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Certainly in such works there is a radical turning away from ‘“realism,” from the
“manners and morals”that Lionel Trilling called the proper subject for fiction, toward
fantasy, absurdity, and far-out invention. Many of these writers—especially American writers
of the last two decades—are responding to their sense of cultural break-up, and to a sense
that the old fictional conventions are inadequate for expressing it. Writers like Barthelme
are especially sensitive to what they feel to be the corruption of language by the mass
media, government, and advertising; to that world of Doublespeak where peace is war, the
lie merely something “inoperative,”’aggression against the enemy a ‘‘protective reaction
strike,”and  official illegalities merely “inappropriate.”To such writers the modern
“wasteland”is a waste of words, a flood of dreck in Barthelme’s terms, and they have sought
their artistic integrity partly through opposing that flood: by eliminating plot, fracturing
syntax, and in every way imaginable and unimaginable defying the lexical and fictional
patterns that were conventional in earlier decades... .

cmlin oz Kily 5 fio¥ T iy (OBt 5 QT 51018 " 51 o llands ot )
6)\.:...4.(‘)..133JL;A Ji:idél-gﬁ';‘ C)S\:."J) ) ‘J\:> 6}“‘*’.34";@ A.L.abk;&. c.li\bd Olls LS\J‘!
= . . - P 1
9 Cenlodd JWJ &.Aj& _U\n:;ual....>| ‘):’.‘ ws &L{i}ﬂ‘ QK.L....:U; u’)“‘"‘ ‘u\fx...g_,s ui‘)‘
) b 59 OUT 81y OLAglals o 30T Lo g sl 500 (o9 Oty 88 (slasla 13
Lol blws 1 OT 5 asha s 0L alud 5955 4ol 4 G ol )4 Oy S g M 3L s
M5, Sty e’ Olgar T by 53 06T lizs Julir Sl cdids o Caond Dlis 5 s ¢ gmar
J')\.,.J¢;~»|";}»j:.'o"‘_f‘lﬁ’uﬂi)Juc..»lK;.-ﬁ;:quud'lﬁJJL@,.‘M:KQL:.J.L;.L:‘_;.;{\,
U.Z.U 4."...1\.:\.- L;L;P \.@.J C,JJ: u‘-“):’““‘ Q)SG o Jlas! 3 A).ZUJ ) “u;v\é.s r}\.@.’-" &4—5.\ Y
" " . 7 . .o ¢
(o i b 3D Jolo g IS e o s ol g s e O i 5 ) S 5103 8
B " P
S IS 4 O 53 o Vb ablin 3y b 51 s B 08 5l 5 sl ol 510k (5 e
BB 5 5 gt BB i g g sleml s s 4518 P8 Olaals b B 3 bl LlosT
i) €3l 3 g0ty a3 sl ool (8 5L S 3 peat
O B 4 pad s Oy i ) 6 W (S e 5 OT ot i b 2l 5 | oo =



g
e
-
e
-
&
g
2
=
-
=
=)
=
=
-

\,."-)Zﬁbalrh YA

v, S o toward g from $Lsl O3 > 5o turn away fes buylys .08 o 5 ales oyl ;2 toward $LS
0 ST Jlo sl Ol alas G B 3y Jb S Sy LSS 0 b S g0 g
i 23 S Do o Gl it S o eabined dlesr 35 B > b 5o Sl s oy Ol s
A8 b IS b 4 "ol radilcal

Sl ) Ol i b b el gy Foling) eyt il abasr ol Jugin Ol kS 40 53 )oY
oo 31 lins £ gt Ol i s 4 il ol 5 5 252 B a5 4 Sl 5 (S g (e
B 4 (e b s o ) s il o 5 4 il glinn s o et g 0 B
oy K Bl g oty Dgnie a3 3 4T o dpnis 1 B b el 3 6 2l ) i a5
ot o OT (55 oo 45 el (5 gmn Oy 3 T 0 o (Sl 5 Jod o) o bl ity O )le
et 015 ood 3 el 402395 00 a1 oW 2 65 pk Y5k am St b Jelb L Jeb s
280 GYgb s Jab g I

S (Al [ )b 53 A3 by Ll ) Cemle Sl especially 43 L ys -
3‘*:'-{‘—«’.)7 Shilleos | O jle cad 5l 08 ol S eslizal L a2l Blg o OF dalas il 1, Dot
s~ they are especially sensitive & ,Ls o (L) ) day & o ! P33 Ut ol Lo yasa”
gl byl @ o Gl Lo b e 33 o tom i 3 SV edsl a5 4 a5 b lats
i ik 1, 0T 5 sl 0l ol a5t oS a0 i ol Oy 500ty 3 1358 g0 S
ocl.;u\);«fu,fjbyl.uu\.@,u\ow‘www)uu:u»wu@,@p‘&»
e OT Bl o, 0T a s gmsns 1) sl g ) gead ol lowtslo "y ™ BLSV 3 > el Ko s
B3 g el Jab Sl (sl 9 205 Jis lalas O | aloor 33 o 15 aal gt 2l dlesr s
28 ealizad 00> 0L (2815 b 1 @SS ,L8S

) sl 53 a8 o (sl cod o, L81 0T & ia s Tow gl S0 « Doublespeak 5 5 yuais
0 68 s el Syls 0T 5 3 gy (ol 05 s 2K ol Shszn 31 b 51 o i
oslizal (gl 4 Ol lbazalin .t 5 8 05 S Ol 6l 8|,J>wﬁ,.;&..,¢,7:qiﬁwomow
colan gt SIS ey | g dolin b 35 0 ) 4 e OS5 5 SLalSOL 8 5 el SLST)
o3 Jal 5} e 4853 S B3 05T Ol L 05,6 il 5o OT ims gl 0,5515 5 S Olgsy
' iz, OET L bl &
o2l 3 odd ka5 " Jolony (a4 e )8 52 4S5 0 Dl b 535 s el 4o Uit wasteland -8
o 4 ez o WaSEE Sog el Sl e et ob o 1L Cloalidll Wl o 5
A s Jeele”

But it would be a mistake to suppose that these writers have abandoned values. To say
that they have atomized the conventional short story is not to say that they have made
nihilism or pointlessness or craziness their new creed. They are, it is true, deeply aware of
what T.S.Eliot has called “the immense panorama of futility and anarchy which is
contemporary history,”and. ironically, their reaction has been largely apolitical and personal
rather than polemical and engaged. Yet they are making their positive comment, though
making it in surprising, and sometimes shocking, new ways.
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Barthelme’s“At the End of the Mechanical Age,” for example, shows a couple who
come together without courtship and part without pain, as emotionless, even in their
“clinging and clutching,” as a computer. They are the robots of a mechanical age, and their
joining is that of socket and plug. Yet we laugh, as Henri Bergson said we should, at this
sight of the mechanical being encrusted on the living — and that laughter is the assertion of
a protest and a counter-value. In “The Shore,” Alain Robbe-Grillet gives us a story from
which he has removed any human observer, a fitting device for depicting a depersonalized
culture. And John Barth’s “Petition” shows human beings in a state of groutesque
humiliation, yet Barth tells his story in language that we can’t help but laugh at.
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In all these tales there is the implicit wish that things were not this way.“l want to go to
some other country...I want to go somewhere where everything is different,” says a character
in one of Barthelme’s early stories, and that unspoken desire almost defines these modernist
writers, and perhaps tells us why they have gone in for fantasy.

These experimental writers deserve our careful attention, whether or not they express
experinces the reader can easily share. For the form of fiction as well as the content, the
technique as well as the subject matter, are vital indicators of what is happening to us— and
vital purveyors of value. In his anthology Anti-Story, Philip Stevick has rightfully classified
these antitraditional tendencies as a series of negations:

3 Ol g et S 6500 (03 PSS ol i 013G Oly (093, Ly o 2an 5
alica sraad Spa gl 4 psls Cngs s p B3 65254 pls Camgs” iy S bk slglands
o )5 Ol ST s 8y e S5 08at g ) s a3 o508 25T cal a2k
Ll o LLES Sl pils
PETCERPENTIRR RS PP TS RN PR P AL PR PSR SUECH SR



g
e
-
e
-
&
g
2
=
-
=
=)
=
=
-

rq-):.llaalja.l A

4,;\,-\‘,_)‘Ju)\;@,,.,:@;muf\wou;C,,;,,,ogox;)g,ou;d\fﬂ,QJyoUTJL{
.L.avup;,sf,L?,;J,;,,l_r;g..ufdc,i&,wTLq,:,-JlL,‘s\,oLﬁfu,;,,,ufﬂ
tolen S sdtyamns 6415 5 S 1 e Oy g 4y o 0 ]y Fee s ST ) Ol

“Against Mimesis” or dismissal of the traditional goal of imitating ‘“real life.”

“Against Reality” or the indulgence in fantasy and dreams.

“Against Event” or a tendency in the direction of plotless stories.

“Against Subject” or fiction in search of something to say.

“Against the Middle Range of Experience” or new forms of extremity.

“Against Analysis” or the objective depiction of the phenomenal world.(See Robbe
Grillet’s  “The Shore.”)

“Against Meaning” or forms of the absurd. (See Cortazar’s “Axolot” or Landolfi’s
“Gogol’s Wife.”)

“Against Scale” or the minimal story, the epigram. (consider the entire “minimal” story that
follows; it is “Taboo” by Enrique Anderson Imbert:)

His guardian angle whispered to Fabidn, behind his shoulder:
“Careful, Fabian! It is decreed that you will die the minute you pronounce the
word doyen.”
“Doyen?” asks Fabidn, intrigued.
And he dies.
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Negation— even perverse negation— is a sign that the moral sense is not dead. It is too
early to say whether these experimental stories are classics or these trends permanent. It is
enough to say that they represent something undeniably present in our culture: a sense of
despair, break—up, horror, absurdity, violence, and often as well a saving humor. But not all
contemporary writers are working with these "against” techniques, for the good reason that
they do not all share this kind of vision. Traditional techniques and traditional attitudes
toward the human condition seem to go hand in hand. The contemporaries using more
traditional techniques— Welty, Malamud, Cheever, O’Connor, Updike — seem less
concerned with the forces breaking up our cuiture than with the forces holding it together.
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Flannery O’Connor wrote:"People without hope not only don’t write novels, but what is
more to the point, they don’t read them."The act of writing is in itself a kind of act of faith.
The search for redemption, if we look deeply and tolerantly enough, can be found in all the
stories in this book.
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