as the French Revohtion, the more we become aware of the 
conceptual strategies we employ to endow the event with 
meaning. These conceptual strategies are, it seems to me, 
precisely what Nietzsche refers to with the metaphor of the 
nmirror, It 

'O~oland Barthest seminal essay, DHistoricai 
Discoursern written in 1970, &es clear the paradoxical 
feature of historical discourse, which, while purporting to 
refer to an 'extra-structural 'realit~,~~ in fact has no 
access whatsoever to such a domain (153) . 
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conventional historiography and celebrates the Nietzsche- 

deconstruction of knowledae for its own sake. Not only is 

history seen to be a narrative constructed with the same 

methods with which fictional forms of narrative are also 

constructed, but its value for the sustenance of life is 

equally made clear. The value of each and every narrative 

account in the novel can be construed only in terms of the 

extent to which it fills a place in the overarching 

narrative which is life itself. 

If this seerns too bord a claim, consider Crick's 

description of I1realityl1 in the Fens: I1Realism; fatalism; 

phlegm. To live in the Fens is to receive strong doses of 

reality. The great, flat monotony of reality; the wide, 

empty space of reality. Melancholia and self-murder are not 

tlnknown in the Fens. Heavy drinking, madness and sudden acts 

of violence are not uncornmon" (15) . I1Reality, II as Crick 
understands the term, threatens to assault one with a hast 

of life-threatening side effects. But as an I1empty space,ll 

reality can be combatted, or "outwitted, as Crick puts it, 

by filling it with %toriesm: While the Atkinsons made 

history, the Cricks spun yarnsn (15). And while a 

distinction is made here between history and "yarns," both 

serve the same function: both %urmount realit~,~ becoming 

life-affidng and danger-dispelling processes for the 

respective clans. The wealth of the Atkinsons merely lends a 

more authoritative quality to their narratives: "If you are 
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an Atkinson...if you can look d o m  from your Norfolk uplands 

and see in these level Fens-this nothing landscape-an 

Idea, a drawing board for your plans, you c m  outwit 

realityn (15) . Crick def ines Ivrealityn in terms of a 
negation here. Weality is uneventfulness, vacancy, 

flatness. Reality is that nothing happensw ( 3 4 ) .  History, 

stories, yarns, and fairy-tales are al1 narrative forms 

whose origin lies in the need to fil1 this "wide, ernpty 

space of realityB ( 1 5 ) .  The implication here consists of no 

subtle rhetorical insinuation, The I1realt1 is the domain of 

experience which, because ltnothing happensrn remains non- 

narrated, The "realrn inasmuch as it is vacant, remains 

outside of the realrn of meaninq, the realm within which the 

narratival formation of subjectivity always already finds 

itself at work. 

The Itrealtt is meaninqless, to put it bluntly. But it is 

certainly not irrelevant. The potential il1 effects of 

IvrealityN have been enumerated above by Crick (self -murder, 

madness, etc.), and only through the formation of a 

narrative structure is one able to defend oneself. And yet, 

Crick's derisory remarks on nHistorylt as a substitution for 

tlrealityll prompt the reader to question the value of such a 

substitution. "How many of the events of history have 

occurred," Crick asks his students, "for this and for that 

reason, but for no other reason, fundamentally, than the 

desire to make things happen? I present to you History, the 



fabrication, the diversion, the reality-obscuring ciraman 

( 3 4 ) .  History does indeed rescue the subject from the perils 

of reality but it does so through 'fabricationn and 

mdiversion.n 

There are, to be sure, a plethora of quotations to be 

extracted from Waterland which fa11 in more or less equal 

measure into pro and con arguments regarding history and 

story-telling. But this ostensible ambivalence can be 

accounted for by the dual nature of Swift's thematic 

concerns: on one hand, the illustration of the significance 

of narrative forms to the formation of subjectivity; on the 

other, the deconstruction of traditional history as a form 

of objective knowledge. With these two themes in mind, it is 

less confusing to the reader that history is both lauded as 

the vehicle through which the dangers of llmadness,m "sudden 

acts of violencen (15), and the "prison of idiocyil (93) are 

circumvented, as well as denounced as a Vag-bag of 

pointless informationn (19) , a Vabricationn (34) , and a 

"thin garment, easily punctured by a knife-blade called Nown 

(31). Whether history is being commended or condemned 

depends on which of the two thematic concerns is being drawn 

to the forefront of the narrative. The varying attitudes 

toward history in the novel is thus attributûble to an 

oscillation which ultimately creates its own sense of 

synnietry, one which is not quite apparent until the final 



scene has unf olded . " 
Of central significance in Crick's observations on 

combatting Nrealityll in the Fens is the implication that 

subjectivity is essentially grounded in the ability to form 

narrative. There are a number of other passages which 

warrant close scrutiny inasmuch as they also delimit the 

field or scope of subjectivity according to similar 

criteria: in each case, it appears that a healthy, fully 

functional subject exists only where full access to a 

narrative construction is granted the individual character. 

Where narrative does not exist, illness, or brute animalism 

prevail. This is the lesson of Waterland. Time and again, 

story-telling is invoked by Crick as the requisite sine m a  

non--if not the ne  lus ultra--for the swival of the human - 
species. As much as the air one breathes, stories sustain 

one's being-in-the-world. The immediacy of present 

experience, something we share with the animals, constitutes 

but a fraction of our lives. LLife,tl as Crick observes, "is 

only one-tenth Here and Now, nine-tenths a history less~n.~~ 

Neither lauded nor lambasted here, history is invoked as a 

means by which we exist in the world, by which we partake of 

that which makes us human- 

The genius of Waterland lies in its ability to 

"~he sense of symmetry to which I refer is embedded in 
Swift's concept of "naturalD history. Dick, of course, with 
his amnesiac qualities, exemplifies the processes of natural 
history, fulfilling, as he does, the imperative of "the 
return II 



deconstruct the foundations of Enlightenment thinking, to 

oust the notions of historical progress and universalist 

modes of thought from t h e i r  privileged seats, while 

reinscribing within the ruin and wreckage an empowering 

concept of subjectivity cornensurate with the requirements 

of Our age (to recall once again the LuMcsian phrase). 

Calvin O. Schrag, in The Self After Postmodernitv, 

delineates the pitfalls of postmodern conceptions of 

subjectivity, targeting Lyotard as the primary suspect for 

the infamous "death of the subject." Schrag locates 

Lyotard's latent homocidal instincts in the celebration of 

I1plurality, incompleteness , and dif f erence, II which It leaves 

us with a subject too thin to bear the responsibilities of 

its narratival in volve ment^^^ ( 2 7 - 2 8 ) .  Such a d a i m  should be 

weighed against some of the cultural phenomena which have 

emerged out of (or alongside) the Lyotardian school of 

thought. The case can be made that Waterland is in fact one 

of these phenomena. Swift, at one point, does al1 but 

conjure up the Frenchman himself, invoking Lyotard's concept 

of a crrand recit in the following passage: l'And can 1 deny 

that what 1 wanted al1 along was not some golden nugget that 

history would at last yie ld  up, but History itself, the 

Grand Narrative. .." (53). Crick's nostalgic yearning for the 

"Grand NarrativeR of "History itselfn is also parodic of 

Jarneson's position in the midst of a postmodern (or "late 

capitalist," as Jameson would have it) renunciation of 
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History as a Grand Narrative. But Crick has already admitted 

(unlike Jarneson) that history is a I1yarn, one more story 

aiongside the fairy tales and private histories we construct 

which endow our experience of the world with meaning. 

Lyotardls proclamation of the demise of the grand 

narratives of Western culture does not necessarily bring 

with it a concomitant demise of the subject. Like early 

reports of Mark Twain's death, such a conclusion is surely 

premature, if not logically flawed in the first place. 

Swift's Waterland certainly embraces the Lyotardian 

challenge to Enlightenment thought, but also sustains a 

workable notion of subjectivity which derives its force from 

narrative forms--forms which are based not on the concepts 

of continuity, totality, and universality privileged by 

Enlightenment thought, but on the concepts of discontinuity, 

provisionality, and particularity celebrated by postmodern 

thinking. 

The irony here-and the remainder of this chapter will 

illustrate it more fully--is that, in the wake of the so- 

called lrdeath of the subject," the terms with which Schrag 

attempts to resurrect a newly empowered subject are already 

latent in the very form Schrag claims is responsible for the 

subjectts demise in the first place. Schrag tries to pull 

f r o m  the ashes of postmodernity a phoenix which has already 

risen of its own accord--and the ashes have long since been 

cold. While it must be granted that facets of postmodernity 
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have indeed placed under erasure the concept of subjectivity 

in an attempt to deconstact metaphysical notions of unity, 

totality, and identity, it must also be acknowledged that 

other facets have given serious attention to affirming the 

re-emergence of the subject in a different garb, divested of 

its metaphysical apparel. Beyond sartorial tastes, however, 

there seems to be a-problern with Schragls characterization 

of postmodernity in general, one which is best delineated 

against the backdrop of postmodern fictions such as 

Waterland which problematize notions of the self and 

reinscribe them within parameters conducive to and 

commensurate with postmetaphysical contexts. 

The ways in which narratives-both fictional and 

nhistoricalll--sustain subjectivity and endow it w i t h  a sense 

of itself is, as has been shown, a central concern of 

Swift's novel. Schrag's invocation of narrative as the key 

component in his understanding of the self surprises few who 

have any familiarity with postmodern fictions: T o  be a self 

is to be able to render an account of oneself, to be able to 

tell the story of one's life. Sometimes we are at the mercy 

of the stories that w e  tell, and at other t i m e s ,  the stories 

suffer the inscription of our own agendatf (26). Though less 

colourful (but no less poignant) than some of Crick's 

observations in Waterland, the similarity--in terms of 

content--is striking. The latter remark, in particular, 

constitutes a distinct parallel to Crick's adumbrations on 
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the differences between "Historyn and stories or yarns. Yet 

whatever the nature of the story being told, what is crucial 

ta acknowledge, Schrag reminds us, is that the subject must 

always be viewed as emerqent. 

This recognition of the self as emergent from and 

implicated by the variegated forms of discourse 

provides a sheet anchor against recurring tendencies to 

constnict a sovereign and monarchichal self, at once 

self-sufficient and self-assured, finding metaphysical 

comfort in a doctrine of an irnmutable and indivisible 

self-identity. Such a doctrine has become a prime 

target for the protagonists of postmodernism. (27) 

This last daim could not be more true. The profusion of 

contemporary fictions featuring self-consciously unreliable 

narrators points unquestionably to one of the primary 

characteristics of postmodern fiction in general. But the 

rejection of a "self-sufficient and self-assuredD subject, 

one possessing an "indivisible self-identity" is not the 

rejection of subjectivity altogether. Long before 

philosophers were called in to assess the situation, 

postmodern writers had not managed too baàly on their own to 

forge a notion of subjectivity which no longer depended upon 

metaphysical comforts in any form. While the mselves~ 

represented in the narratives of postmodern fiction are 
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tentative, provisional, and uncertain, they are nonetheless 

selves whose existential claims are validated by the 

narratival forms through which they attempt to make sense of 

themselves and the world. A Cartesian Crick might 

hypothesize, "Narra erqo sum.* Schrag, however, in his 

targeting of Lyotardls privileging of difference and 

multiplicity as the root evils leading to the self's 

disappearance, finds little to celebrate in the Lyotardian 

view. Observing that %yotardts version of postmodernism 

pretty rnuch rests on his claim for a 'heterogeneity of 

language games, l n  Schrag concludes that within this paradigm 

the self becomes "dispersed into a panorama of radically 

diversified and changing language games." This claim, while 

in some sense accurate, needs to be contextualized within 

the domain of postmodern notions of the self. Schrag, 

however, invokes the traditional notion of the self in light 

of which Lyotardts celebration of plurality and difference 

immediately appears culpable for the disintegration of the 

self into irreducible fragments: "If indeed the 

[traditional] grammat of the 'self1 continues to be 

employed, it would need to be said that it is in each case a 

different self that makes assertoric claims, evaluations, 

moral judgments, inquiries, aesthetic judgments, and emotive 

utterancesn ( 2 7 ) .  Yet Lyotard himself nowhere invokes a 

notion of subjectivity dependent upon nmonarchichalll or 

~sovereignut notions of the self for which a heterogeneity of 



language games would pose a threat. There are, I suspect, a 

fair number of continental philosophers for whom the 

celebration of plurality and difference constitutes a 

terrifying prospect.'' It is arguably their refusal to 

abandon Enlishtenment notions of subjectivity which 

constitutes the problem Schrag faces. 

Lyotardts notoriety, of course, stem from his 

controversial report co~ssioned by the Québec government, 

The Postmodern Condition: A Re~ort on Knowledue. In it, 

Lyotard defines the postmodern as "incredulity toward 

metanarratives It (72) . Such scepticism, however, is also 
imbued with a positivity emanating from the proliferation of 

language games: ItPostmodern knowledge . .zefines our 
sensitivity to differences and reinforces our ability to 

tolerate the incommen~urable~~(73). If any conclusion can be 

drawn from this, it is that the postmodern self, far from 

fragmenting into a kaleidoscope of language games, draws 

strength from its capacity to endure heterogeneity. Local 

''~t the head of this procession one finds the 
foreboding figure of JÜrgen Habermas, who has consistently 
chastised postmodernists who refuse to honour Enlightenment 
notions of substantive reason and subjectivity, Both Richard 
Rorty (Essavs 164-77) and Andreas Huyssen (After the Great 
Divide 199-206) help contextualize the Habermasian position. 
Huyssen points to the political events of Germanyts past as 
a motivating force in HabermasBa work, while Rorty, with his 
characteristic appreciation for the ironic, observes, "we 
find French critics of Habermas ready to abandon liberal 
politics in order to avoid universalistic philosophy, and 
Habermas, trying to hang on to universalistic philosophy, 
with al1 of its problems, in order to support liberal 
politics" (165) . 
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narratives, replacing metanarratives, are not without the 

power to absorb and contain any number of garnes: "the 

narrative form, urilike the developed forms of the discourse 

of knowledge, lends itself to a great variety of language 

gamestl ( 7 6 ) .  When the metaphysical underpimings of 

knowledge are removed, in other words, chaos does not ensue. 

While Lyotard does not explicitly articulate a notion of the 

self which emerges through narrative, the implications of 

h i s  work do not rule out such a possibility. Indeed, the 

power he attributes to narrative should not be 

underestimated." The narrative form, he seems to suggest, 

provides a seamless web in which a kind of provisional unity 

is established, dissipating any threat of dissolution or 

fragmentation on the part of the knower (as Schrag fears). 

Waterland constitutes a self-reflexive example of the 

provisional unity which narrative bestows upon the 

postmodern knower in his/her effort to assimilate the 

variety of language games which constitute "the postmodern 

condition." As suggested earlier, there are two processes at 

work in Waterland. Even a superficial reading of the novel 

c a ~ o t  fail to locate a blatant critique of "Hi~tory,~~ bas& 

as it is on establishing relations of cause and effect. And 

I3fn The Postmodern Ex~lained, Lyotard reiterates his 
original definition of the postrnodern as the demise of 
metanarratives, but with the following qualification: "Their 
decline does not stop the countless other stories (minor and 
not sa minor) from continuing to weave the fabric of 
everyday lifeN (19). 



yet the privileging of history, yarns, stories, fairy tales- 

-in short, any form of narrative--is also lauded as l i fe-  

affirming, even life-sustaining. The novel effectively 

operates on a level which enshrines the Lyotardian notion of 

postmodern knowledge (as an incredulity toward 

metanarratives), while also identifying a locus of power (in 

the f o m  of provisional unity and identity) which emanates 

from the narrative form. 

Schrag, in acknowledging the postmodern repudiation of 

the epistemic bedrock upon which traditional notions of 

subjectivity are based, also takes into account the 

postmodern deconstruction of an empirically based theory of 

I1factn : 

This is the theory that facts are brute givens, somehow 

simply there, data that we stumble on like pebbles on 

the beach. This theory, which is basically a construct 

of an abstract empiricism, should be jettisoned, and 

attention should be shifted to what it is that goes on 

in the actual practice of scientific and philosophical 

inquiry .... There are no facts without interpretation. 
(92-3) 

Putting two and two together, Schrag, like "old Cricky,lt 

himself, points toward the constructed nature of the past, 

of memory, of the discourse of history: The narrating self, 
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as at once a sediment and a project of discourse, 

constitutes and understands itself as emplotted within the 

interstices of stories already told and stories yet to be 

inscribed* (71). These stories, of course, are always 

subject to revision. Fragments are forgotten or dispensed 

with intentionally. Relations of cause and effect are seen 

to be tenuous, if not arbitrary. History is, after all, just 

a "lucky dip of rneanings. hrents elude rneaning, but we look 

for meanings. Another definition of Man: the animal who 

craves meaning--but knows-..." ( Waterland 122; ellipsis in 

original). Like the land which must constantly be reclaimed 

from the river banks of the O~se--'~land that was once water, 

and which, even today, is not quite solidl1 (7)--meanings, 

too, are subject to revision, or reclamation in another 

fom: they are never final and always provisional. Crickls 

niggling propensity to stop in media res, just at the point 

of ostensibly making a significant claim, is, in fact, a 

rhetorical manifestation of the episternological scepticism 

underlying his treatise on history and narrative. 

Waterland, it has been argued, consists of a main plot 

around which narrative digressions serve to frustrate the 

reader's desire and to defer tension. Tension is deferred,It 

Robert Irish maintains, the only increase in tension may 

be the readerrs anxiety that the original plot could remain 

unresolvedn (921) . And yet, such a claim is based on the 

unspoken assumption that an "original plotn1 exists in the 



first place. The reader is, of course, lead to expect the 

existence of one--Tour history teacher wishes to give you 

the complete and final version.. . " (6) . And while it is 
generally understood that "narrative itself, as a mode of 

conceptualization, anticipates an end (which may be revised) 

and aspires to order (which may be provisi~nal)~ 

(Worthington 15), what Crick's repeated digressions 

constitute is a demonstrative testament to the denial of 

origin, primacy, and teleology altogether. Dipping in and 

out of the rivers of history, memory, and the past, %ld 

Crickyt* shows us that there are manv narratives, that the 

'digressions" he engages in have an ontological status equal 

to any ostensible proper history expected by the reader. Any 

frustration felt by the reader is partially compensated for 

by the willful acknowledgment--as opposed t o  a reluctant 

acquiescence-that any narrative is comfort enough, able as 

it is to defeat "the empty space of reality." This seems to 

be both Crick's point and Swift's. The desire for a 

totalizing narrative, then, displaces or diffuses itself in 

the mltiplicity of narrative options available to the 

novelts characters (with the exception of Dick--see note 7), 

options which are in fact ordered, but only provisionally, 

and only with arbitrary origins, subject to the whim of "the 

complex and unpredictable forms of our curiosity. Which 

doesnlt w a n t  to push ahead, which always wants to Say, Hey, 

that's interesting, letts stop awhile, letts take a look- 



see, let's retrace--letls take a different turW (168-9). 

The different turns take the form of different discursive 

genres, so that the reader muet contend not only with 

variations in the content or plot, but also with variations 

in the form with which the plot is conveyed: at times 

'@Historyn proper, at times the private memories of Crick-- 

memories which are not always consistent with previous 

reports or accounts." While the heterogeneous 

intermingling of narrative forms may frustrate or playfully 

tease readers accustomed to a traditional narrative 

structure, there is more than simple seduction at stake 

here. In Irish's discussion of Swift's rhetoric, he 

identifies a number of strategies employed by Swift to first 

arouse, and then frustrate, the readerts desire for a 

continuous narrative. And while Irish revels in the 

iouissance of the novel, envisioning the titillating 

"1t is not easy to determine which of the 
inconsistencies in the narrative are intentional and which 
are not. A glaring error which is probably unwitting on 
Swiftls part occurs during a narration of Atkinson family 
history: "When can we fix the zenith of the Atkinsons? Was 
it on that June day in 1849? Or was it later in 1851....Was 
it before that in 1864..,Or was it 1848 (two years 
later) . . . rn (78) . Surely, instead of 1864, Swift (or Crick?) 
intended 1846. Another equally striking inconsistency can be 
found in two references to the date of Freddie Parr's death: 
nFor that night (July the twenty-fifth, 1943)" (22) is 
certainly not the same night as the one which occurs "that 
July day in 1942" (52) .  While the reliability of Crick's 
narration thus falls into further disrepute, the strength 
with which his narrative endeavours help him to combat the 
nhere and nowrm the .empty space of realityrn suffers no 
diminishment. The fact that mernory provides no Ifobjective" 
certainty is a point Crick himself, of course, makes time 
and again. 



prospect of finding "myself naked, exposed with only a 

dangerous and slippery (eely) collection of signifiers able 

to undo not only its own narrative but mine as wellm (932) , 

there is a constructive motif which such an interpretive 

stance overlooks. m e n  if one interprets Crick's pedagogical 

strategy as a kind of game in which students (and readers) 

are led on, given one clue at a time, until al1 the pieces 

of the puzzle are put together, there is something greater 

at stake than a perpetual deferral of closure. L i f e ,  as the 

young Crick too soon finds out, is not al1 fun and games. 

There is, after all, the daily work of land reclamation, 

metaphorically comected to the work of historiography, of 

narrativization itself. Digressions are only digressions if 

there is a solid centre, an origin, to which one can return. 

(If there is no centre, then these "digressionsR constitute 

significance of another order.) And while nature (and 

natural history) possesses a circular structure, it is the 

fate of a fully functioning subjectivity to be denied the 

possibility of a return to an origin. These is only the 

continual task of begiming anew to form a narrative 

structure out of which both the world and the self corne to 

have any meaning. 

Earlier, 1 discussed the poignant metaphorical value 

found in the novel's geographical setting: "The Fens were 

formed by silt .... Silt: which shapes and undermines 
continents; which is simultaneous accretion and erosion; 



neither progress nor decayu ( 7 ) .  Similarly, the various 

stories Crick intertwines with his history of the French 

Revolution, simultaneously contribute to and replace 

previous stories. The history of the Revolution itself, as 

we have seen, is undermined so that the notion of progress, 

or a teleological view of history, is also undermined. In 

coming to terms with "the limits of our power to explain" 

( 9 4 ) ,  Crick convinces us that narrative, in al1 of its 

varieties, is the modus o~erandi of the human species, the 

means by which we make meaning of ourselves and the world. 

This seems to be presented neither as a pessimistic view, 

nor, obviously, as a utopian vision, but rather as a general 

assessment of the mundane condition of life. "Therets this 

thing called progress," Crick explains. "But it isnlt 

progress. It doesnlt go anywhere. Because as progress 

progresses the world can slip away. Itrs progress if you can 

stop the world slipping away. My humble mode1 for progress 

is the reclamation of land. Which is repeatedly, never- 

endingly retrieving what is lostN (291).15 Swift's narrator 

is not unlike the narrator of Eliot's IrEast CokerH who also 

senses the significance (and futility) of the struggle to 

"sec Ronald McKimeyrs "The Greening of Postmodernism: 
Graham Swift's Waterlandrm in which he argues that the 
ecological metaphor of land reclamation is a metaphor for a 
postmodern praxis which can steer between the extremes of 
naive optimism and utter despair. McKinney sees the novel as 
a successful challenge to the illusion of progress without 
lapsing into despair. It is enough that a daily struggle is 
maintained, that no ground be lost. 



put meaning, that is, nanative order, into life: "There is 

oniy the fight to recover what has been lost / And found and 

lost again and again: and now, undet conditions / That seem 

unpropitious. But perhaps neither gain nor loss. / For us, 

there is only the trying. The rest is not our businesstn (V, 

15-18). The crucial difference, of course, is that Eliot's 

narrator struggles to recover eternal truths, whereas 

Swift's narrator has no such delusions about the provisional 

nature of the knowledge he attains or the stories he 

tells.16 Nor does Crick struggle-as Eliot's persona does-- 

to find the right words. His aim is not so much a "raid on 

the inarticulate" (V, 8)  as it is a raid on the already 

articulated, the ttofficialm versions of history against 

which and through which his own private histories are 

nanated. Crick's task is the perpetual struggle to relate 

the narratives which comprise his own life to the broader 

ones which constitute public history. 

Like the oxymoron which is the title itself, Waterland 

consists of both deferral and presence. While knowledge of 

the past is uncertain, provisional, always already receding 

before our grasp, the attempt to seize hold of it is not an 

empty gesture. Yes, history is Itthat impossible thing: the 

I6~he cornparison of Swift to Eliot yfelds some 
interesting coincidences. The begiming and ending of East 
Coker find a parallel in the ending of Waterland when Dick 
makes his own nreturn.w "In my end is my begimingn is the 
poetic expression of Dickts return to where he belongs, and 
is compatible with Crick's cyclical version of natural 
history (see note 7). 
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attempt to give an account, with incomplete knowledgew (94). 

Yet one is not thereby excused from the business of trying. 

If anything, Waterland teaches us that there & 

accountability, that there is an obligation for the subject 

to partake of the daily work of narrative formation. Crick 

clearly feels this most strongly. Even after he is sacked by 

Lewis, the school principal, he continues to render an 

account of his life, to make sense of how things got to this 

point. His wife, Mary, who has stolen a baby, believes it 

was given to her by God. But with Crick's support, she is 

convinced to return it, and Crick is left with the work of 

providing an account to the police. The novelts most obvious 

cal1 to accountability, of course, concerns Dick, Freddie 

Parr's murderer. Yet Dick, who suffers from amnesia, is 

unable to form a narrative, and his "returntl at the end of 

the noveln--he drowns himself-is a just one in that it 

situates him where he belongs. We recall, Ironly nature knows 

neither memory nor historym (53). As Janik points out, 

[tlhe ISaviour of the World, as Dick is called (Waterland 

268), Vkowns himself, and the 'child of God1 is restored to 

his natural mother and ordinary life. The world cannot 

afford saviours, cannot support them. The only salvation is 

the continual task of reclamation of the landn ( 8 7 ) .  

History, stories, myths, fairy tales-ail narratives- 

function to endow the subject with equipment for making 

meaning in the world. History that impossible thing, in 
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an absolute sense. Yet history, like the other narratives 

invoked to combat the "here and now,I1 is the map and compass 

of the postmodern explorer, the dredger scraping the memory 

banks of subjectivity to forge (and reforge) the paths of 

meaning in the text which is our world. In the next chapter, 

we will observe once again how signicant this process is, as 

we witness a conflict between two particular types of 

history. 



Chapter 4 

Idisehepeehut~ Mistress Versus uDeathls Bony Whoren: 

The Critique of Logocentriam in Louise Erdrfchrs Tracks 

Sn the beginning was the Word,..and the Word was 
God . 

John 1:1 

If Swift's Waterland illustrates the problems 

associated with adhering to a conventional historical 

model, it does so, at times, in an abstract and 

theoretical fashion. As the focus now shifts to Louise 

Erdrichts Tracks, we will have the opportunity to observe 

in more concrete terms the specific personal, political, 

and cultural effects of the dominance of conventional 

historical discourse, especially as it manifests itself 

in the privileging of the written word over the spoken. 

There are several reasons why Tracks remains one of 

the most significant works to emerge out of a body of 

contemporary fiction specifically concerned with the 

revival of the stilled voices of native North Americans. 

ït attempts--and succeeds-to reinscribe a displaced 

historical account of the last days of the Anishinabe 

fndians before their way of life was permariently altered 

by the rape of their land and culture by white settlers 



with logging interests. It merits much praise, too, 

simply for its literary value: its sensuous magic realism 

and its elegant, lyrical prose. Yet a further attribute 

for which the novel has been much acclairned concerns the 

extent to which it reconciles the divisive imbroglio in 

contemporary literary theory over the question of 

referentiality in historical fiction: on the one side, as 

we have seen, Marxists and traditional historiographers, 

both adarnant in their affirmation of an extra-textual 

referent to which historical discourse presumably always 

has access; on the other side, poststructuralists and 

their followers, equally adamant that historical 

discourse has recourse to nothing but other texts, other 

signifiers. 

Indeed, Nancy J. Peterson seizes precisely upon this 

last issue in what is probably the most informed and 

insightful analysis of the novel to date, a PMLA article 

entitled "History, Postmodernism, and Louise Erdrichls 

Tracks." Peterson champions Erdrichls fiction as a 

praiseworthy compromise between two extremes. She sees 

the difficulties E r d r i c h  faces in writing the novel as 

being rlsymptomatic of a crisis: the impossibility of 

writing traditional history in a postmodern, 

postrepresentational eran (982) . Rej ecting a naive f aith 
in the representational claims of conventional 

documentary history, while steering clear of the 

linguistic abyss proffered by poststructuralist 



antirepresentationalism, Erdrich, Peterson maintains, 

negotiates a path d o m  the midüle which gives due 

deference to both the political need for an Anishinabe 

history as well as the inexorable textuality of that 

history. The narrative link between Nanapush, one of the 

main narrators, and Lulu, Fleur's daughter and the 

adàressee of Nanapushls narration, l'signifies a kind of 

history writing and history telling that neither 

relinquishes nor oversimplifies its referential debt to 

the past, that is grounded in traditioo and ready to 

adapt to (post)modern conditionst1 (990-1) .' 
Peterson's assessrnent of the way in which Erdrich 

navigates the minefields of historiographic metafiction 

is meticulous, apt, and timely. Her analysis of the 

novells two narrators leads unequivocally to the 

conclusion: Ir [tlhe new historicity that Tracks inscribes 

is neither a simple return to historical realism nor a 

passive acceptance of postmodern historical fictionalityl~ 

'AS we shall see, however, to IEadaptif is not always a 
good thing. While a number of critics, including 
Peterson, have applauded and celebrated Nanapushls 
adaptability, another critic points to the dangers 
inherent in adaptation: Tertainly, s w i v a l  depends upon 
adapting, yet in Erdrichts view adaptability can also 
lead to assimilation and even to a collapse of identity. 
Although Nanapuoh's knowledge of English &es him an 
authority within the tribe and a tribal representative to 
the government, his attitude toward his own bilingualism 
is deeply ambivalentm (Smith 8 2 ) .  Paulinets own 
assimilation is, of course, much more radical than 
Nanapushls and unequivocally appears ta lead to a 
collapse of identity-or, more specifically, a complete 
erasure of identity. 



(991) . Such a view is a welcorne af f innation, a bridge 
over the widening chasm separating poststructuralist 

thought from postcolonial imperatives.' As well, the 

novel acknowledges the perspective that native vmiting 

still implicated in strategies of containment which do 

not yet warrant the label trpostlt (colonial Q= modern) . 
The novel deftly addresses the paradox facing native 

writers in Our time. Suppressed histories of native 

'~he argument can be made that the absence of Fleur's 
own narrative voice constitutes an l'absent presencett 
which inhabits a narrative realm of its own, albeit 
inaccessible to the reader. The significance of such an 
absent narration, I would argue, lies in its 
inviolability. That it does not appear in the pages of 
the novel as written words protects it from implication 
in the colonial oppression the novel seeks to indict. The 
disappearance of Fleur's footprints, or "trackstB when, it 
is rumoured, she becomes an animal or fowl, is 
metaphorical support for this view. 

'TO a large extent, the widening of this chasm has 
been exacerbated by a misunderstanding of that (in)famous 
Derridean claim that there is nothing beyond the text 
(158). As we have seen, however, poststructuralism has 
never denied an extra-textual reality. It has merely 
insisted that our access to historical "realitytt is 
necessarily mediated by discourse. Such a claim does not 
have to lead to political quietism or despair but may 
very well, on the contrary, provide a basis for effective 
political critique and action. Pérez Castiliols analysis 
of Erdrichts fiction clarifies this issue. Of the plight 
of the Anishinabeg, she says, *[w]hat is naive is to 
insist that we can somehow accede to their suffering 
without recourse to language, and that resistance to 
hegemonic or totalitarian systems of discourse which have 
excluded or attempted to diminish them can be carried out 
beyond discourse itselfM (291).Pérez Castillo suggests 
what seems to me the only reasonable course of action: 
"Rather than yielding to the nostalgie desire to return 
to a pre-lapsarian world in which there existed an 
imrnutable, one-to-one correspondence between sign and 
referent, it might be more productive to analyze the 
discursive systems that authorize some representations 
and suppress othersN (291) . 



peoples must be inscribed within the archive of human 

discourse. Yet the ontological daims of the historical 

records should not be accorded any greater status than 

those to which any other discourse lays c l a i m .  A very 

fine balancing act is required here. 

Indeed, the novells two narrators offer the reader 

an oscillating view of history, a view which outlines the 

complex relations of ideological forces at work in the 

(re)construction of historical narrative. Whereas 

Paulinels narration embraces the Western tradition of 

historical progress, Nanapush's narrative resists 

assimilation by disdaining the written word of the 

bureaucrats , the storm of goverment papersI1 which 

threatens to engulf his people (1) . Nanapush, however, is 
forced to acknowledge that if the Anishinabeg are to 

survive, they must learn to wield the white man's tools-- 

most significant among them the pen and p a p e c 4  

Reluctantiy, he acquiesces on a number of occasions in 

order to secure a future for Lulu and, by extension, the 

descendants of the Anishinabeg. 

And yet, to view the evolution of Nanapushts 

narrative as a capitulation to the Western paradigm would 

4~ adhere here to the distinction Gerald Vizenor 
makes, cited by Peterson, between the terrns Chippewa and 
Anishinabe. The former is a name invoked by white 
Americans while the latter is the original tribal name, 
the plural of which is Anishinabeg. As Peterson points 
out, only m a p u s h  uses the latter term in the novel 
(991-2). 
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be to miss some of the subtle rhetorical strategies 

employed by Erdrich, as well as to misconstrue the 

significance of a number of episodes in the novel. h a c k s  

may not be as bipartisan in its compromise as Peterson 

suggests. According to Peterson, 

Erdrich's novel holds Nanapushms and Pauline's 

antithetical views in tension, showing point of view 

to be inherent to any historical narrative. 

Moreover, these conflicting stories and visions 

reflect a tribal vision of the world that allows for 

competing tniths and, according to Paula Gunn Allen, 

for gender balance rather than gender oppression. 

( 9 8 9 )  

On a formal or structural level, this point is certainly 

valid. The novells resistance to a monologic narrative 

depends to a great extent on the tension created by the 

Vonflicting stories and visionst1 offered by Nanapush and 

Pauline. Furthemore, the gender equilibrium maintained 

by this tension provides a basis for favourable feminist 

readings of the novel. A close textual reading, however, 

yields some significant disparities in the relative 

strengths of Nanapqshts and Pauline's narratives. While 

the former is one which is empowered by an 

intersubjective matrix through which it derives 

significance, the latter attains only a superficial 



validity and is undermined by its dependence on a 

logocentrism disconnected from the intersubjective 

relationships which constitute corrmninity and a shared 

narrative vision.' While Paulinets narrative is alienated 

and weakened by isolation, Nanapushts narrative is 

consistently linked with healing, growth, and life- 

sustaining powers. If both narratives are held in 

tension, it is only on a formal leveL6 

Both narratives derive from a logocentric impulse, 

from the power of the word. Indeed, the ineluctability of 

orality is one theme which runs through the novel, along 

with its problematic relationship to the written word, as 

Nanapush begins to acknowledge the latter's threat to the 

oral tradition. And while it is true that Nanapush 

acknowledges the necessity of learning to write, his 

commitrnent to the traditional form of oral narrative 

'~atherine Rainwater sees the opposition of Paulinevs 
and Nanapushrs narratives as that between Mprivileged 
narrative ~ o i c e s ~ ~  and Itdialogical or polyphonie narrative 
development (4 0 7 1 . 

klaudia Egerer offers an opposing view, arguing that 
Pauline, not Nanapush, is ultimately triumphant: 
tlPaulinels attempt to combine two different religious 
views into an amalgam that both f i t s  and ameliorates her 
own position on the margins singles her out as one of the 
sunrivors. It is important to remember that, however 
incongruous her composite religion seems to us, Pauline 
manages to do what Nanapush does not: she makes a life 
for herself in the face of her cormmmityvs disapproval 
and ridiculet1 (91) . Pauline does manage to eke out a 
living, if that is what Egerer means by making a "life 
for herself.* The quality of that life, however, in 
compatison to Nanapushts, is certainly debatable. 



subverts in its own way the Western privileging of the 

written word, divorced as it has become from the 

originating act of orality. As Jennifer Sergi points out, 

"Nanapushls narrative style points to the novelts roots 

in Chippewa oral tradition. Eràrich is sensitive to the 

immediate difference between the printed word and the 

spoken, and she effects an accomodation between her 

printed text and her narrator1s delivery" (279). 

In Of G r a m m a t o l o w ,  Derrida traces back to Plata the 

originary impulse to subjugate writing to speech. He 

follows the development of this impulse to its evolution 

in twentieth-century linguistics, in the work of 

Ferdinand de Saussure. In deconstructing the hierarchical 

relationship of speech to writing, Derrida's goal is not 

to reverse it (to elevate writing over orality), but to 

liberate the written word from its relationship to a 

determinate signified. Peterson herself invokes this very 

work to support a different point: "Derrida demonstrates 

the degree to which historicity is linked to writing: 

'Before being the object of a history-of an historical 

science--writing opens the field of history--of 

historical becomingtm (983). While such a daim can be 

viewed within the context of the liberating and much 

desired goal of postcolonial writers, seeking their share 

of the historical pie, so to speak, h a c k s  also 

illustrates the ways in which the written word oppresses 

and closes off the field of historical becoming to those 



who are oblivious to its uses and abuses, 

In the hegemonic domain of Arnerican and Native 

Indian relations, Tracks articulates clearly the immanent 

dangers in such a scenario, and reaffirms the 

significance of orality to narrative. In Nanapushts view, 

the main enemy is the written word, the white man's 

documents, which inscribe his people's culture in terms 

foreign and incomprehensible to them. The creation of a 

written history on the white mants paper becomes 

synonymous with the systematic destruction of the 

Anishinabe culture. The loggers who consume the farests 

and land of the Anishinabeg are a metaphor for the paper 

made from the lumber which consumes the lifestyle (and by 

extension, the lives) of the last Anishinabe descendants. 

The novel, at times, proffers a savage indictment of the 

written word, used as it is to oppress and deceive, to 

structure and contain, to order and delineate a 

discursive form which perpetuates a system antithetical 

to the Anishinabe cultural lifestyle. It contests and 

deconstructs the logocentric impetus underscoring the 

discourse of the whites, a logocentric impetus degenerate 

and corrupt, cut off from the orality and 

intersubjectivity which are seen to constitute and 

sustain the Anishinabeg. The novel launches this critique 

in a way that deconstructs the suspect dichotomies or 

divisions of self from world, self from other, and self 

from narrative which characterize the Western/Judeo- 



Christian tradition and which are exemplified in 

Paulinels narrative version of events in the novel.' 

"Nanap~sh,~~ Catherine Rainwater points out, tldeclares 

that whites imposed their ideas of measurement and 

boundaries on the Native Americans, and he implies that 

the separation of experience into real and imagined 

events. and of time into past, present, and future, is 

part of an alien and oppressive world view which, 

together with writing, makes communication extremely 

Nanapush, whose narrative voice opens the novel, 

immediately sets up the confrontation between the written 

word and the oral, The %tom of government paperstl which 

besieges his people in 1912, after they had already faced 

disease of plague-like proportions, is the first symptom 

of a conflict. Nanapushls tejection of the papers is 

unequivocal: III spoke aloud the words of the government 

treaty, and refused to sign the settlement papers that 

would take away our woods and lakeIr (1-2). In contrast to 

the government papers, the power of his own voice is 

7 At least one irony becornes apparent in pursuing the 
implications of this theme. The biblical origins of 
logocentrism are not difficult to find. God, or "the 
WordI1 precedes all. "In the begi~ing was the WordI8 (John 
1:l). Yet, "the Word was made fleshm (John 1:14). As we 
shall see below, Pauline, despite committing her life to 
Christianity, is forever cut off from her own body, her 
flesh. Even giving birth does not permit her a connection 
to her embodied sense of self. for she gives the child 
away. Nanapush. Fleur, and Eli, however, are comected to 
their bodies and experience an integration of body and 
mind Pauline cannot know. 
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affirmed by Nanapush repeatedly in this opening chapter. 

Discoverhg that Fleur Pillager alone remained of the 

Pillager clan, he rescues her, but barely saves himself 

in the process. Yhen Father Damien finds them on the 

verge of death, "strong tea and lardn awaken in Nanapush 

the real sustainfng force within him, language: "1 

gathered speed. I talked both languages in streams that 

ran alongside each other, over every rock, around every 

obstacle. The sound of my own voice convinced me 1 was 

alive. I kept Father Damien listening al1 night.... 

Occasionally, he took in air, as if to add observations 

of his own, but I pushed hirn under with my wordsn (7). 

From the outset, Nanapush is conscious of the extent to 

which language constitutes not just his knowledge of the 

world, but the life-force within him, a force which 

manifests itself through narrative. When he finds the 

young Fleur, for example, she is a source of worry for 

him because I1[s]he was too young and had no stories or 

depth of life to rely uponI1 (7). In telling al1 this to 

the young Lulu, Nanapush hopes to provide her with a 

depth of life, with stories upon which she can depend for 

strength. 

It is crucial to point out here the intersubjective 

quality of Nanapushls narrative. He is always conscious 

of the fact that the story he tells has relevance not 

simply or primarily to him but to the addressee of the 

narrative. This contrasts sharply with the anonymity of 
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Pauliners audience or listeners. H e r  narrative has no 

social grounding, no framework through which it attains a 

greater relevance. Nanapush never loses sight of the 

relationship of his past to those to whom he speaks, or 

about whom he speaks. As Fleur is restored to health, she 

becomes clearheaded, and recalls the events which led to 

her familyts deaths. "With her memoryIW Nanapush 

observes, *mine came back, only too sharpN (5) . Always 
cognizant of the connectedness of his memories of the 

past to othersl, Nanapush forges a narratival vision 

informed by an ethical irnpetus reminiscent of Emmanuel 

Levinas1 philosophical ethics of alterity, an ethics 

which begins with the acknowledgment of an ontologically 

prior ttothernessm with which subjectivity must contend. 

The subject is (partly) constituted by a process of 

ontological and epistemological embeddedness in already 

narrated stories, and as such is always open to the 

reception of other narratives. As we saw in Waterland, 

the subject relies for its well-being on a mixture of 

public history and private stories (fairy-tales) . 
The way Nanapush conveys this sense of 

intercomectedness is subtle but definite- The narrative 

of the Anishinabeg he conveys to Lulu is consciously 

aware of its indebtedness to other stories, to 

imaginative projections, as much as to any ostensibly 

real events. Zndeed, the novel, in its varied uses of 

magic realism, forces the reader to relinquish 



conventional distinctions between the real and the 

imagined, as both collapse into a melting pot of 

ingredients which in fact go into any narrativized 

account of the past. "The place of memory in any 

culture, IB Andreas Huyssen points out, "is defined by an 

extraordinarily complex discursive web of ritual and 

mythic, historical, political, and psychological factorsn 

(Twilioht Mernories 250). Or, as Maria J. Valdés argues, 

in linking mernory to remembrance through "the 

narrativization of incidentsw (218) : 

we ought to be reminded that the collective memory 

of people is a vast tapestry with many elements of 

fact woven together with other elements of 

imagination or belief. The reality of our sense of 

the past is dependent on our narrativization of 

mernory as Wittgenstein has shown us; or, as Ricoeur 

has said, there is a constant interweaving of 

history and fiction in our refiguration of the lived 

world on which our consciousness of human tirne 

rests. (219-20) 

Such a description captures perfectly the means by which 

the history of the Anishinabeg is conveyed in Tracks, the 

intermingling of elements which constitute the 

reconstruction of the past. Karen Castellucci Cox has 

pointed to Erdrichts use of magic realism as the precise 



means by which Erdrich conveys the historical 

consciousness of a culture radically different from our 

own: l t E r d r i c h  inser t t s ]  ...into the open-ended story cycle 

tmagicalr episodes that we can perceive as giving shape 

to a revised historical consciousnessm (158). Cox cites 

as an example one of the final scenes in the novel, in 

which Fleur causes the entire forest to crash d o m  around 

the loggers who have taken her land: UThe image fleshes 

out the truncated story so that the reader can perceive 

with Erdrich not the true story of the Chippewa but the 

truth of their desires-an interruption that celebrates 

Chippewa history in a fantastical gesture of powertl 

(158). Coxls comments here help explain why the 

intermingling of both historical and imaginative material 

conveys a greater meaning than that which conventional 

realistic modes of fiction are able to convey: 

It is no accident that this meshing of genres--the 

real world images of fiction with the magical 

elements of folk legends and supernaturd 

superstitions-has becomes so prevalent in the works 

of contemporary ethnie writers....Because the 

communal tnemory exists outside historical 

progression in a nether-world of dreams and desires 

meant to shape the whole, it often constructs its 

stories from family secrets, folk legends, ghost 

tales, and the like. The corrnrmnity maintains this 
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body of narrative which defines and orders it, but 

which does not exist within a literal, linear 

framework. Rather, the stories the mernbers share act 

as an ahistorical comtnunal identity, a reservoir of 

beliefs, memories, stories, and visions from which 

any member can recover a past. (159) 

Likewise, "American Indian thought," as Paula Gunn 

Allen describes it , is Itessentially mystical and psychic 

in nature. Its distinguishing characteristic is a kind of 

magicalness ... an enduring sense of the fluidity and 
malleability, or creative flux of al1 thingsw (68) . 
Erdrich herself has argued that "[tlhere is no 

quantifiable reality. Points of view change the reality 

of a situation and there is a reality to madness, 

imagined events, and perhaps something beyond thattf (in 

Chavkin and Chavkin 224). In this sense, what Erdrich 

does sa well is to provide "an alternative way of 

remembering that does not catogorize pieces of a story as 

%ruet or Ifalsel but opens up the possibility to include 

the events that, regardless of their proof or 

probability, can best represent an imaginative 

consciousness that would otherwise go u ~ o t e d  and 

ultimately unreportedm (Cox 160) . 
The gist of both Erdrichfs and Coxrs statements here 

is reminiscent of the thematic concerns of both Rastime 

and Waterland. We recall Doctorowts claim that there is 
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no meaningful distinction to be made between fiction and 

non-fiction, that there is "only narrative." Thus, the 

ostensibly fictional conversations between Ford and 

Morgan have as much reality as if they had actuallv 

happened. Similarly, in Waterland, we see an even more 

overt attempt to deconstruct the boundary between history 

and imagination: "Itls a curious thing, Price, but the 

more you t ry to dissect events, the more you lose hold of 

what you took for granted in the first place--the more it 

seems it never actually occurred, but occurs, somehow, 

only in the imagination ..." (121). Where Erdrichts novel 
is unique, perhaps, is in its emphatic illustration of 

the communal component which constitutes the essential 

charactew of the oral historical tradition. Erdrich 

illustrates this process in a passage that accentuates 

Nanapushls and Fleur's mtual dependence: 

Since I saved her frorn the sickness, 1 was entangled 

with her. Hot that I knew it at first. Only looking 

back is there a pattern. 1 was a vine of a wild 

grape that twined the timbers and drew them close. 

Or maybe 1 was a branch, coming from the Kashpaws, 

that lived long enough to touch the next tree over, 

which was the Pillagers, of whom there were only 

two--Moses and Fleur-far cousins, related not so 

much by blood as by name and chance survival. Or 

maybe there was just me, Nanapush, in the thick as 
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ever. The name had a bearing on what happened later, 

as well, for it was through Fleur Pillager that the 

name Nanapush was carried on and wontt die with me, 

wontt rot in a case of bones and leather. There was 

a story to it the way there is a story to all, never 

visible while it is happening. Only after, when an 

old man sits dreaming and talking in his chair, the 

design springs clear. (34) 

This passage is an almost Proustian account of the 

comection between memory and narrative, evoking as it 

does a sense of the power with which present recollection 

can order the events of the past into a configuration, a 

mixture of imagination and "factI1 which constitutes the 

narrative of one's life. It also illustrates the 

co~ectedness of the self which remembers to others which 

are remembered. Valdés points to this relationship as a 

significant one in the formation of narrative accounts: 

The dialectic between self and other is the most 

fundamental relationship in the unfolding of the 

reflective imagination, and memory plays a central 

part in this dialectic. The other is not an external 

add-on to self. My argument, following Ricoeur, is 

that the other is the interna1 basis of self and 

that this dialectic structure is established in the 

singular and collective memory that constitutes 
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persona1 and collective identity. Just as memory of 

self and memory of others are indistinguishable from 

each other, so too is persona1 mernory entwined with 

the collective memory that is history. Therefore, 

the narrative of memory and of remembering is the 

ground for the narrative of identity which we 

interpret in the hermeneutics of life. (221) 

There is in this passage a great deal to consider, more 

than the scope of this chapter will permit. What I wish 

to focus on here is what it tells us about the 

relationship of narrative to history which emerges in 

Nanapushls and Paulinets narration of events. At stake in 

the critique of logocentrism in Tracks is a particular 

attitude which informs the strategic use of the word, of 

language. It is, perhaps, not so much the written word 

which is to be feared, as Nanapush begins to understand, 

but the philosophical and ethical underpinnings of the 

Western approach to language which fosters the 

destructive use of the written word, and thus the 

inscription of Anishinabe history within a narrative form 

hostile to native historical consciousness. Therefore, 

what strikes the reader as a simple antipathy has a much 

more profound significance than might first be suspected. 

Nanapushts narrative does, as we have seen, begin 

with the outright repudiation of the written word. The 



history encoded in the government papers with which 

Nanapush is forced to contend is one which he is none too 

willing to embrace. It is a narrative which threatens al1 

that he is, al1 that he represents. He will not even 

allow his name to be written in the files. I lMy girl, 

listen well. Nanapush is a name that loses power every 

time that it is written and stored in a government fileM 

(32). Yet it is not out of ignorance or an inability to 

participate in the written system that Nanapush rejects 

it: "1 could have written my name, and much more too in 

script. 1 had a Jesuit education in the halls of Saint 

John before 1 ran back to the woods and forgot a l l  my 

prayers If (33) . Nanapush, as his name suggests, is capable 
of the "trickerytt required to combat the government 

papers. His strategy is to rely for as long as possible 

on the orality which sustains his narrative from the 

start and which connects him to the others with whom his 

narrative is shared. 

One poignant example of this interconnectedness 

occurs when Nanapush sends Eli out to hunt. Both men are 

near starvation when Nanapush begins to sing, "calling on 

my helpers, until the words came from my mouth but were 

not mine, until the rattle started, the song sang itself, 

and there, in the deep bright àrifts, I saw the tracks of 

Elils snowshoes clearlyn (101). The words "were not 

mine," Nanapush maintains. a testament to the sense with 

which his narrative is not viewed as a possession. but 
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instead as a vehicle through which communication occurs. 

Indeed, Nanapush not only communicates with Eli but 

actually sees and hears hirn, and helps him in killing the 

moose that will sustain not just Eli and himself, but 

Fleur, Lulu and Margaret as well. Beating a d r u m  to help 

Eli f ind his way home, Nanapush Itstrengthened the rhythm 

whenever he faltered beneath the weight he bore. In that 

way, he returned, and when I could hear the echo of his 

panting breath, 1 went outside ta help him, still in my 

songu (104). Another time, it is Lulu with whom Nanapush 

merges in a narrative lullaby which saves her and 

restores ber to health. 

Once 1 had you 1 dared not break the string between 

us and kept on moving my lips, holding you 

motionless with talking, just as at thts moment .... 1 
talked on and on until you lost yourself inside the 

flow of it, until you entered the swell and ebb and 

did not sink but were sustained. 1 talked beyond 

sense--by morning the sounds 1 made were stupid 

mumbles without meaning or connection. But you were 

lulled by the roll of my voice. (167) 

Nanapush is not only connected to others, he also 

enjoys a physical connection to the geographical setting 

of his narrative, to the land itself. This is w h y  the 

rape of the land by white settlers is tantamount to a 



rape of the Anishinabeg: "From where we now sit, 

granddaughter, I heard the groan and crack, felt the 

ground tremble as each tree slammed earth. 1 weakened 

into an old man as one oak went dom, another and another 

was lost, as a gap formed here, a clearing there, and 

plain daylight enteredtr (9) . Later, in "the dream 1 had 

in those days after my family was taken," Nanapush 

articulates an even stronger connection between the 

Anishinabeg and their land: "1 stood in a birch forest of 

ta11 straight trees. 1 was one among many in a shelter of 

strength and beauty. Suddenly, a loud report, thunder, 

and they toppled dom like matchsticks, al1 flattened 

around me in an instant. 1 was the only one le f t  

standing. And now, as 1 weakened, 1 swayed and bent 

nearer to the earthu (127) . Pauline, in contraçt , has no 
connection to the land or, indeed, to any particular 

geographical location. Dispossessed of house and home, 

she finally goes to the Nuns. Her acceptance into the 

Catholic Church functions as a metaphor for the sterility 

of her narrative, for the absence of fruitful relations 

her account reveals, 

Earlier, 1 claimed that Tracks accomodates a paradox 

stemming from the need for AnishinaSe culture to 

establish for itself an historical record, while placing 

that record within the domain of a postmodernist 

historical sensibility. That paradox is maintained 

through the extent to which Paulinets purely written 
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historical narrative is undermined in various ways. One 

of these ways concerns the extent to which her narrative 

version is discomected from the physical world which has 

such prominence in the Anishinabe world view. For 

example, while the narratives of Nanapush and Pauline 

stand in opposition to each other in a number of 

respects, it is Fleur (who has narrative voice) who 

better represents al1 that Pauline is not, and who 

maintains a strong connection to the physical warld and 

to her physical body. Pauline is virtually invisible to 

the men around her. "The men would not have seen me no 

rnatter what 1 did, how 1 moved," she realizes early in 

the novel (19-20) . Fleur, however, does not escape 
anyonets gaze. While Pauline narrates and fills the pages 

of the novel with her logocentric structure, Fleur 

remains a centre, a symbol of pure presence whose power 

is virtually unlimited. 

Paulinels narration begins with an account of the 

f irst time Fleur "drownedW (10) and quickly establishes 

Fleur's status as the lake monsterls mistress: "[ I ] t  was 

clear that Misshepeshu, the water man, the monster, 

wanted her for himselfM (11). Fleur is restored to life 

by assigning "ber place" in death to others. "Yeu take my 

place," she hisses to George Many Women, who soon drowns 

in his bathtub. Indeed, the subsequent targets of her 

math  are al1 representative symbols of patriarchal 

domination. What draws Fleur to Argus, Pauline observes, 



is the ta11 steeple of the Catholic Church: "For if she 

hadntt seen that sign of pride, that slim prayer, that 

marker, maybe she would have just kept walkingul (13) . 
When Fleur leaves Argus, it is only after the t o m  has 

been decimated by a tornado, the Catholic Church steeple 

ltripped off like a peaked cap and sent across five 

fieldsn (291, and the men who had raped her are dead 

(with the exception of Dutch, who is permanently maimed). 

If Fleur has no narrative voice, she speaks throughout 

the novel with highly suggestive gestures. The men who 

had violated her, for example, are rendered impotent in 

every sense of the term. Paulinels l a s t  description of 

them, when they are found in the meat freezer, frozen in 

the act of discourse, is a striking image of silenced 

speakers: ltTheir faces were set in concentration, mouths 

open as if to speak some careful thought, some agreement 

theyld come to in each other's arrnstt (30). 

Pauline compensates for her sense of inferiority by 

her (mis)use of narrative. "Because she was unnoticeable, 

homely if it must be said, Pauline schemed to gain 

attention by telling odd tales that created damage," 

Nanapuçh observes (39). Elsewhere, he daims, Itshe was a 

born liar, and sure to die one. The practice of deception 

was so constant with her that it got to be a kind of 

truthn (53) . It is more than appropriate that Pauline 

finds employment with the local undertaker, a gesture 

which finds a parallel in the will to deception or non- 



being underlying her uses of narrative. Hence, when 

Sophie Monissey calls her, "deathts bony whoren the 

reference is not only to her position as assistant to 

Bernadette, but to the intentional deception in the story 

she has narrated about Sophie and Eli. Compared to 

Nanapush's stories which breathe life into those who are 

involved in thern, Paulinegs stories destroy and detract, 

isolate and alienate, even in regard to Pauline herself. 

Her relentless commitment to the Church, to Gad, to the 

Word, is a commitment ta an alienating narrative cut off 

from the intersubjective relations which fulfil 

Nanapush's narrative, The Catholic Church, one of the 

greatest monoliths of the Western World, here proves too 

vacuous an entity to fulfil the life-sustaining functions 

which the local narratives of Nanapush do so well. 

This is nowhere more evident than in the ways in 

which Pauline fails to connect with her own body as well 

as with the bodies of others. Her adherence to "the Wordm 

prevents her from appreciating her embodiment as a woman. 

The failed encounter with Napoleon illustrates this 

clearly. As he takes off her clothes, she dues not even 

corne close to revelling in the pure immediacy of the 

physical. Instead, she is disntayed by the sight of her 

own flesh. Lying naked with Napoleon, Pauline tries to go 

through with it, but a moment later Napoleon senses 

sornething wrong--I1like a dog sensing the presence of a 

tasteless poisonBr --and he leaves (73) . Yet Pauline 



remains behind and narrates an imagined version of the 

af fair : 

In my picture, we coupled in a blinding darkness, 

moved too fast to think. We howled like cats in a 

manger, dove and bucked like horses in their heat. 1 

snapped him in my beak like a wicket-boned mouse. He 

crushed me to a powder and spread me across the 

floor. Yet when morning invaded the empty windows 

and doors, we woke whole, unhurt, prepared for more 

pleasure . (73) 

While the encounter is postponed, it eventually does 

occur . Nonetheless , Pauline remains trapped, narrating a 
story which is inexorably cut off from an authentic 

connection to others. In her fantasy, "we rnoved too fast 

to think," but in reality Pauline's problem is that she 

thinks tao fast to move; she narrates with a view to a 

logocentric ordering which precludes the freedom accorded 

the spontaneous action of bodily existence. Consider, for 

example, her sense of exclusion when she observes the 

bodily connection between Fleur and E l i :  

Yet what was between them was more obvious to me 

than if they touched. I could not pass between the 

two of them-the air was busy, filled with sparks 

and glowing needles, simering. Their bodies, like 
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ore and lodestones, drew together and repelled me, 

or, if 1 stubbornly resisted, loomed close enough to 

crush .... In the morning, before they washed in 
Matchimanito, they smelled like animals, wild and 

heady, and sometimes in the dusk their fingers left 

tracks like snails, glistening and wet. (71-2) 

At stake here is the division of self from world, 

self front other selves, mentioned earlier. Fleur and E l i ,  

connected as they are to each other, to their own bodies, 

even to the natural and animal worlds, stand in stark 

contrast to the alienated Pauline. Yet Pauline is 

relentless in her sterile application of a narrative 

order bereft of its connectedness to others. She forces 

an ordering ont0 events which causes both herself and 

others grievous harm. Her narration of the encounter 

between E l i  and Sophie is an example: III turned rny 

thoughts on the girl and made her do what she could never 

have dreamed of herself .... 1 was pitiless. They were 
mechanical things, toys, dolls wound past their limitsIa 

( 8 3 - 4 ) .  Soon after this, Pauline again perceives the 

interaction of subjects as a mechanized process. Watching 

Fleuras reaction to Elils return after the encounter with 

Sophie, she says: "1 watched closely, saw the workings 

clearly for a moment, as 1 had the time Dutch James pried 

off the back of his watchn (90) . 
"Paulineas and Nanapushas narratives," Peterson 
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argues, "correspond to the need to comprehend both 

textual and oral history. Nanapush tells the story to 

Lulu, but Pauline addresses no one in particular and thus 

implicitly addresses a reader, not a listener. The lack 

of an imediate audience also signifies Pauline's 

distance from oral tribal culturen (989). There is much 

more at work in the novel, however, than simply a 

mediation between the need for both oral and written 

histories, Paulinels "distance from oral tribal culturew 

is implicated in a distancing ahe experiences from 

others, from the natural world, and from her own embodied 

existence. It is not only Nanapush, as Peterson 

maintains, who "deconstructs the West's reverence for the 

written word as the stabilizer of meaning and tradition" 

(989). Paulinets reliance on the textuality dorninating 

the Anglo-American worldview also serves to deconstruct 

the written word-perhaps more effectively than does 

Nanapushts narrative. What emerges from the totality of 

Paulinels narrative amounts to a seamless web of 

associations in which the attempt to reduce historical 

being to textuality is ultimately linked to alienation, 

deceit, and the annihilation of a minority culture. Lying 

ineffably behind Paulinels narration of isolation is the 

sense that historical narrative-to have validity--mst 

be rooted in a shared understanding and memory of the 

world which draws on common myths, beliefs, and values. 

Anishinabe oral history, the novel illustrates, is 
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predicated precisely on these things. 

It is both lamentable and ironic that Pauline gets 

to mite the history of her own exclusion from her 

culture, using the very form of narration which is 

responsible for that exclusion. hrerything for Pauline is 

an object to be structured, to be written into the text 

of life, like the workings of Dutch Jamest watch. Even 

her own body becomes a text within which her child is 

inscribed: "The skin on my stomach tightened to a white 

transparency. Through that parchment, 1 tried to read the 

childIt (133). But "deathrs bony whoreI1 reads only that 

which is already dead, l ike  Fleur's baby whom she f a i l s  

to Save: V B v e  read its name in the pattern of wet black 

twigsl1 (163) . 
The juxtaposition of the dualisms proffered by 

Erdrichrs novel generates a definitive concept of what 

constitutes Anishinabe historical consciousness. First 

and foremost, the oral narrative tradition is shown to be 

irrevocably rooted in an intersubjective matrix through 

which the Itremembering self If (to use Valdés s term) is 

inextricably intertwined with others who are remembered. 

Second, however, and not so obvious, is the importance of 

the connection of mind to body, a connection absent in 

Pauline--an absence supported and further encouraged by 

the Judeo-Christian worldview Pauline embraces. As the 

novel progresses, so too does the distance between 

Pauline and her own body, which increasingly becomes an 



object to be mistreated, abused and rejected. Citing 

Gabriel Marcel, Schrag tries to deconstruct the mind/body 

dualism which has plagued Western philosophy for 

centuries: "My body is ~ J L  body just in so far as 1 do not 

consider it in this detached fashion, do not put a gap 

between myself and it. To put this point in another way, 

my body is mine in so fat as for me my body is not an 

object, but rather I am my bodyM (48-9) . Such a 
perspective seems to be inherent in the Anishinabe view 

of the world. Pauline, however, in her commitment to an 

Anglo-American worldview, consistently reverts to a 

narrative form which separates her body from herself. 

Furthemore, as we have seen, Paulinels narration is cut 

off from the intersubjective connections characteristic 

of the oral tradition. Her insistence that the events 

around her (and the bodies around her) can be encoded in 

a text and ordered according to the view of an autonomous 

subject leads to her alienation from community in almost 

every form. Her failure is the failure to recognize that 

historical narrative-and the sense of personal and 

collective identity which derives from it--depends on a 

ndialectic of self and other," as Valdés argues (221) , as 

well as on the resources of imagination, local myths and 

beliefs, a combination clearly evident in Nanapushcs 

narrative. 

At issue here seerns to be the question of the 



141 

sovereign subject itself which informs the structure of 

Western thinking and the logoceatrism of Western texts. 

The Anishinabe oral tradition is predicated on the belief 

in a subject which first cornes to know itself in its 

relation ta the stories handed d o m  by others. A 

connectedness is imrnediately established between 

narrative, the self, and relationships with others which 

structure the subjectts understanding of itself and the 

world: "1 do not create the discourse and the action of 

others. I encounter the entwined discourse and action of 

the other and respond to it, and in this encountering and 

responding I effect a self-constitution, a constitution 

of myself, in the dynamic economy of being-with-othersn 

(Schrag 84) . 
Tracks negotiates a path between and among a number 

of issues pertinent to both historiographie metafiction 

and native American historical consciousness. In frequent 

conflict are the epistemological insights of the former 

with the political demands of the latter. If Erdrich is 

endorsing the necessity of native peoples to embrace the 

Western tradition of written discourse, she does it with 

reluctance and with a clear warning embedded in the 

fabric of her narrative. As discussed in the next 

chapter, there are often compelling reasons to be 

suspicious of the written word. 



Chapter 5 

The Dialectic of the Aesthetfc: 

Reading the Readings of Mauberley8e Narrative 

in Timothy Findleyla Famaus L a s t  Worda 

So many wars had come and gone through the 1920s and 

'309, each interlocking with the next--Mauberleyls 

"boxed set of warstt--and with them d o m  went a11 the 

old necessities for literature; al1 the old 

prescriptions for use of the written word; al1 the 

old traditions of order and articulation fading 

under the roar of bombast and rhetoric. And Ezra, 

somehow adoring it, had said: I1You see? There1s no 

place left for a man who mites like Mauberley. 

Mauberleyls whole and only ambition is to describe 

the beautiful. And who the hell has time for that 

anymore?It (Famous Last Words 5) 

There is more than a little irony in the fact that it is 

Timothy Findleyts (fictional) Ezra Pound who asks the 

question, Irwho the hell has time for that anymoren? 

Evidently, the historical Pound certainly did. But the 

question is not merely rhetorical, and a more or less 

complete answer to it is the novel itself, Famous Last 

Words, a work which reaffims the role and power of art 



in our culture, while also articulating the pitfalls and 

dangers which accompany an unsuspecting faith in the 

inherent benevolence of imaginative expression. 

Inextricably intertwined with this issue is the less 

obvious but no less significant relationship between 

history and fiction, a relationship both overtly and 

indirectly problematized in the novel, most notably 

through the juxtaposition of Captain Freybergls and 

Lieutenant Quinn's respective hermeneutic approaches to 

making sense of the war and their responses to the 

account of it etched into the walls of the Grand Elysium 

Hotel by Mauberley. Like Rastirne, Waterland, and Tracks, 

Famous Last Words stands as a paean, a homage of sorts, 

to the role of imagination in civilization, to the extent 

to which fictions play a constructive role in our daily 

lives. Unlike the other three novels, however, Famous 

Last Words issues a definitive caveat to the potential 

dangers of privileging an aesthetic engagement with the 

world. The novel is, in many ways, a response to its 

intertextual forebear, Pound1 s "Hugh Selwyn Mauberley. "' 

'1t is also a response to the debate surrounding the 
separation of Poundls poetry and politics, a separation 
which has been perpetuated until recently. As Anne Geddes 
Bailey observes, Famous Last Words creates Ilan extra- 
diegetic dialogue between the novel and the academic 
critical cornm~nity.~ It "challenges the academy with 
serious questions. What sort of interpretation leads to 
the inclusion of a self-acknowledged fascist and anti- 
semite into a central position in the literary canon?" 
(122). Pound, if it is any consolation to his admirers, 



The fictional Mauberley, as Pound presents him, is Ilout 

of key with his time, and I1unaffected by the march of 

events,"' phrases echoed in Findleyls novel when the 

reporter Julia Franklin publishes a piece on Mauberley in 

The New York Times, a piece Findleyts fictional Hemingway 

is only too delighted to pass on to the unwitting 

2 Mauberley. "The age demanded an image / of its 

accelerated grimace," Pound mites. Findley's response to 

Pound's poem is to provide for us not an image, but a 

narrative of the agets accelerated grimace, and two very 

is not the only one to be singled out in recent years. 
T.S. Eliot has been accused of anti-semitism, while 
Heidegger and Paul de Man have been vilified for their 
complicity with Nazism. Poundls fascist sympathies are 
not a new discovery, but for the longest time his place 
within the canon of modern literature has remained 
indomitable and untarnished despite a prison term he 
served for his involvement with fascist forces before and 
during the Second World War. The issue, to say the least, 
is a delicate one, and the debate over the role persona1 
politics should play in the reception of an artistls or 
intellectualls work continues to engage supporters from 
diametrically opposed quarters. Findley himself 
articulates the dilemma clearly: "This is the war that 1 
fought when I was writing the book--the war with me--my 
hatred of everything that Ezra Pound stood for and my 
absolute devotion to his poetryI1 (Interview 1). 

'1n this episode, like many in the novel, a subtle 
commentary on the production of historical records is 
tendered, along with a critique of the justice with which 
history indicts and exonerates particular individuals. 
Mauberley, scanning the papers for some account of the 
scanda1 between Hemingway and Estrade which had occurred 
the previous evening, finds nothing: Wot a word .... It 
seemed sornehow unfair that 1 must be made to pay for  my 
sins while Ernest gat off scot free. And then I 
remembered. Of course. He had taken al1 those reporters 
into the bar and kept them drinking al1 night longn 
(129) . 



different ways, in the form of Freyberg and Quinn, of 

dealing with it. 

Mauberleyls narrative is both a reenactment of and a 

corrective to the faults attributed by the real Pound to 

his fictional charactex. Pindleyts Mauberley does indeed 

have a penchant for the sublime, but he is nevertheless 

cognizant, if only on a gradually increasing scale of 

awareness, of his complicity in one of the great horrors 

of modern civilization. The great triumph of Famous Last 

Words, however, is in the way Mauberleyls narrative 

balances his collusion with fascism with the redemptive 

power of the literary/historical reconstruction OC his 

inexorable fa11 into evil. In the end, Mauberley & 

profoundly apologetic (and still pays with his l i f e ) .  The 

unequivocal manner with which he indicts himself as a 

conspirator in the fascist cabal is itself a redemptive 

act. While his words do not exonerate him-as Freyberg 

fears they al1 too easily might-they serve as a signpost 

for the readers of his narrative, a beacon in the dark 

night of Nazi terror,  signalling the danger which awaits 

the unsuspecting admirer of the fascist aesthetic. 

Mauberley, like Findley himself, knows that "we are 

al1 a collective hiding place for monstersm ("My Final 

HourI1 11). His narrative deconstructs the dangerous 

binary of "weM and "theym by showing how a person of 

ostensible good will can become an integral part of so 
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insidious a force as fascism. Lieutenant Quinnls 

curiosity foregrounds this issue early in the novel: 

Al1 his life in the army since his induction after 

Pearl Harbour, Quinn had been deeply suspicious of 

the propaganda machine into which he was thrown with 

al1 his fellow soldiers. "We and Ictheyn were words 

about which he was paranoid. So when Quinn thought 

of Hugh Selwyn Mauberley, it wasnlt good enough 

simply to Say I1he was one of themn. It didnlt help 

Quinn understand how Mauberley, whose greatest gift 

had been an emphatic belief in the value of 

imagination, could have been so misguided as to join 

w i t h  people whose whole ambition was to render the 

race incapable of thinking..,. (48) 

Unlike Freyberg, for whom the entire w a r  is about Mustr 

versus "them, Ir and for whom Mauberley is simply one of 

'%hem," Quinn reveals a keen appreciation for the 

processes of construction through which concepts--such as 

history-are produced. Freyberg, one could Say, with his 

epistemological orientation towards a valuing of 

ewirical evidence only, is entirely product-oriented, 

while Quinnls hermeneutic is process-oriented. mirruring 

the readerls own attempt to render an understanding of 

the novel itself. While ReybergBs character serves as a 



relentless reminder of the materiality of history, 

Quinn's character reminds us of the interpretive process 

through which history is passed from generation to 

generation. Pamous Last Words, in fact, is a novel which 

is obsessed with the production of the image and the 

sign. There are a number of scenes-most notable among 

them the one where the Duke fractures into three separate 

people--centred around the concept of reflection, the 

mirroring of reality (or something, at any rate) . 
Numerous references to an obfuscation of the distinction 

between IBreality" and film also abound, suggesting a 

preoccupation with the Baudrillardian dissolution of any 

hard and fast line between reality and its ~irnulacra.~ 

Findleyls point, however, is misconstrued if one imputes 

to his diagnosis of the Baudrillardian condition a 

concomitant apathy and indifference. Nothing could be 

'~n Findleyls view, the collapse of this distinction 
has its origins-and terminus--in a period localizable to 
the era of the Great Depression and extending throughout 
the Second World War. The larger-than-life character of 
Hollywood figures had the beneficial effect of helping 
people get through "an unimaginably difficult timew 
(Interview 3). Yet the identification people made with 
the characters on the screen also provided the forum into 
which Eitler would make his commanding debut: 
OHitler ... or whoever was in charge of what he was about-- 
Goebbels-arrived in the perfect moment for the delivery 
of a mass hysteria, and it was equal to the mass hysteria 
of the rage for Clark Gable and Lana Turnerm ( 4 ) .  Thus, 
the infiltration of the public consciousness by Hollywood 
is not in itself, for Findley, a negative phenornenon. It 
was merely appropriated and exploited, in his view, by 
the Nazis and fascists. 



further from the truth. Instead, and as the debate 

between Freyberg and Quinn inexorably affirms, one is led 

toward a realization of bermeneutic responsibility, 

toward an obligation to be responsible for the processes 

of onets own interpretive experience, whatever the nature 

(real/simulated) of the subject matter under analysis.< 

Freyberg, with his relentless insistence on the 

classification of people and events based solely on 

empirical evidence, signifies a simplicity out of which 

premature (if not false) judgments arise. His view of the 

world is black and white, and the values he holds are 

never subject to the scrutiny of the processes through 

which he cornes to hold them. Quinn, however, is acutely 

aware that the world is not so simple, that the polar 

opposites of good and evil, truth and falsity, fact and 

fiction, are, in fact, false dichotomies, conveniently 

invoked for the service of one power or another. To 

maintain, however, that the novel wholeheartedly endorses 

Quinnts interpretive stance, while repudiating that of 

Freyberg, is to take a position which aight prove hard t o  

 onna na Krolik Rollenberg argues similarly, cïaiming 
that Findley ernploys two artisitic strategies: "first, he 
blends fiction with history in order to underscore the 
power of storytelling to evade as well as to accept moral 
responsibility; and second, he inscribes into the text a 
chorus of opposing 'readers' whose views differ." This 
latter strategy, Holienberg maintains, forces us, as 
readers, "to engage in an interna1 debate that brings 
into focus our responsibility for the storyts reception 
and transmissiont1 (144-5) . 



defend. E, F, Shields argues that ltFreybergls 

perspective, while different from Quinnls, is not 

necessarily wrong or invalid. Quinn emphasizes 

understanding .... Freyberg, on the other hand, responds 
with passionate moral indignation, asserting that in 

light of the corpses piled at Dachau an apology is not 

sufficientI1 (93) .' Critical debate over this issue thus 
lends a great deal of support to the prospect that a 

genuine dialectic exists: on the one hand, the 

Freybergian worldview, consisting of the imperative that 

one must accept that the Holocaust did in fact occur, 

based on the accumulation of "evidence," and that there 

are a specific number of people responsible for the 

event; on the other hand, the Quinnian hermeneutic, an 

insistence on the analysis of the narrative process 

through which events and signs come to have meaning. 

This dialectic, in fact, stands as a microcosmic 

'shields also observes that "Preyberg seems to have 
little or no aesthetic sense," But her subsequent 
assertion that Quinn is mexcessively concerned with the 
aesthetic, valuing it over the h u G n  (93) is problematic 
in a nurnber of respects, not the least of which concerns 
the novelts thematic integration of the moral and the 
aesthetic, as Donna Pennee points out ( 7 4 - 7 6 ) .  The 
aesthetic, as the novel illustrates, is an integral part 
of what makes us human, and does not exist as an 
extraneous category, While Quinn certainly places great 
value on the aesthetic, he does, ultimately embrace a 
moral stance. As Barbara Gabriel points out, Qui= is 
"closer [than Freyberg] to the novelts point of view: one 
that insists on the Fascist germ in each and every one of 
us" (155-56) . 
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of the central concerns raised in the 

chapters. Questions concerning ontology, 

and representation corne ta the forefront 

once mare as the debate between Freyberg and Quinn 

reaches its pinnacle. Yes, the past did inàeed occur, as 

Freyberg relentlessly illustrates through his 

accumulation of artifacts. But what status is to be 

accorded it now, in the present, when al1 that remains 

are narratival accounts of what happened? The artifacts 

Freyberg collects have l i t t l e  meaning without such 

narratives. Freyberg clearly has formed his own narrative 

account of the war--based on his own experience and the 

reports of his superiors (one presumes) . But the primary 
source through which most people learn about historp- 

through otherst narratives--is one which Freyberg refuses 

to consider, and in sa doing cuts himself off from 

humanity, veering dangerously close (if not completely 

falling in) to the gaping abyss of a cataclysmic 

solipsism. 6 

The denatation of Mauberley as fascist is an a 

priori designation for Freyberg, while Quinn repeatedly 

pleads for a suspension of judgment until Mauberleyts 

narrative has been read: n I t ~ s  just that we haven't 

finished xeading, Captain. And it doesntt seem fair ta 

%ee notes 7 and 8 for the rationale behind this 
claim. 
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condemn a lot of people whose stories have only half been 

toldl1 (155) . Freyberg , however, counts as Ir evidence * only 

that about which an immediate and definitive judgment ean 

be made. Narrative clearly transcends his criterion and 

falls into the category of a vilified aestheticisrn. Like 

the Schubert record Freyberg snaps in half, Mauberleyls 

narrative is for Freyberg an aesthetic abject for which 

he has little respect and of which he has considerable 

suspicion. He is aware of the seductive power of the 

aesthetic, and repudiates both the redemptive potential 

of Mauberleyls narrative as well as the mass appeal of 

other art for (u) ms, such as the cinema. 

Quinn vehemently protests Freyburgls rejection of 

the interpretive possibilities which await them both on 

the walls of the Elysium hotel: 

ItJesus. Gad dam it, sir! he said. ItI mean, why the 

hell ... ? 1 mean--look at what wetve just discovered 

here! Look at it! Two whole rooms of evidence. Not 

even classified. Not even read. And youlre so god 

dam sure hel s guilty, you might just as well have 

put that thing through his eye yourself! What are 

you so god damned scared of? He might be innocent 

for Christ's sake? Might not be what you w a n t  him to 

be?" ( 5 2 )  
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But Freybergls ears are closed from the start to even the 

best counter-argument (the sign of a strong character, 

Nietzsche would remind us, but thus the occasional will 

to stupidity--an aphorism not at al1 irrelevant to the 

plot in question here). His suspicion of the aesthetic is 

manifested nowhere more clearly than in his initial 

assessrnent of the two rooms filled with writing: 

"Think about it, Ir he said. IvThere s al1 this writing 

on the walls, al1 very neat, al1 very ordered, al1 

lined up in rows , al1 very . . . careful . II 
IlHe was an artist , l1 said Quim. 

"That s right . An art 1st. Freyberg looked 

around the walls. "Something of a con-artist, too, 

for al1 we know. The bisser the lie, the more we are 

bound to believe it ... didntt one of them say that? 
Something like that? And twice told lies become the 

truth .... Years, welve had of it now. The Nazi con- 

game. . . . " (53) 

Freyberg has already decided that Mauberley is "one of 

them,It and that his narrative is part of the Nazi 

propaganda machine whose notorious use of llbombast and 

rhetoricn had contributed to the death of millions, Even 

when Quinn corrects Freyberg, there is no swaying from 



the a oriori conviction of guilt which Freyberg had 

bestowed upon Mauberley long before his corpse, and the 

narrative were discovered: 

I1Mauberley wasntt a Nazi.. ..He hated Nazis," said 

Quinn 

tbMmmmm-hmmm. . . 
"He di&" 

"Yes. Yes. P m  sure he didWH Freybergts smile was 

pinched and demeaning. I1Why, from what 1 hear, they 

al1 hated Nazis. Didntt they? 1 mean, 1 hear that - 
every day. And if I was fool enough to believe it 

every t i m e  1 heard it, P d  have to believe there 

werentt enough Nazis to f o m  a quorum. Were there, 

Quinn? And the war never happened. And Hitler was 

just an actor with a moustache made up to look like 

Charlie Chaplin. So, when Charlie says we should al1 

fa11 dom--we al1 fa11 do w n . . . .  Pratfalls. Yes? And 

no war. How wonderful, Just to walk out into the 

lobby and leave it al1 behind us on a giant movie 

screen. With the music playing and everyone 

applauding ... P d  like that. I really ~ o u l d . ~  (53) 

The implied insistence in Freybergts invective, here, on 

a division between art and life, between concrete 

historical realitv and artistic forms which merely 



imitate or weave fabrications, is a significant aspect in 

the novel. It will come up in  several more scenes, each 

with its own emphatic critique of the art/life polarity, 

the sum total of which points toward the unviability of 

maintaining the distinction. Freybergts character, 

however, serves as the instantiation of the distinction, 

the installation which must come before the 

deconstruction, to put it in postmodern terms. In a 

sense, he is a tragic figure. Unwilling to make the 

imaginative leap into the salutary embrace of the 

aesthetic, he remains locked in an unyielding homage to a 

toxic empiricism. By denying himself the imaginative 

possibilities which reward a commitment to the 

emancipatory potential of the aesthetic, Freyberg 

unwittingly consigns himself--and humanity-to repeating 
- 

the past.' 

7 Without imagination we are unable to break the 
patterns of the past. As Mortimer Crail points out: Wur 
chief exemplar is always the person we were just a moment 
beforetl (cited by Murphy 135). Within the domain of 
imagination lies the key ta breaking these patterns. 

That Freyberg is an isolated and alienated figure, 
however, in no way compromises or decreases the 
significance of his stature as an inexorable reminder of 
the materiality of history. While Findley himself sees 
the dialectic between Freyberg and Quinn as one of equal 
force on each side, he does, ultimately, place greater 
emphasis on Freybergrs stance: nBasically, Freyberg is 
right because it's people that matter more than anything 
else .... No poetry, no art, nothing is worthy of the death 
of al1 those peoplen (Interview 1). And yet, without 
Qui= there is no understanding, no reconciliation, and 
nothing to prevent an eternal recurrence of the same. 



Not quite the papier-dchg Mephistopheles of 

Conradls Heart of Darkness, nor one of T. S. Eliot's 

B1hollow men," FindleyBs Freyberg is nevertheless a symbol 

of the pathology plaguing contemporary humanity, a 

pathology stemming from a dearth of imaginative 

engagement and an inability (or refusal) to connect 

empathically to the rest of humanity.' Quoting one of his 

mentors, Thornton Wilder, Findley reminds us that 

I1cruelty is nothing more than a failure of imaginationm 

(My Final Hour 14), a daim which seems to imply that 

imagination and cruelty compete for the same receptor 

sites (to borrow a metaphor from biology), engaged in a 

dialectic of their own. In this respect, it is Quinnsts 

transformational hermeneutic experience which alone 

'1 do not think this is an extreme interpretation of 
Freybergls character. Findley himself views Freybergts 
plight as symptomatic of a general deficiency in the 
generation of people who lived through the Second World 
War : It 1 t [Freyberg s perspective] is tragic . That s 
whatls wrong with al1 of us, that we shut out the 
possibility of reconciliation .... 1 m e a n ,  I grew up in the 
generation that experienced that war, and 1 still have 
memories of people of the same generation who would Say 
things to me like, '1 never want to see another G e r m a n  as 
long as 1 live, and if anyone whors G e r m a n  comes up to me 
1 will turn away and 1 will refuse to speak to thern.' 
Well, thatls slamrning the door, itls shutting one insiden 
(Interview 2). Granted, Freybergts first-hand experiences 
with the horrors which awaited him at the death camps no 
doubt had a profound effect on him. But his single-minded 
pursuit of the perpetrators is devoid of a larger picture 
or worldview which, Findley seems to imply, is requisite 
for the possibility of humanityfs salvation. As mentioned 
in the previous note, without the empathy and 
understanding characterized by Quinn, humanity is doomed. 



of fers hope for a divided humanity. 

And yet, Freyberg, for al1 his anti-aesthetic, 

isolating solipsism, cut off as he is from everything 

except the materiality of historical evidence, serves a 

crucial function in the novel-precisely because of his 

obsession with historical materiality. He serves as an 

inexorable reminder that history is what hurtsmg Both 

Freybergls vituperation of the aesthetic and Quinnts 

defense of it have their origins in an experience Findley 

himself had as a young, aspiring writer (making the 

transition from acting) in the famed hills of Hollywood 

some ten years after the Second World War. Findley 

had--quite by accident-come across a collection 

'~t would not be too great an imaginative leap, in 
fact, to see a reflection in the debate between Freyberg 
and Quinn of the debate between Jameson and 
poststructuralist theorists. Like Freyberg, Jameson is 
wary that the real, political effects of history get lost 
in the discourse of discourse, so to speak. We camot 
f orget that fthistory is what hurts , l1 Jameson reminds us, 
quoting one of Leninrs great slogans. Freyberg, in his 
relentless quest for physical reminders of the pain 
inflicted by the Nazis, embodies the Jamesonian motto to 
its fullest extent. Ta make his point to Quinn, in fact, 
and to issue a warning of the seductive and deceptive 
nature of Mauberleyfs narrative, Freyberg punches Quinn 
in the stomach. Falling to his knees in pain, the 
bewildered Quinn looks up to his commanding offficer: 

~reyberg looked at him without a trace of passion. 
"What are you doing d o m  there?" he said. 
Winn had to fight for his breath--but he said; "you 
hit me. 
"No 1 didntt," said Freyberg. "The wind did it.* 
And he walked away. (393) 



of photographs taken by Ivan Moffat, an acclaimed 

screenplay writer and producer, and one-time army 

photographer during the Second World War. The photographs 

he found had been taken at Dachau, the site of one of the 

most notorious Nazi concentration camps. In an address 

given at Trent University, Findley tried to convey his 

response to those photographs: 

How can this be explained to those who were not 

alive before there was a war, before there was a 

Dachau, before there was a Bomb? How, for instance, 

can a person explain there was a time when Nagasaki 

was just a city in a song? Perhaps in a world where 

Nagasaki and Hiroshima, Dachau and Auschwitz are 

names that tell of horrors distant as the 

Inquisition, it cannot be told what it m e a n t  to see 

those photographs that night. 

Such images, in al1 their appalling intimacy, 

had not yet entered the public domain. The pictures 

we had seen--the ones the public saw--the ones they 

showed at Nuremburg-were bad enough. But these in 

Ivan Moffatrs books were beyond al1 comprehension. 

Someone-a part of me tried to believe--must have 

been creating a fictional obscenity. Surely, no one 

could actually do such things .... [Nlothing-not my 

nightmares, not the worst of my imagination, not the 
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a summer afternoon--shows itself and is qone before 

it can be identified. 

The ~ e o ~ l e  on the shore sit beneath their 

umbrellas. cornfortable and dozins. Half of t h e m  are 

aslee~. O f  the other half. oerha~s onlv two or three 

have seen the thincr. None of t h e m  wints: none of 

them shouts, None of them dares, After all. one 

could be wons. 

Bv the end of the afternoon, the sha~e-- 

whatever it was--can barelv be remembered. No one 

can be made to state it was absolutelv thus and so, 

Nothincr can be coniured of its size. In the end the 

siahtins is reiected. becomins sornethincr only dimlv 

thousht on: dreadfu3 but unreal. 

Thus, whatever rose towards the lisht is left 

to sink unnamed: a s h a ~ e  that nasses slowlv throuah 

a dream. Wakinq. - al1 we remember is the awesome 

presence, while a shadow lvincr donnant in the 

twiliqht whis~ers from the other s ide  of reason: 1 

am here. 1 wait, (395-6) 

The implication here, if one has not deduced it earlier 

in the novel, is that the phenomenon of the Holocaust has 

its grounding in an extra-rational dimension. The 

dialectic of the aesthetic which plays itself out in 

Famous Last Words does so precisely within this 



dimension. Mauberleyts fall into fascisrn does indeed 

occur because of an unchecked faith in the sublime, the 

beautiful-as well as its semial, visceral attraction 

which consumes him. But the only possible redemption for 

humanity after the holocaust does not lie in the 

rejection of the aesthetic, as Freyberg would have it, 

but on an exercise of the imaginative faculty which lies 

within the punriew of a variety of aesthetic forms. The 

novel, it seems, presents the aesthetic as a double-edged 

sword: on the one hand, and as Mauberleyls narrative 

illustrates al1 too well, there is an omnipresent danger 

in an unreflective indulgence in the aesthetic--for 

Mauberley as well as humanity. As Diana Brydon points 

out, ItMauberley is a writer whose life and words become 

inseparable, and who pays with his life for that 

relationt1 (67) . Furthemore, there is a critique of the 
film industryls infiltration of the interior life of the 

individual, characterized most notably in a number of 

Annie Oakleyls responses and gestures. The most 

significant of these occurs when Rudecki, having been 

literally castrated by Estrade, is running d o m  the 

hallway, one hand covering his mutilated genitals. In a 

darkly humorous way, Findley illustrates the blurring of 

individual consciousness with the inexorably pemsive 



influence of popular culture.1° Oakley, half in a fantasy 

film world and half in the real world, responds to the 

crisis without having to withdraw from either. Rudeckils 

interruption merely blends into his fantasized foreplay 

with Lana  Turner: 

Out in the lobby, Lana Turner dragged her mink coat 

'O~amous Last Words, to be sure, is no Dialectic of 
Enliahtenment. Nevertheless, it offers its own critique 
of Hollywoodts film industry, of the extent to which it 
has inf iltrated and/or replaced any notion of "the realI1 
for citizens of the Western world. Another satiric 
example occurs during the air bombing by Lorenzo de 
Broca, when 100 of the Dukels and Duchessls guests are 
sitting in a Cinema Marquee, ltwatching the battle of 
Britain and the fa11 of France. Now, in a Movietone 
Voice, they were caught themselves in the hordes of 
struggling refugees who clogged the roads on the screen 
while the dive bombers strafed them in the ditches down 
between the rows of chairs, Real fiames caught at their 
hair and their clothing. Real screams mingled with the 
screams of falling bombs and the rising flames over 
London echoed the rising flarnes that leapt towards the 
sky above the lawns at Nassau. Suddenly the screen was 
filled with the image of a Spitfire squadron rushing 
towards the camera. Just as it took off, the whole 
marquee explodedm (285). In one sense, this scene can be 
viewed as an attempt to affirm a division between art and 
life. Yet it also affirms the regularity with which one 
is confused for the other (especially, as Findley 
believes, during the era of the Second World War). 
Hollywoodls domination of American consciousness seems to 
be a recurring theme. Yet unlike Horkheimer and Adorno, 
Findley doesntt seem to v i e w  Hollywoodrs predominance 
negatively. On the contrary, he cites a number of 
salutary effects that Hollywoodts influence on American 
culture produced during the periods of the Great 
Depression and World W u  Two (see note 3). What Findley 
does acknowledge with horror, as noted earlier, is 
Hitler's appropriation of Hollywoodts strategies ta 
seduce and enrapture an audience--the entire Gerrman 
nation--for an unequivocally terrifying purpose. This is 
a theme he explores in detail in The Butterfly Plaque. 
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d o m  the stairs behind ber-moving her hips in 

perfect time to the music .... 
Annie pressed his groin against the bar. 

He closed his eyes. 

He opened them. 

Someone was running. Someone was calling. 

IfHelp ! Help ! Jesus ! Jesus ! Help me ! Help ! 

m i e  leapt across the bar. 

Lana Turner froze against the rail. She had 

reached the bottom step. But someone real was 

falling through the lobby. Someone real. A man. with 

his hand on his crotch-and his crotch al1 

bloodied.... 

"Ki11 ber!" Rudecki screamed. "Ki11 the fucker! 

She cut my balls off! Ki11 her!I1 

Annie stopped dead in his tracks .... 
He raised the Browning Repeater, rnaking a 

short, clean sweep of the womants path and he fired. 

And she fell. In her moleskin coat. 

And her razor spun out-whirring like a 

propeller--al1 the way across the floor until it 

stopped at Lana Turner's feet. (299-301) 

As argued earlier, the b l u n i n g  of life and art, the real 

and the simulated, is not viewed by Findley as a negative 

phenornenon. The experience of art, despite the novells 



avowed critique of the modernist aesthetic, is a 

fundamental facet of fulfillment for Findleyls 

characters. Without it, they are less than human. 

Furthemore, there is in Famous Last Words a pronounced 

endorsement of the reconciliatory potential of the 

imaginative faculty in its creation of aesthetic forms. 

While m s t  critics have little problem locating the 

negative critique of aestheticisrn in the novel, few have 

identified the salutary character of the aesthetic which 

is, perhaps, established between the lines. It is less 

visible because the endorsement resides in the critique 

of an aesthetically impoverished positivisrn informing 

Mauberleyvs narrative and providing the basis for 

Freybergls character. A lucid instance of this critique 

occurs when Mauberley first meets the majority of the 

cabalrs members and observes: 

So this is history as she is never mit,  1 thought. 

Some day far in the future, some dread academic, 

much too careful of his research, looking back 

through the biased glasses of a dozen other 

mhistorians,tt will set this moment dom on paper. 

And will get it wrong. Because he will not 

acknowledge that history is made in the electric 

moment, and its f lowering is al1 in chance. (180) 
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Mauberleyls point here is that the order historians place 

on p s t  events is a forced and arbitra- one which can 

easily fail to capture the randomness and spontaneity 

with which real history occurs. Hutcheon, in The Politics 

of Postmodernisrn, claims that Famous Last Words llraise[s] 

the issue of how the intertexts of history, its documents 

or its traces, get incorporated into such an avowedly 

fictional context, while somehow also retaining their 

historical documentary valueu (82) . At times, as the 
passage above illustrates, the novel goes even further, 

disavowing altogether the claims to validity of 

conventional documentary history. In another passage, as 

Mauberley is recalling a series of pleasant evenings 

spent with Wallis, the Duke, and Isabella Loverso, he 

observes that selective omissions also form the basis of 

any narrative, personal or public. "One night, Wallis 

told the story of her life and left out China. 1 was very 

hurt. Then the Duke told the story of his life and left 

out having abdicated. Wallis was very pleased. 

Nonetheless these stories told the temper of the times 

and the motto we had adopted: the t m t h  is in Our hands 

nowtl (177) . - 
While the truth about which Mauberley writes leads 

to ignominious ends, the point here, as in the other 

three noveis studied in this dissertation, is that 

history is as much invented as observed. The corollary is 
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that historiography rmist also employ the exercise of t h e  

imagination in order to render meaningful a particular 

account. Quinn, in reading Mauberleyls narrative, is 

aware from the start that itls "a matter of 

interpretati~n,~ that Mauberleyts narrative is as much a 

work of construction on the part of both reader and 

writer as it is an historical document to be either 

I1verifiedn or "refuted.It Like Swift's narrator, Quinn has 

an appreciation for the power and function of narrative 

as a vehicle through which human subjectivity cornes to 

know itself as well as its role in the world. Mauberley, 

through his words, is a constant reminder to Quinn--and 

by extension the reader of the novel--that history is an 

inexorably heterogenous compilation, and whoever might 

attempt to sort out the "truthIt from the  Illies, the 

I1factN from the "fiction, will stand, at long last, 

empty handed, duped, deceived. For history is made "in 

the electric moment," and in the attempt to simplify it, 

to break it down, to order it, it slips out of our grasp 

entirely. As Crick reminds his students in Waterland, 

"the more you try to dissect events, the more you lose 

hold of what you took for granted in the first place--the 

more it seerns it never actually occurred, but occurs, 

somehow, only in the imaginationm (121). Quinn, too, can 

in no way ignore the role his own imagination plays in 

making sense of Mauberleycs story. Sitting down to read 



it, he finds himself "in another time, another idiom. And 

the voice he heard was hoarse with the distance it had 

jomeyed in order to be heardll (60). Quinn knows only 

too well that the history he reads requires for its 

understanding the exercise of the imagination--on 

Mauberleyls part and on his own. 

Quimts close identification with Mauberley does, 

arguably, bias his convictions from the start. Both men 

place great emphasis on their appearance, on aesthetics-- 

arguably Mauberleyls tragic flaw. Mauberleyls "fallH is 

indeed, as Lorraine York points out, both a fa11 into 

evil as well as "a specifically artistic fall.tl Pound, 

however, placed great faith in "the healing powers of 

aestheticism,I1 and believed that "the artistls ward is a 

potent antidote to Ifalling1I1. Invoking Pound's Cantos, 

York points to a passage which reads, I1%e casco,' said 

Bianca Capello / Inon casco in sinnocchion' [I fall, but 

1 do not fa11 to my kneesl / and with one dayts reading a 

man may have the key in his hands (Cantos LXXIV, 427) l1 

( 9 3 - 9 4 ) .  When Quinn finishes reading Mauberleyts 

narrative, some sort of cathartic transformation has 

taken place, not just in Quinn, but in the reader too. 

Critics who argue that QU~M'S interpretive strategy is 

as flawed as Freybergls invariably seize on the same 

early remark from the outer narrator: "Quinn was 

absolutely certain he would exonerate Hugh Selwyn 



Mauberleyat (58) . Yet what they all, without exception, 
fail to comment on is the fact that Quinn's hermeneutic 

experience actually refutes his preconceptions so 

vehemently that, at one point, he cornes to loathe himself 

for I8having made the mistake of thinking [Mauberley and 

the other members of the cabal] were human beingsn (292). 

Freyberg, however, goes through no transformation and, as 

mentioned earlier, dooms humanity to an eternal 

recurrence of the same. The redemptive quality of 

Mauberleyfs narrative, then, lies not so much in 

Mauberley's self-denunciation, as it does in Quinn's 

reading of that experience-and by extension the readerîs 

experience of reading Quinn's experience of reading 

Mauberleyts narrative. The interpretive process at the 

heart of the novel is reflected and deflected from the 

centre of the narrative, outward, via Mauberley and then 

Quinn, to the reader, who becomes responsible, as a co- 

creator of the narrative, for integrating the fractured 

elements into a provisional whole. 

The distinction between fact and fiction in the 

novel, far from being maintained, as some critics have 

argued, gives way to an overarcàing embrace of a 

transforming aesthetic, grounded in the transference of 

hermeneutic responsibility from the characters in the 

novel to the reader. Mauberleyts prefatory caveat, " A i l  I 

have written here...is t ~ e ;  except the lies," like the 



epigraph to chapter five attributed to Pound, 'md fact. 

Try fiction," turn out, ultimately, to be facetious or 

tongue-in-cheek tributes, parodie invocations, to an 

outdated epistemology. What they really do, as Findley 

himself argues, is alert the reader, if onïy indirectly, 

to the imaginative constituents involved in any narrative 

construction, on the part of both reader and author. The 

reader has no way of separating al1 the *truthsW from al1 

the I1liest1 in Mauberleyls narrative, and the imperative, 

IlEnd fact. Try fictionn helps us no great deal either." 

Underlying the intentional problematizing of the 

fact/fiction and truth/lie distinctions is a message of 

tremendous significance. The disruption of conventional 

categories draws our attention to the ways in which the 

central characters respond to such displacement. In 

Freyberg we find a relentless refusal to abandon a moral 

commitment to identifying and delineating the nature and 

"~indley's position on the fact/fiction distinction 
is virtually identical to that of E. L. Doctorow. 
Admiring Doctorowls characterization of J. P. Morgan in 
Rastirne, Findley remarks, llHeIe's telling us the truth and 
hels found a way of telling it in fiction by telling us 
who Morgan reallv was-the user of humanity for his own 
ends. And thatls what he was about--thatts not a lie. 
Itls just a wonderful fictional encapsulation of the 
s~irit of who he wastl (Interview 5). The novelist8s 
tmth, Findley believes, runs deeper than superficial 
distinctions between fact and fiction. Truth, as both 
Doctorow and Findley view it, is comprised of narratival 
forms which intertwine fact and fiction to provide a more 
meaningful understanding of a given person, place, or 
era . 
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number of the crimes against humanity perpetrated during 

the Nazi reign of terror. But in Quim we discover an 

earnest desire to comprehend the m e a n s  by which a man of 

good will, a man whom he respected, could have partaken 

of so evil an undertaking as the Holocaust. Freybergls 

quest leads to the single-minded pursuit of branding and 

punishing the guilty. Qui= leads us deeper into a 

general understanding of the entire phenomenon and its 

roots not just in one man or several men, but in the sou1 

of al1 humanity. What both men stand for are integral 

requirements for the future of civilization. Without 

Freyberg, evil cannot be identified. Without Quinn, it 

cannot be understood. 

Against this backdrop the reader becomes aware that 

j u s t  as Freyberg and Quinn take a position with respect 

to Mauberleyls narrative, so too must the reader. In 

between Freybergls sharp distinctions between "usN and 

llthemtl and Quinnls dangerously close identification with 

Mauberley, there is a great deal of space in which to 

situate oneself. Like Findley himself, perhaps, the 

reader finds a Freyberg and a Quinn arguing within 

him/herself (Intenriew 1). Both men represent 

diametrically opposed forms through which is established 

the collective mernory of our past. And while Freyberg's 

righteous indignation is a significant and just response 

to Mauberleyls participation in the cabal, it is Quinnrs 



desire to understand which contributes more to 

establishing a collective memory which might help to 

prevent further atrocities f r o m  occurring. Findley, 

partial as he is to the Jungian worldview, places great 

store in the power of our collective unconscious--but 

also our collective memory. If we would only pay 

attention tu it, things might get better in this world, 

he believes. As the title character of Findley1s latest 

novel, P i l c r r i m ,  puts it (in a letter to Jung, 

appropriately enough): " A t  every given opportunity, w e  

have tejected the t ruth of our collective memory and 

marched back into the flames as if fire were our only 

salvationIr (468) ." In very different ways, both Quinn and 
Freyberg stand as trfbutes to "the truth of our 

collective memory.I1 Freybergts holocaust museum affirms 

the materiality of a history we cannot by any means 

afford to forget. Quinnts determination t o  understand 

Mauberleyts narrative exemplifies our roie in 

(re)creating that history in the narrative forms which 

constitute our collective memory. 1s 

resolved? For the reader, perhaps, a 

the conflict thus 

resolution or 

121n a sense, it is Freyberg who, because of his 
obsession with creating a shrine of Holocaust artifacts, 
contributes more to a remembrance of the past, His lack 
of compassion, however, along with his alienation f r o m  
others, precludes any real possibility for a collective 
understanding. 



integration occurs inasmuch as he or she perceives the 

significance of both the Freybergs and the Quinns of this 

world. And yet, as Findley himself notes, both Freyberg 

and Qui= as individual types "will never, never never 

make itu (Interview 2) . On a very concrete level, a 
fundamental impasse characterizes the central thematic 

concern of the novel. 

Irving Howe, in a 1986 epilogue to The Political 

Novel, laments the disappearance of I1first-rate novels 

dealing with political themesn in Western countries since 

the Second World War. lrPolitical fiction," he mites, 

requires wrenching conflicts, a àrama of words and often 

blood, roused states of being, or at least a memory of 

thesew ( 2 5 4 ) .  And while Howe observes a widespread dearth 

of such novels in Western countries since the Second 

World War, it is no hyberbolic claim to affirm the 

inclusion of Famous Last Words in Howels definition of 

political fiction. l3 The "literature of blockageml or of 

Wnpassem--a term he employs to describe the works of 

writers as diverse as Solzhenitsyn, Naipaul, Kundera, and 

Garcfa Marquez-is a category not inappropriately applied 

to Findleyrs Famous Last Words. The enigmatic ending of 

2 3 There are, to be sure, a number of other 
contemporary Western wrfters who might justifiably fit 
Howers criteria-among them, A r n e r i c a n s  Don DeLillo and 
Robert Stone seem likely candidates. See Bull. 
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Famous Last Words obliquely highlights an impasse around 

which no going seerns possible. On more than one level, 

Findleyls inquiry cornes up against a wall. 

Furthemore, in identifying a "literary moral 

problemI1 in the work of Naipaul, Howe muses: Itone may 

wonder whether, in some final reckoning, a serious 

novelist can simply allow the wretchedness of his 

depicted scene to become the limit of his visionm (268). 

One of the great strengths of Famous Last Words i s  that 

itls hermeneutic strategy affords a way out of such a 

dilemma. Unlike Naipaul, whom Howe deems to be 

"beleaguered by his own truthsI1 (268) , Findley, in his 

depiction of Freybergts and Quinnts opposing interpretive 

positions in regard to Mauberleyts narrative points 

toward, as 1 have argued, the reader s own hermeneutic 

responsibility. A paralyzing apathy is thus sidestepped, 

or at least muted, as the readerts role as a crucial 

participant in historical (re) construction is invoked, 

questioned, and interrogated. The central characters of 

Famous Last Words may cleave to their own respective 

political commitments, but this does not lead, as it did 

in an earlier era--in Koestler's Darkness at Noon, for 

example-to an ideological stalemate. Findley opens up 

the arena of both history and politics with more 

questions than answers, in both the content and form of 



his work. 

uFamous Last Words," argues Anne Geddes Bailey, 

"refuses to rewrite history or literature as it is 

conventionally knom or accepted. Instead, the legendary 

texts of these historic figures1 lives are disrupted 

within a fictional frame which &es readers 

uncornfortable with history and literature, forcing them 

to reconsider the political nature of bothW (125). Bailey 

touches here on the key process at work in Findleyls 

novel. 1 would add oniy this: along with any discomfort 

the reader experiences in the disruption of traditional 

distinctions cornes an appreciation for the possibilities 

of aesthetic expression to restore imagination to its 

rightful place in the narratives of our collective past. 



Chapter 6 

Fiction, History, and Narrative: 

Some Speculationa on the Future of the Past 

Mas, and yet what are you, my written and painted 

thoughts! It is not long ago that you were still so 

many-coloured, young and malicious, so full of 

thorns and hidden spices you made me sneeze and 

laugh-and now? You have already taken off your 

novelty and some of you, 1 fear, are on the point of 

becoming truths .... 
Friedrich Nietzsche 

The last decades of the twentieth century have 

witnessed a radical revisioning across a broad spectrum 

of disciplines in the humanities. Philosophers, 

historians, and literary critics alike have al1 sought, 

in their respective fashions, to describe, analyse, and 

chart the course of an epistemic shift which has taken 

hold of the Western world's collective consciousness as 

well as the imagination of its greatest writers. And yet, 

the term ~postmodernism,~ many would agree, is now too 

general, too vague, and too overused to have any utility 

w i t h i n  the scope of a single study. Indeed, many would 



agree that what now exists is a widespread proliferation 

of postmodernismg. This diverse multiplicity has 

consequently brought about new imperatives for criticism. 

As the horizon of what constitutes *the postmodernN 

expands, transcending the bounds of existing 

nomenclature, the questions of the day have necessarily 

become more particularized, magnifying and attempting to 

elucidate one or more of the many facets which constitute 

the postmodern age. The present study has evolved in this 

fashion. Focussing exclusively on the genre of 

historiographic metafiction, a case has been made for the 

mimetic character of four contemporary novels, for the 

extent to which they reflect the processes through which 

a narrativized past cornes to have meaning for readers. 

In retrospect, the potential terrain to be covered 

is now visibly greater than first conceived at the start 

of this project. Where possible, footnotes have been 

provided to indicate where untrodden paths might lead. 

t*Mapping the postmodern," as at least one critic has 

observed, is no easy business. ' Navigating the minef ields 

of historiographic metafiction, though more restricted in 

scope, has its own problems. Like the shifting Fenlands 

of Swift's Watetland, the landmarks of subjectivity, 

'~he reference is to the title of the article by 
Andreas Huyssen which subsequently became the final 
chapter in his book, After the Great Divide. 
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epistemology and ontology are, in this particular genre, 

fundamentally unstable-but perhaps intentionally so. 

In defending the mimetic character of these novels, 

1 have argued against the imposition of a static paradigm 

of "hi~tory.~ By freeing these novels of an a  rior ri 

concept of historical representation to which they should 

conform, a space can be opened up for a dynamic unfolding 

of radically new possibilities for historical 

representation which are inextricably bound up with 

contemporary changes in the current ZeitaeistBs 

appreciation of the concepts of temporality and history. 

It may prove fruitful, at this point, to take note of 

some correlations between the fiction discussed in this 

study and contemporary theoretical debates over time, 

history, and the nature of Ifthe real." 

As much as possible, 1 have tried to let the novels 

treated here speak for themselves, illuminating through 

their own multiplicity of instances the space within 

which a reconceptualization of historical representation 

has been occurring. The assembly of quotations selected 

from each novel voices a definitive objection to the 

conventional criteria used in evaluating historical 

narratives. And yet, more than negation is at stake here. 

As 1 have tried to show with each novel, the intentional 

violation of established conventions leads not to 

escapist gamesmanship, postmodern pastiche, or moral 



entropy--to cite just a few accusations emanating from 

contemporary criticism over the last few decades. 

Instead, the productive contradictions in which each of 

these novels has engaged point towards a revaluing of the 

historical sense in much more salutary terms. 

In the first chapter, a critical survey was 

presented which illustrated the variety of charges which 

have been levelled against postmodern fiction over the 

last three decades. In proposing to analyse the 

particular genre of historiographie metafiction, 1 

suggested that a m i r n e t i c  character could be found in a 

variety of works from this subset of postmodern fiction. 

In chapter two, the concept of I1rhythmic tinteBt was 

offered as an apt model to account for Raatimebs mode of 

historical representation. Doctorowls particular 

strategy, it was argued, is to liberate the past from the 

strictures of conventional historical narrative by 

creating new spaces in which multiple narratives can co- 

exist, effectively breaching the regulative control of 

linear time, 

In chapter three, conventional historiography as an 

"obj ectiven (or scientif ic) model of narrative was 

challenged through ii?aterlandts repeated illustrations of 

the dangers in adhering to such a model. Swift's narrator 

consistently dermines the concept of historical 

causality, while at the same time affirming the 
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significance of narrative in al1 of its fonns. In chapter 

four, the significance of an intersubjective oral history 

was weighed against the value of an autonomous but 

alienating written history. Erdrichls Tracks illuminates 

the subjugated histories of Native culture, and points 

toward the incalculable importance of orality to Native 

North American historical consciousness. 

Chapter fivels analysis of Famous Last Words is well 

positioned in a number of respects. While it further 

explored the dissolution of the fact/fiction distinction 

in contemporary historical narrative, it also revealed 

the dangers which accompany an unsuspecting faith in the 

power of historical narrative to convey "the real.It Yet 

the novel aiso reminded us--and is itself an example--of 

the ineluctability of historical narrative as an access 

point to the historical event. Even the artifacts 

collected by Freyberg require a Stûry, a narrative 

account, in which they become contextualized and corne to 

have a meaning . Furthemore, Freyberg ' s repeated and 
emphatic affirmation of the materiality of history is not 

only counter-balanced by Quimls appreciation of 

Mauberleyls narrative as the most important piece of 

historical evidence, but is itself undermined by the 

means through which it is conveyed to the reader of the 

novel: as a narrative form. 

What each of these novels establishes in varying 



degrees and through differing strategies is twofold: 

first, the significance of historical narrative to 

subjectivity, comrnunity, and civilkation in general; 

second, the increasingly acknowledged use of fictional 

material in the construction of those historical 

narratives. While the former issue, 1 suspect, will not 

draw much opposition, it is the latter claim which has 

become the subject of an animated (to Say the least) 

debate among literary critics, historians, and 

philosophers. The interdisciplinary nature of the debate 

is, to a large extent, responsible for its complexity. In 

light of this, it is no surprise that interdisciplinary 

critrcs and cultural theorists have provided the more 

thorough analyses of the phenornenon. 

Andreas Huyssen, in Twilicrht Mernories: Marking Tirne 

in a Culture of Amnesia, cites the increased speed of 

information technologies as the primary reason for the 

current cultural obsession with memory and with the past. 

He also ohserves that as Enlightenment ideals and the 

ideologies of progress and modernization have gradually 

lost ground, "memory as a conceptm has increasingly drawn 

interest from a variety of disciplinary quarters. "[Tlhe 

shif t from history to memory, he argues, "represents a 

welcorne critique of compromised teleological notions of 

history rather than being simply anti-historicaf, 

relativistic, or subjectiven (6) . We are in the midst, 



Huyssen reasons, of "a reorganization of the structure of 

temporality within which we live our lives....The way our 

culture thinks about tirne is far from natural even though 

we may experience it as suchu (8) . 
Such a view goes a long way toward explaining the 

narrative strategies and thematic concerns of 

contemporary historiographie metafiction. These novels 

need to be examined within the context of the shifting 

structure of temporality our culture is experiencing. 

What these novels are telling (or showing) us is that the 

past is as much nconstructedll as it is an event or series 

of events which %appens.I1 Huyssenls claim that there has 

been a shift in emphasis from (conventional) I1historyI1 tu 

llme~orym thus gains credibility in view of contemporary 

fictional obsessions. Collective, "publicn history 

recedes to the background as private historical accounts 

based on a dependence on "memory* take centre stage. 

This is not to Say that the concept of a collective, 

public history is no longer relevant or possible. It is, 

rather, a cal1 to retheorize the process through which 

any public history is constructed and to identify the 

contributing factors involved. The extent to which 

subjective, imaginative, and fictional content permeates 

'~ayden White similarly argues: "while events may 
occur in time, the chmnological codes used to order them 
are culture specific, not naturalI1 (Ficniral Realism 9 ) .  



such histories cannot now be denied or ignored, What 

remains in question, perhaps, is the substantiation of 

the salutary character of these features. Does the 

disappearance of history as a master narrative warrant 

emergency sirens or does it herald the blossorning of new 

genres capable of responding to the crisis in temporality 

identified by Huyssen? 

If Huyssen is right, the obsession with memory is 

actually a "defense ... against the attack of the present 
on the rest of timem--a peculiar variation of the 

modernist defense against the burden of the past on the 

present, as articulated by Nietzsche (88). Far from 

lamenting the disappearance of (a Mamist sense of) 

history, we should welcome postmodern versions of history 

as a refuge from an overwhelming present. And while the 

new paradigms reject most of the Enlightenment ideals 

(rational transparency of cognition, universalism of many 

kinds, etc.), they nonetheless embody the utopian 

energies of that era, rather than signalling their 

atrophy (89) . 3 

'~uyssen is quick to admit that most 
postst~cturalists remain reluctant to align themselves 
with any notion of utopianism, "which they blame for al1 
the evils of rn~dernity.~ Yet Huyssen sees a faulty logic 
in such a position: "For only if one collapses al1 
differences between the utopian imagination at the core 
of the enlightenment and the historical mission 
perpetrated in the name of rationality, democracy, and 
freedom, would the poststructuralist critique of utopia 
have a pointm (89). 
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This is a bold daim to make, especially in light of 

Baudrillardts cynical assessment of the postmodern 

condition. As Baudrillard sees things, utopia becomes an 

impossible target in postmodern society because our 

culture "bas made reality itself u-topian a no-place, the 

site of a vanishing act" (Huyssen 90). Summarizing the 

Baudrillardian view, Huyssen outlines the dilemma: 

Postmodern media culture deterritorializes and 

deconstructs, delocalizes and decodes. It dissolves 

reality in the simulacnim, makes it vanish behind or 

rather on the screens of word and image processing 

machines. What is lost according to this account is 

not utopia but reality. At stake is the agony of the 

real, the fading of the senses, the 

dematerialization of the body, both figuratively and 

literally. Utopia is no longer needed, or so it is 

claimed, because al1 utopias have already fulfilled 

themselves, and that fulfilment is fatal and 

catastrophic. Thus goes the argument of 

Baudrillardts Les Strateaies Fatales. (90) 

While Baudrillardls account is "improperly 

totalizing,' and Irsuffers from excessive extrapolation 

from just one sector of our society, the sector of high- 

tech cyberspace, to our contemporary life-w~rld,~~ it 



does, Huyssen admits, Itmake us rethink the relation of 

reality and utopia in our agen (91). It prompts a 

reconceptualizing of the utopian impulse in an era when 

"reality can no longer be represented, understood, or 

conceptualized in te- of a stable epistemen (91). The 

consequence, as Huyssen observes, is that "the search for 

the real has itself become utopian, and this search is 

fundamentally invested in a desire for temporalitytt 

(101). Baudrillard's cynicism thus ironically opens the 

door to a radically new utopian impulse. 1 quote Huyssen 

at length once more for both the clarity and explanatory 

power of his observations: 

[Wlhen media saturation wipes out spatial and 

temporal difference, by making every place, every 

time available to instant replay, then the turn to 

history and memory can also be read as an attempt to 

find a new mooring .... The desire for history ... is 
parallel, 1 think, to the desire for the real at a 

tirne when reality eludes us more than ever. The old 

opposition between reality/utopia has lost its 

simple binary structure because we acknowledge that 

reality is not just simply out there, but is also 

always at the sight of some construction, just as 

utopia is, and yet different f r o m  it. At the same 

time in literature, the old dichotomy between 



history and fiction no longer holds. Not in the 

sense that there is no difference, but ... in the 
sense that historical fiction can give us a hold on 

the world, on the real, however fictional that hold 

may turn out to be. (101) 

Huyssen touches here on a point that both Doctorow and 

Findley have adamantly defended in interviews and have 

illustrated in their fiction. Both writers have argued 

against the distinction between fiction and history--not 

because there is no difference between the two (as 

Huyssen also points out), but because the difference is 

greatly outweighed by the similar functions they serve 

and perhaps have alwavs served. Are we, as readers, 

deluded and deceived by the fictional conversations 

between Morgan and Ford? Or are we given insight into a 

reality which can no longer be accessed directly? If 

Quinn undergoes a transformation in Famous Last Words, is 

it because he has successfully distinguished between the 

trtruthw and the "liesM in Mauberleyts narrative? Or is it 

because he has made a comection, has been given a "hold 

on the world" at a time when very Little made sense? And 

what else is Swift's Waterland, if not an example itself 

of the commonalities shared by history and fiction, the 

life-sustaining function embodied by each? Tracks, 

perhaps most clearly of all, illustrates the power of 
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historical narrative when it invokes mythical (fictional) 

elements . 
In a sense, what Huyssen daims historical fiction 

does for  us is not al1 that radically new. A number of 

critics for a long tirne have maintained that the 

responsibility of historical fiction is not so much to 

get the facts straight as it is to convey the sense of an 

epoch or era. Irving Howe is representative of this 

group: "That a novel includes an accurate report of an 

historical event is not necessarily a point in its 

favour. What would be a point in its favour is the 

presence of that quality which we loosely cal1 Itrue to 

life16B (99). Howe would find little opposition to such a 

claim in the current acadernic and cultural milieu. 

Implicit within his assertion, however, is an undefined 

(but obviously assumed) subscription to the possibility 

of an "accuratem report of a given historical event. What 

al1 four novels examined here repeatedLy undermine is 

this certainty traditionally attributed to historical 

knowledge. FindleyBs Quim and Freyberg illustrate 

poignantly the contradictions and complexities of 

ascertaining historical accuracy. "Accurate according to 

whom?" would be the question posed by Eràrichls Nanapush, 

mindful as he is of the power of the white man's paper 

documents. Swift's Crick would remind us that history is 

"just a yarn," while Doctorowcs namator playfully 
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illustrates the contradictions between different versions 

of a given historical epoch: There were no Negroes .... 
Apparently there were Negroes/ 

Echoing Howels sentiment, Avrom Fleishman defines 

the historical novel as one which conveys "the feeling of 

how it was to live in another age2 But he also cites 

criteria such as "the presence of a realistic backgroundn 

and "the presence of a specific link to historyw (3-4). 

Once again, such criteria beg the question of just  what 

it is, exactly, which constitutes Itrealityn and 

I1history." The genre of the historical novel, according 

to this model, muet take for granted the legitimacy of an 

unquestioned "official historytl so that it might 

adequately represent that h is tory .  But, as Martha Tuck 

Rozett observes, what contemporary historical fictions 

almost al1 share is a "resistance to old certainties 

about what happened and why; a recognition of the 

subjectivity, the uncertainty, the multiplicity of truths 

inherent in any account of past events; and a 

disjunctive, self-conscious narrative, frequently 

produced by eccentric and/or multiple narrating voicesm 

(146) . 
The genre of the historical novel now finds itself 

characterized by a perplexing paradox. On the one hand, 

it exerts a demonstrable resistance to conventional modes 

of historical discourse (shared by a number of historians 



as well). Yet, on the other hand, as Huyssents remarks 

illustrate, there exists in this ever-bwgeoning genre a 

resistance to the overabundance of information, of "media 

saturationrm of "the attack of the present on the rest of 

time," manifested by a profound desire to return to 

history, to memory, as a stabilizing counterforce. 

Swift's narrator exemplifies the confusion such a paradox 

imparts as his nostalgie longing for ordering his past 

conflicts with his professional scepticism of historical 

continuity. Among his rhetorical tics is an insistence 

that he tell his stories in the proper order--"let me 

begin at the begimingW--and yet he is equally certain 

that history does not go in a straight line, but goes "in 

circles. tr 

Fleishman, writing in 1971, was well aware of the 

growing mistrust of conventional historical discourse 

among contemporary writers. He observed that, I1with the 

passing of the sense not only of progress but even of 

comprehensible relationships among historical events," 

the future of the historical novel held only two possible 

alternatives: it would either have to "join the 

experimental movement of the modern novel or retire from 

the province of serious literaturew ( 2 5 5 ) .  Three decades 

later, Fleishman's forecast seems a little too extrerne in 

its bipolar divisiveness. To be fair, one could say that 

contemporary historical fiction has done a little of 
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both. It certainly has enlisted a number of experimental 

strategies in the service of a reconceptualization of the 

process of writing history. A number of writers have also 

indulged in a playful attitude in their reconstruction of 

a given time or place. And yet, at the same time, it 

cannot be said that historiographic metafiction has 

withdrawn from the domain of "serious literature.I1 If a 

work such as Famous Last Words can be described as a 

novel which is not serious literature, then the question 

could reasonably be asked, where can one find a serious 

contemporary novel? Ail four novels examined in this 

dissertation, in fact, adàress moral and political issues 

which unequivocally belong in the category of serious 

literature--even as their (occasionally) playful attitude 

towards history manifests itself f r o m  time to time. The 

genre of historiographic metafiction has emerged in a 

multifaceted body of literature among whose primary 

characteristics are paradox and contradiction. Sometimes 

playful, sometimes serious, sometimes intensely 

political, and more than occasionally laden with moral 

concern, this particular genre, over the last three 

decades or so, has manifested with decisive frequency the 

major preoccupations of Our time and of times past. 

Rather than joining the ranks of experimental literature, 

it has, instead, selectively incorporated experimental 

strategies in order to draw attention to a shifting 



concept: that of history, itself. If, as Huyssen 

suggests, the contemporary obsession with memory is a 

reaction to the attack of the present on the rest of 

time, it is certainly not an obsession characterized by 

naive nostalgia. If, caught up in a whirlwind of 

information systems and various forms of media, citizens 

of the Western world find refuge and solace in novelistic 

historical narratives, it is with a concomitant awareness 

of the constructed nature of not just fictional 

narratives, but of al1 narratives. 

The question this study has tried to answer, 

however, concerns the extent to which this very 

constructedness diminishes, obscures, or otherwise 

precludes altogether the claim these fictions might make 

for possessing a mimetic function. In A Poetics of 

Postmodernism, Linda Hutcheon defines historiographic 

metafiction as a body of work which "does not mirror 

reality; nor does it reproduce it. It cannot. There is no 

pretense of simplistic mimesis in historiographic 

metafiction. Instead, fiction is offered as another of 

the discourses by which we construct our versions of 

realityI1 (40) . Indeed, these fictions do not "mirror 

realityN or lay claim to a msimplistic mimesis." Yet, as 

Hutcheon also points out, this kind of fiction does make 

"a claim to some kind of (newly problematized) historical 

reference. It does not so much deny as contest the 
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ltruthst of reality and fiction-the human constructs by 

w h i c h  w e  manage ta live in our worldv (40). Historical 

reality, in other words, is not simply "out there. What 

w e  know as history cames to us in the same form as pure 

fictions (if there is such a thing) do, and a 

considerable amount of inventiveness is required in both 

forms of discourse. 

Hayden White, in his recent work, Fiqural Realisrn: 

Studies in the Mimesis Effect, tries to establish the 

Itmutual implicati~eness~~ of historical and literary 

writing. Vach in its own way, It he argues, "is an example 

of a distinctly Western practice, not so much of 

representation as of presentation, w h i c h  is to Say, of 

production rather than of reproduction or rnirnesi~~~ (ix) . 
Yet White, like Hutcheon, still locates in fictional 

discourse a woxld-referential fwction. In the opening 

paragraph of his preface, he wastes little time in 

stating his primary objective, which is Itto show how 

figurative laquage can be said to refer to reality quite 

as faithfully and much more effectively than any 

putatively literalist idiom or mode of discourse might 

don (vii). 

What seems to be at issue, then, is the precise way 

in which one defines the term "mirnetic." From the outset 

of this study, f have invoked the Aristotelian view on 

the matter, which unequivocally defines mimesis in terms 
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which allow for a broad range of interpretive strategies 

on the part of the author in his or her quest to 

represent reality. Hutcheon, in Narcissistic Narrative, 

takes note of the rigidity with which proponents of 

traditional realism have invoked classical mimetic 

theory. Tven Aristotelian mimetic theory,' she points 

out, tL.allowed room for the imitation of creative 

processm - -narration, or diegesis (40) . However, [w] hat 

classical exponents of 'traditional realismt ignored, 

when they turned to classical mimetic theory for support, 

was that the instinct to imitate is complimented, in the 

Poetics, by an equally strong impulse toward orderifig ((7: 

2 and 4) (41) . 
Jerry Varsava also invokes Aristotelian mimetic 

theory, arguing that Aristotle ascribes to it *a general 

quality that is often denied it in subsequent 

criticism .... He very clearly assigns to the poet the 
responsibility--indeed, the right and privilege-to 

determine the manner of mimesisu (2) . Paul Ricoeur, 
Varsava argues, '5s correct in seeing a conflation of 

mimesis and poiesis in Aristotelian aestheticsw ( 3 )  and 

quotes Ricoeur as claiming: 

On the one hand, it [Aristotler8 concept of mimesis] 

expresses a world of human actions which is already 

there; tragedy is destined to express human reality, 



to express the tragedy of life. But on the other 

hand, mimesis does not mean the duplication of 

reality; mimesis is not a copy: mimesis is poiesis, 

that is, construction, creation. (Henneneutics and 

the Human Sciences 179-80) . (Varsava 3 )  

Hutcheon, Varsava, and Ricoeur al1 seem to agree that we 

should move away from a simplistic view of mimesis based 

on naive reflectionism and an implicit subscription to an 

essentially static view of history. Such a perspective, 

as Varsava warns, leads to the view that the novelist can 

effectively Vreeze reality between the covers of his or 

her text. The reader of Balzac need not long for time- 

travel in order to experience Restoration France; the 

price of one's admission into Rastignacls world is not so 

inflated-one need only buy Pere GoriotD (5). 

At some point in the history of criticism, 

Aristotelian mimetic theory was rendered mch narrower in 

scope than perhaps originally intended. Mimesis, as 

Hutcheon points out, became a matter of "the relation of 

subject matter to empirical reality and truthn 

(Narcissistic Narrative 41). Diegesis, the narrative 

process, was excluded f m  the concept by the adweates 

of traditional realism. Contemporary metafiction, in many 

respects, is not so radically different from its 



progenitors.' The challenge for contemporary criticism, as 

Hutcheon views the matter, is to reinsert the diegetic 

process within our understanding of what constitutes 

mirnesis. "It is not that the emphasis has shifted BEpm 

mimesis to the creating imagination, but rather that the 

critical terms in which we discuss that which is imitated 

in fiction must be opened again to make room for the new 

novels being written and readu (41) . 
Perhaps no one has done more work in the service of 

such a goal than Hayden White over the last few decades. 

White's recent work reiterates sorne of the claims he has 

been making for some time, but in a more accessible 

fashion than ever before. His scholarly competence in a 

number of disciplines lends his arguments a compelling 

cogency, and helps to illuminate with uncornmon clarity 

the relationship between language and narrative which 

underlies his own views on mimesis. White's primary focus 

has, for a long tirne, been on ntropologyn which, he 

explains, Iris a more or less systematized cluster of 

notions about figurative language deriving from 

neoclassical rhetorics."' What it offers is a "perspective 

'one need only think of the reflexivity found in a 
work like Sterne's Tristram Shandv to see that 
metafiction is by no means a recent invention. 

The four general types of trope identified by 
neoclassical rhetorical theory are metaphor, metonymy, 
synecdoche, and irony (Wite 11). 



on language from which to analyze the elements, levels, 

and combinatorial procedures of nonformalized, and 

eepecially pragmatic, discoursesN (10) , among which, he 

argues, historiography can be said to belong. Since the 

rules of discourse formation are not fixed in the human 

sciences, White points out, Ilefforts to construct a logic 

or even a grammar of narrative have failedB1 (10)- 

Consequently, White maintains, we are left with no other 

recourse than to employ tropological analyses where 

historiography is concernede6 

The implications which folhw from al1 this are 

singularly relevant to the primary focus of this study. 

First, a general principle, perhaps a guiding principle 
underlying any serious discussion of the mimetic 

character of historiographic metafiction presents itself, 

as White puts it, in the following daim: [O] ur 

experience of history is indissociable from our discourse 

about it; this discourse must be written before it can be 

digested as history; înd this experience, therefore, can 

be as various as the different kinds of discourse met 

'White further explains: "Indeed, it is only by 
troping, rather than by logical deduction, that any given 
set of the kinds of past event we would wish to cal1 
historical can be (first) rearesented as having the order 
of a chronicle; 
story with ident 
phases; and (thi 

(second) traÏ~sf ormed by emplotient 
ifiable beqiruiing, middle, and end 
rd) constituted as the subject of 

into 

whatever formal arguments may be adduced to establish 
their 'meaningr--cognitive, ethical, aesthetic, as the 
case may ben ( 8 ) .  



with in the history of writing itselfn (1). It is 

therefore no hyperbolic stretch to conclude that the 

"constitution of a chronicle as a set of events is an 

operation more poetic than scientific in nature. The 

events may be given, but t h e i r  function as elements of a 

story are imposed upon them--by discursive techniques 

more tropological than logical in naturen (9, rcty 

italics) . 
What this means is that the conventional distinction 

between fact and fiction must be reconceptualized. "If 

there  is no such thing as r a w  facts but only events under 

different descriptions,It reasons White, "then factuality 

becomes a matter of the descriptive protocols used to 

transform events into factsIt (18). What this does, in 

effect, is place figurative descriptions and literalist 

descriptions of a given event on the same continuum. One 

is no less nfactuallt than the other, they are merely 

l~factological,n as White puts it, "in a different wayw 

(18) 

White, underneath the extensive array of 

disciplinary terminology, is conveying a straightforward 

message. The great events of history are rendered 

comprehensible to us through a variety of discursive 

forms: both historiography and literature are two of 

these. The former, however, has no greater masn on 

reality than the latter because, while the  r a w  event must 



be granted an ontological status, the "factsn consist of 

a linguistic structure, construed in one way or another 

according to a given set of rules. hrents happen, but it 

is only through the tropological modalities of metaphor, 

metonymy, synecdoche, and irony that events are shaped 

into a discourse through which alone they corne to have 

meaning for a given subject. 

From the rich history of literature, an almost 

infinite resource of examples may be enlisted to 

illustrate White's point. "Ask for me tomorrow, and you 

shall find me a grave manrtr utters Mercutio, narrating, 

with an obvious ironic sensibility, his own demise. In 

the midst of tragedy, a comic remark radically changes 

Our perspective on the event. One can only contemplate 

with horror the prospect of a history of the Holocaust 

presented i n  a similar tropological fashion. The choice 

of tropes fundamentally affects the meaning of any 

narrativized history. Ço it is with al1 historical and 

fictional narration. 

Other tropological elements play an equally 

important role in both fictional and historical 

narrative. For example, whether events are depicted as 

parts of a whole or as isolated occurrences profoundly 

affects their consequent meaning as historical events. 

Swift, in Waterland, plays with this concept in a number 

of ways, challenging, or, at least, bringing to our 



conscious awareness, the conventions by which we 

habitually employ the trope of synecdoche. Doctorow, 

perhaps even more subtly, achieves a similar feat by 

including within "the wholebt parts which do not seem 

to belong, while at the same time inserting parts which 

either may or may not belong, instilling in the reader an 

awareness of the possible inclusion of fictional content 

in any ostensibly llstrictly historical"arration. In 

Findleyts narrative, a similar process is at work, but, 

as in Erdrichrs novel, a much more pronounced political 

implication makes its way to the forefront, inextricably 

intertwined with the discourse on history. The 

overarching feature al1 four novels possess is a 

pervasive sense of how various tropes shape our 

understanding of the past. 

In returning to Huyssen's observations, it might 

just be possible to locate, however imprecisely, the 

direction in which the contemporary historical novel is 

heading. Despite recent eulogies from a variety of 

quarters, the serious novel is not dead, or even in poor 

health. Much less is the historical novel in grave danger 

of any sort. As the borders between life and art, history 

and fiction, collapse, and as the very ground beneath our 

feet loses the stability it appeared to have in an 

earlier age, opportunities have emerged for the 

historical novel to redefine its role within a culture 



besieged by increasingly invasive (and pervasive) 

information technologies. The contemporary historical 

novel may well become one of the few moorings in a 

tempest of unknown magnitude. 

Yet, if the current obsession with memory is indeed 

"a defense against the attack of the present on the rest 

of tirne," it is also a defense characterised by a 

concomitant awareness of its own strategies of rebellion. 

The deliberate obfuscation of distinctions between 

fiction and reality is blatantly paraded in shameless 

fashion before the reader. Historiographic metafiction, 

as Hutcheon points out, flaunts its own paradoxes: "The 

interaction of the historiographie and the metafictional 

fcregrounds the rejection of the claims of both 

'authentic' representation and 'inauthentic' copy alike, 

and the very meaning of artistic originality is as 

forcefully challenged as is the transparency of 

historical referentiality" (Poetics 110). In its 

challenging of conventional distinctions, 

historiographical metafiction opens up the domain of "the 

real' in such a way that readers perceive both the 

importance of the past and also the ways in which it is 

constructed. Such a process is nothing if not empowering. 

If, as Huyssen argues, fiction can give us a hold on the 

world, it can continue to do so with abundant vigor as 

readers are show, time and again, that we construct our 
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histories-our sense of ourselves-in the same way that 

we construct our fictions. 

In the embryonic dam of a new millennium, it is by 

no means easy to characterize the prevailing sentiment 

concerning the direction in which our "serious 

literatureIR (among which the contemporary historical 

novel, 1 would argue, still belongs) is leading us. At 

the very least, it can be said that pessimism and despair 

are somewhat less in Cavour after a non-eventful January 

first, 2000. As the overinflated fears of apocalyptic 

doom have dissipated in an al1 too flaccid anticlimax, 

attention has returned to charting the course of generic 

trends which have had little interest in paying tribute 

to such a numerical contingency. Most fiction writers 

over the past thirty years have gambled on the 

probability that the end of the world is still som time 

away, and those concerned with history have focussed 

instead on a number of other issues: the problem of 

representation, the role of fictive invention in 

historical narrative, and the influence of hegemonic 

forces on the historical record, to name but a few. Most 

of these issues have been at the forefront of debates for 

decades, and what can now be said about them may well 

ring true, but perhaps, on occasion, will also bear with 

it a stale air--the prosaic effluvium of the already 

said. Still, even ostensible redundancies serve a purpose 
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in underscoring the possibilities inherent within the 

genre of the contemporary historical novel. Against 

relentless vilification by traditional historiographers 

and proponents of a narrowly defined literary realism, 

such repetition constitutes welcome support for an oft 

beleaguered and unduly maligned genre--a genre, it is no 

great stretch to daim, which contains within it the 

hopes of Western civilization. 

As attention now turns to the road ahead, and as the 

fractured façade of millemial endtime--effete, but not 

forgotten--is sheepishly swept under the cultural carpet, 

two processes seem ta dominate the present course and 

probable future of "the pastn in contemporary historical 

fiction. First, along with an increasing awareness of the 

constructed nature of al1 narratives has corne the 

liberation (and dismantling) of entrenched historical 

records from the grasp of oppressive cultural forces, 

manifested (one would hope) in the dissolution of the 

hegemonic hold such forces have perpetuated in the name 

of vprogress,'t "democra~y,~ and "freedom* (to name but a 

few of colonialismls nefarious euphemisms for the 

wholesale obliteration of native cultures al1 over the 

globe). There seems to be no shortage of oppressed 

peoples and subcultures emezging to reclaim their own 

versions--their own constructions--of their past. The 

relative success of these historical (and political) 
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initiatives may be a question for debate, but it cannot 

be denied that as a direct consequence of the Western 

worldls shifting sense of historical consciousness a 

political reconfiguration of some magnitude is indeed 

underway. That this process will continue seems certain, 

and with it, in al1 probability, will also come the 

complete dissolution of a sense that a single, univocal 

Itofficialt1 historical record is possible at all. At the 

very least, there will certainly be a number of competing 

"officialu versions. 

Second, the increasing emphasis on the imaginative 

faculty as it contributes (and, in part, constitutes) 

historical consciousness opens up regions of infinite 

expanse for the representation--the presentation--of 

historical reality. What the historical fiction of the 

last few decades has illustrated is the power--personal, 

cultural, and political-of the imagination to shape the 

world in which one lives. Fiction, far from the status 

Plato once accorded it (as twice-removed'from the real) , 

has now come into its own as a reality as "realn as any 

other. The richness and multiplicity of the Western 

worldls understanding of historical reality will, in the 

future (if it is not already widely believed to be the 

case today), be limited only to the fictive 

constructions, the tropological modalities, through which 

we make meaning out of that inexorably enigmatic mystery 



known as human existence. 

As White exclaims with some finality, f1 [a] failure 

of historical consciousness occurs when one forgets that 

history, in the sense of both events and accounts of 

events, does not just  happen but is madeu (13). Through 

both their content and their form, the four novels 

treated in this study have al1 attested to the veracity 

of White's claim. If the writing of history is more 

poetic than scientific in nature, these novels have born 

witness to the multiplicity of forms in which a given 

historical event is rendered meaningful by (and for) a 

variety of human subjects. 

For a select number of culture-specific purposes, 

many of the citizens and institutions inhabiting the 

Western world will continue striving to separate fact 

from fiction. But in the minds of a growing number of 

historiographers , literary critics , writers, and readers , 

the distinction has given way to an appreciation of the 

fundamental role imagination playe in our understanding 

of history. Few serious-minded thinkers will question the 

ontological status of the great historical events of our 

epoch. But even fewer will be able to defend credibly a 

position which denies imagination its vital role in 

endowing the Western world with a sense of where it has 

corne from, and where it might be going. 
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