
l-iad Barthalm a's work as an a llegory of theories o£ dialogue (Chapter 

One), of th e o ries  of the  sub ject (Chapter Two), of theo ries  o f  space and 

language (Chapter Three), o f the  fragment and the commodity (Chapter 

F our), and, f in a l ly  of theories o f a llegory i t s e l f .

But, as Jonathan C uller argues, i f  the  te x t a lleg o i(c a lly  a n tic ip a te s  i t s  

own in te rp re ta t io n , c rit ic ism , fa r  from mastering the  te x t ,  gets caught 

ttp in  an ongoing tautology:

De Man's adage th a t l i t e r a r y  language p refigures i t s  own mis­
understandings is  in  p a rt a  claim th a t te x ts  demonstrate 
a lle g o r ic a l ly  the  inadequacy o f  possib le  in te rp re ta t iv e  moves
- the moves th a t th e ir  readers H ill  make.961

I f  a llegory  is  a supplement, as Owens has s ta te d , i t  is  a p o s tsc r ip t '.hat 

finds i t s e l f  inscribed  inside  the  te x t to  which i t  was apparently  added 

(A 1 69). The te x t exceeds i t s  own supplement. Culler:

Any reading involves p resuppositions, and the  te x t i t s e l f  . . .  
w ill provide images and arguments to  subvert those 
p resuppositions. The te x t w ill  carry signs of th a t d ifference  
from i t s e l f  which makes exp lica tion  in term inable.861

C u ller  is  not the  only one who fea rs th a t commentary can go on forever; 

th e  same apprehension motivates Q u llligan 's need to  keep n a rra tiv e  a l le ­

gory and a lleg o re s is apart. Yet no m atter how long commentary goes on, 

i t  w il l  never catch up w ith the  te x t,  not because the  l a t te r  possesses 

some inexhaustible mystery, but because the  te x t so accommodatingly en­

ac ts  any common- we might make on i t .  Texts are  double, lik e  a llegory - 

d if f e re n t from themselves, o ther a t th e ir  core, by v ir tu e  o f the  in te r ­

p re ta tio n  inside  and outside them. That is  the reason why Barthelme's 

te x ts  so o ften  read as parodies of a p a rticu la r  c r i t ic a l  paradigm: the



te x t always exceeds (outdoes) I t s  cosmentary. Simply, a llego ry  is  the 

ru in  of theory.

W alter Benjamin must be the w riter  who has speculated most p o e tic a lly  on 

a llego ry , 'nd when he a r tic u la te s  a theory of a llego ry , i t  i s  a lso  a 

m editation on ru in s . The symbol, w rites Benjamin, " ca tego rica lly  in s i s ts  

on th e  in d iv is ib le  un ity  o f form and content" (OQTD 160); while a llegory , 

on the  o the r hand, fra c tu re s  such neat un ity , fo r i t s  signs are  always 

a rb it ra ry  (In a llegory  anything "can m-an absolute ly anything e lse" , OQTD 

175), and fragmentary ("in  the f ie ld  of A llegorica l in tu i tio n  th e  image 

i s  a fragment, a rune", GGTQ 176). A llegorical ob jects a re  "incomplete 

and im perfect" (OGTD 186). Strange objects r  fared with fur? frag trishes?  

Famously, Benjamin declares: "Allegories are , in  the  realm of thoughts,

what ru ins are  in  the  realm of th ings" (OSTD 172). Things and thoughts, 

ideo log ies and signs a te  a l l  pulverised  by a llegory . Should we be sur­

p rise d  th a t Barthelm e's work tends towards decomposition and verbal de­

ft r£sum^ o f  what Benjamin sees as c h a ra c te r is t ic a lly  a lleg o r ic a l reads 

lik e  a r o l l - c a l l  of Barthelme's concerns and techniques. (In  the  f i r s t  

p a rt o f  "The A llegorica l Impulse" Craig Ouans roads postmodernism through 

Benjamin's work on a llegory A 1 , I am Indebted to  h is  discussion of 

bo th .)  What makes the  theory of a llegory hold so well fo r the  whole of 

Barthelm e's w ritin g , paradoxically , is  th a t i t  is  a theory o f  fragmenta­

tio n : both "about" fragmentation and fragmented in i t s e l f .  Benjamin, for 

example, never completed the  work on Baudelaire which was to  have con­

summated h is study of a lleg o ry ,1,3 At the  end of The Origin o f  German 

Tragic Prams he wrote th a t the  " s p i r i t  o f allegory" conceives "from the 

ou tse t as a ru in , a fragment11 (OGTD 235).



Allegory is  f i r s t  and foremost about signs, Z elclienallegorle (sign- 

a llegory) (OPTS 163). And i t  is  language, above a l l  other s ign  systems, 

th a t  concerns a llego ry , language "heavy w ith m ateria l disp lay" (OGTD 

200), A llegory accords w riting  p r io r i ty  over speech (OGTD 175, 206); i t  

is  e sse n t ia lly  graphematic. Moreover, i t  tends to  decompose w riting  into 

congeriesi "language is  broken up so as to  acquire a changed and in te n ­

s if ie d  meaning in  i t s  fragments" (OGTD 208). L e t te rs , anagrams, iso la ted  

phrases, "the pa ttern  o f the words on the  page" (OGTD 215) assume an im­

portance th a t far  outweighs th e ir  s ign ificance  in  ordinary communication. 

< ^ e lite 's  w riting  exemplifies both th is  ub iqu ity  of the  w ritten  word

and th is  fasc ina tion  with i t s  m ateria l charac ter. The Dead Father can 

be reduced to  a sing le  emblem: the mirror w ith the sing le  word

"m urderinglne. inscribed in  a fine  th in  cursive" <.DF 46); h is  other te x ts  

sometimes d is in teg ra te  in to  d if fe re n t typefaces ("Brain Damage", CL, for 

example), o r in to  typographically marked segments ("The Genius", S and 

"Views of My Father Weeping", CL are  punctuated by bold black dots; "The 

Temptation of St. Anthony", S by bold lin e s , fo r example). What about 

the  typew ritten typeface of "That Cosmopolitan G irl"  (GP), w ith i t s  

grapnematic Joke" " I f  you didn1t  spend a l l  your time . . .  I ta l ic i s in g  every 

th ird  word in  your sentences . . . "  (GP 16). Punctuation marks can be used 

ico n ica lly :

I make fireworks fo r you:
*1*1 )*! !*( 1*1* and * *  ( A 171).

Or they can in sp ire  reverie:

The a s te r isk  (from the  Greek asteriskos or small s ta r )  presents 
i t s e l f  in  c la s s ic a l mythology as the sign which Hera, enraged 
by yet another o f Zeus's manifold in f id e l i t i e s ,  placed on the



god's brow while ho s le p t, to  remind him when he gazed in  the 
m irror in  the morning th a t he should be somewhere e lse  (GP 13),

(The la s t  obviously incorporates qu ite  a few a lleg o r ic a l t r a i t s ,  from 

mock-etymology to  mythological g lo ssing .)  The typographical look of a 

Barthelme te x t is  very o ften  a su f fic ie n t b asis  fo r specu la tion  about i t s  

fragmentary character: i t s  b rev ity , i t s  e l l ip s e s ,  i t s  blanks, i t s  in te r ­

rup tions, a l l  immediately v is ib le  ra the r than Ju s t le g ib le , Q uilligan, 

too , claims th a t a llegory forces i t s  reader to  look a t words and le t te rs  

ra th e r  than Ju s t read them (LA 67-68).

Allegory makes le t te r s  emblematic, but i t  a lso  tu rns p ic tu res  in to  te x ts . 

Benjamin observes th a t in  "(the  context o f a llegory] . . .  every image is  

only a form of w ritin g , . . .  the image is  only a signature  . . . "  (OGTD 214). 

Peter S c a tte rp a tte r 's  Manual is  in te rspersed  w ith indecipherable l i t t l e  

woodcuts th a t  look lik e  f lo r id ly  decorated c ap ita ls  but are  n o t. The 

sign ificance  of th e ir  h e ra lid ic  contortions has been e n tire ly  lo s t :  they 

seem vaguely bawdy, but they have no re a l meaning. The s lid e  from verbal 

to  v isua l i s  concisely demonstrated by the  question "Who w ill obtain 

Eugenie Grandot'a hand?" (GP 21), which is  followed by the  words "Eugenie 

G randet's hand:" end a trac ing  of an actual hand, reduced to  f i t  easily  

on the  page, an instance of v isua l lit e ra ln e s s  (GP 22). Allegory has a 

specia l a f f in i ty  fo r the  rebus, Benjamin no tes , and he c ite s  a useful 

d e fin i tio n  of the  term: "to  w rite  w ith concrete images (rebus) instead 

of le t te r s "  (OGTD 169).161

As fa r  as w riting  w ith concrete images goes, th e re  is  the  handful of 

p ic tu re  s to r ie s ' "A Nation of Wheels" (GP), "The Expedition" (GP), 

"Eugenie Grandet" (GP), "Brain Damage" (CL), "At the Tolstoy Museum"



(CL), "The F l ig h t o f Pigeons from the Palace" (5 ), as well as te x ts  in  

which p ic tu res  play a p a rt:  "The Photographs” (GP) and "That Cosmopolitan 

G ir l1' (GP), or the two black box dialogues ("The Explanation" and 

"Kier, agaard Unfair to  Sclilegel", CL). Sebusss they a re , c e r ta in ly , but 

in  a second- or even third-hand pictography. Barthelme's use o f V ictorian 

engravings lo r  whimsically dreamlike collages s trongly  re c a lls  Max 

E rn s t 's  work. One Semaine da Ponte for example,1,6 bu t E rn s t 's  sa d is tic  

dismemberment o f s im ila r engravings must have had a very d if fe re n t e ffec t 

in  i t s  tim e, when the ideo log ical system embodied in  those images s t i l l  

had some sway, E rn s t 's  sc iss io n  was an aggressive a c t against the p ic ­

tu res  and th e ir  values, and by pasting  them together in  unexpected ways, 

he allowed everything th a t had been repressed from them, in  the  f i r s t  

instance , to  seep back. Barthelme, on the  contrary, has inhe rited  th a t 

p a rtic u la r  im age-repertoire from the  S u rre a lis ts , and in  h is  hands, the 

V ic torian  iconography seems merely qua in t, a nosta lg ic  pastiche  of a once 

daring gesture.

Craig Owens s ta te s : "A llegorical imagery is  appropriated imagery; the 

a lleg o r ise  does not invent images but confisca tes them" (A 1 69). As Ju s t 

one instance of the  appropriating impulse in  postmodernist a r t ,  one could 

c i te  the  photographs of o ther works of a r t  produced by Sherrie Levine, 

who coolly  e xh ib its  a photographic reproduction (and reduction) of one 

of Egon S ch ie le 's  to rtu red  s e lf -p o r tr a i t s  under the  t i t l e  S e lf -P o r tra it  

A fter Egon Sch ie le , " "  Barthelme1' p ic tu re  te x ts  are  no d if fe re n t,

Such a recycling  of hollow Images and meaningless ob jects is  ty p ic a l of 

a llego ry . Benjamin w rites of



the  overbearing o sten ta tion , with which the banal ob ject seems 
to  a ris e  from the  depths of a llegory is  soon replaced by i t s  
d isconso la te  everyday countenance; . ■. the profound fasc ination  
of the  s ick  man (Benjamin's melancholy a lleg o r is t]  fo r the 
iso la te d  and in s ig n ifica n t is  succeedodby [the] disappointed 
abandonment o f  the exhausted emblem . . .  (  OOTB 185).

He adds: "But the  amorphous d e ta ils  which can only be understood keep 

coming up" (OSTD 185). At the  same tim e, a llegory  does not endow objects 

with a superabundance of meaning. Allegory ac tu a lly  drains things of 

th e ir  s ign ificance; i t  "betrays and devalues th ings"; i t  does "not so much 

. . .  unveil m ateria l ob jects as . . .  s t r ip  them naked" (OGTO 135), I t  is  

unnecessary to  rec ap itu la te  the  ro le  of o b jec ts , fe tish es , and commod­

i t i e s  in  Barthelmo's w riting , or in postmodernism, but th e re  is  a r e ­

markably apt fragment from Benjamin's incomplete work on Baudelaire; "The 

devaluation of ob jects in  a llegory is  surpassed in  the world of objects 

by the  commodity. The emblems retu rn  as commodities (my emphaajs).*5’ 

And, one is  tempted to  add, the commodities re tu rn  as emblems (Warhol),

Molesworth, Couturier and Durand as major commentators on the  work of 

Barthelme fee l the  necessity  to  remark on the  mysteriously melancholic 

a ffe c t th a t h is work so often describes or induces, an a ffe c t th a t cannot 

be explained as a re su l t o f what a part< 'U lar te x t rep rese n ts ., e 9 Again, 

Benjamin provides an answer; " . . .  the  only pleasure the melancholic p e r­

mits h im self, and i t  i s  a powerful one, is  allegory" (OPTS IBS), Not only 

i s  melancholy linked to  a llegory , a llego ry , in  Barthelme's case (Sad­

n e ss !) , becomes a form of melancholia,

Why? Benjamin suggests th a t allegory is  haunted by the  ephemerality of 

things and s ig n s , and tr io s  to make them endure, even though th is  see.ns



Impossible. "For an appreciation of the  transcience of t h u ^ i ,  and the 

concern to  rescue them for e te rn ity ,  i s  one o f  eha strongest Jjapu^ses of. 

a llegory" (00TB 223). Ha notes "allegory e stab lished  i t s e l f  most perma­

nently  where tran s Ito rin e as and e te rn ity  confronted each otner most 

closely" fQGTD 224). Benjamin's language may seem unduly metaphysical 

("e te rn ity 11?) fo r a phenomenon lik e  postmodernism, yet postmodernism, 

lik e  the a llegory  Benjamin describes, is  caught between denying presence 

and confirming absence.

Recently, Jean Baudrilla rd has speculated on the disappearance and reap­

pearance o f  a r t  in  a postmodern e ra : " I t  would be more exciting  for me 

to  find something beyond the vanishing po in t: a hypers lim itation which 

would be a type of disappearance beyond disappearance. . . . I f  only art. could 

accomplish th e  magic a c t of i t s  own disappearance! But i t  continues to 

make believe i t  is  disappearing when i t  is  already g o n e " .'6'  Dead, but 

s t i l l  w ith u s, a r t  i t s e l f  should vanish, ye t stubbornly remains. Or i t  

should provide permanence, but instead  i t  disappears, Postmodern a r t  is  

l ik e  Edward Lear, in  Barthelme's sto ry  "The Death of Edward Lear":

Hr. Edward LEAR 
Nonsense W riter and Landscape Painter 
Requests Che Honour of Your Presence 

On the Occasion of h is  DEMISE.
San Remo 2.20 a.m.
The 29th of Hay Pleasa rep ly  (GD 99).

The s to ry  ends as follows:

The death of Edward Lear became so popular, as time passed, tha t 
rev ivals were staged in  every p a rt o f the  country, w ith con­
side rab le  success, The death of Edward Lear can s t i l l  be seen, 
in  the  sm aller c i t i e s ,  in versions enriched by learned in te r ­
p re ta tio n , tex tu al emendation, and changing fashion (GD
103-104).



Yot in  the  a idsc  o f th is  coneinually eastaged disappaarance, an inexp li­

cab le  presence lingers! '"One m odification is  curious; no one knows how 

i t  came about. The supporting company plays in  th e  t ra d i tio n a l way, but 

Lear him self appears shouting, shak'ng, rib rsne  with rsga" (OB 10*).

My choice of a te x t dealing with death as an a llegory  for what one could 

c a l l  the  " transpearance"*"  of contemporary a r t ,  tonrhes on another a s ­

pect o f a llego ry . Benjamin re la te s  a llegory  to  death! the  arch- 

a lle g o r ic a l emblem is  the d e a th 's  head, the  sk u ll fOGTD 166). No wonder, 

because a llegory  comes in to  existence when a e s th e tic  t r a d i tio n  is  dead. 

(Owens claims th a t "allegory f i r s t  emerged in  response to  a . . .  sense of 

estrangement from tra d i tio n  A 1 68.) Postmodernism has proclaimed

many deaths - o f the  novel, of cap ita lism , of the  sub jec t, o f a r t ,  of the 

f a th e r , of n a rra t iv e , of meaning. Even a f te r  the  "bulldozers" have been 

c a lle d  to  bury the  Dead Father, postmodernism s t i l l  goes on, a t  the  end 

of h is to ry . Benjamin describes the  a lleg o r ic a l view o f  h is to ry  as "a 

p e tr i f ie d , p rim orid ia l landscape" (0§TD 166); Baudrilla rd  p ic tu res  "the 

a es th e tic s  o f  ru in s"  as "a stage se t in  another s e t"  and adds th a t the 

"ac to rs  have disappeared, only the  backdrop and p a rts  o f the stage  se t 

remain! 171 Of course, th a t p e tr i f ie d  landscape and those empty se ts  

are  fam ilia r  to  Barthelme's readers: they are  the  hetero top ias we have 

considered in Chapter Four, or the  c ity  w ith i t s  "Avenue Pommard" and i t s  

"Boulevard G ris t"  (DF 4) where the Dead Father l ie s .

Benjamin even finds a link  between a llegory and ghosts th a t is  most ap­

pro p ria te  fo r The Deed Father. "Views of My Father Weeping" (CL), or 

"Cortee and Montezuma" (A), which ends w ith the  ghosts of the  two figures: 

"Ghosts, lik e  the  profoundly s ig n ific an t a lleg o rie s , are m anifestations



from the realm of mourning; thay have an a ff in i ty  for mourners, fo r those 

who ponder over signs end over the  fu ture" fOOTD 19

But even where a llegory  preserves, i t  fragments and cMnges, Benjamin,

w rites o f  how, once the  C hristian  church had a ffe c tiv e ly  dispaaed of 

paganism, Greek and Roman myths lingered on, preserved by a lleg o r ic a l 

commentary, a commentary which str ipped  those myths of whatever meanings 

they might i n i t ia l ly  have had COGTD 223-226). (Benjamin uses the 

f e lic ito u s  term "vaporisation" to  describe the  process o f de­

s ig n ific a t io n , 08TP 223.) Hence, perhaps, the  simultaneous decomposition 

and p reservation  of pa triarchy  in  a te x t lik e  The Dead Father .  More, 

a llego ry , a t  le a s t baroque a llegory , has i t s  o rig in s  in  misreading: the 

misunderstanding of Egyptian obelisks (OSTD 168-169), Benjamin even 

claims th a t baroque T rauersplel was on unconscious decons ruction of 

c la s s ic a l tragedy, desp ite  i t s  overt p ro jec t to  preserve the  mode. I t  

was not only a crea tive  m isprision of the te x ts  themselves, i t  was also

a misreading of the  c r i t i c a l ,  o r l i t e ra ry  th e o re tic a l discourse th a t had

form alised and accompanied c la s s ic a l tragedy, namely A ris to t le 's  Poetics 

(OGTD 18B-189). Baroque tragedy, in  i t s  a lleg o r ic a l form, iso la te d  the 

codes of c la s s ic a l tragedy, deprived them of meaning, and then randomly 

agglomerated them: ’’For in the theory of 'tragedy1 th e  ru les  o f ancient 

tragedy are  taken separa te ly , as l i f e le s s  components, and p ile d  up around 

an a lleg o r ic a l figu re , the  trag ic  muse" COGTD 183). Barthelm e's te x ts  

do something sim ila r: in  "Views of My Father Weeping" a l l  the  co rrec t 

Oedipal elements are there - a fa the r who has bean k ille d  mysteriously, 

a process of de tec tion  to  uncover the  t .x th  of the f a th e r 's  death, a 

c u lp r i t  who has the same name as the self-appoin ted  d e tec tive , who is  also 

the  son of the dead man • but these elements are  a ltogether in  the  wrong 

order, as though they had bean scrambled and randomly se lec ted . The tex t



amassed. Equally, on a c r i t ic a l  le ve l, Bartlielms'a tex t; both support 

l i t e r a r y  models and undermine or fragment them: r e c a ll the  d if f ic u l ty  of 

describ ing  how the  code of p roaire sia  was both working and breaking down 

in Barthelm e'a w riting .

When one tu rns to  the  ch ief products o f the  postmodern a lleg o r ic a l im­

pu lse , one finds th a t ao st of the works d ..scribed as a lleg o r ic a l are 

p a ra s i t ic  upon ocher taxes tlisy destroy- Famously, Robert Rauschenberg 

erases a drawing by William de Kooning: the  Erased de Kooning Drawing 

(1953) is  the  paradigm of a l l  postmodern a lleg o r ie s . Marcel Broodthaers 

produces te x ts  which perfec tly  duplicate  the typographical layout of 

MallarmS’s Un Coua de Dae, but which tu rn  the  lines o f Mallarme's verse 

in to  nothing more than geometrical lin ea , We have seen, a t some length 

how Barthelme reduces or erases h is predecessors and p re te x ts .

Because agglomeration i s  the favoured a lleg o r ic a l construction , the 

s tru c tu re  of allegory is  o ften described as p a ra ta a tic . (OOTP 178, 186; 

&A). l.van erhsn a llego ry  uses the  quest-form, as i t  v ity  o ften  does, the 

quest becomes a Journey in to  "inconclusiveness" as Q u illijan  c a l ls  i t

(LA 13), because a llegory  can always add another episode or fragment.

Q uilligan , fo r example, shovs hov fiv e  o f  her pa/adigmfltic a lleg o r ic a l 

te x ts  • The Faerie  Oueene, The P ilg rim 's  Progess. M elv ille 's  The Confi­

dence Han, and Pynchon's Tlia Crying of Lot 49 and G rav ity 's Rainbow - 

e i th e r  end "before the  apocalyotic explosion o f  meaning", or "(fade) inCo 

b i t t e r  inconsequentia llty , incomplete", o r promise "something further" 

as The Confidence Man does (LA 220). Equally, The Dead Father ends with

''bu lldozers" (OF 177), an iso la ted  word of which the  rh e to r ic a l s ta tu s

is  uncertain : I s  i t  consts tive , describing the  a rr iv a l of the instruments



o f  de stru ctio n , o r  i s  i t  im perative, e command fo r the bulldozers to  ap­

pear? Everything is  Inconclusive, ju s t as the  datached sec tion  e t the 

opening can bo e ith e r  beginning or ending.

L as tly , Benjamin po in ts out th a t the  "esotericism " of a llegory  is  linked 

to  a s tr iv in g  for "general comprehensibility" (OGTD 172), one of the  most 

astounding examples of a lleg o r ic a l double-talk , So, exac tly , B artheice 's 

work i s  accessib le , o;: "readable" as opposed to  "w riterly"  [as I  argued 

in  the  previous chap ter), w hile a t the  same time i t  is  "unreadable", in 

de Han's term. Like a l l  a llegory , postmodernist works a te  a t  once popular 

and in d e tam ln s ts : Warhol, Burroughs, Anderson, even the  reasonably wide 

d issem ination of poststruc turalism , or the  media s ta tu s  of D errida. And 

Barthelme, o f course,

As a l i t t l e  a llegory of a llego ry , take  th is  passage from Barthelme's 

"H enrietta and Alexandra":

As a designer of a r t i f i c i a l  ru in s, Alexandra was well-known.
Sha designed ruins in  the  manners o f Langley, E ffner, Robert 
Adam and Carlo Marchionni, as w ell as her own manner. She was 
working on a ruin for a park in  Tempe, Arizona, consis ting  of 
a ruined w all n icely  d is in teg ra ted  a t the  top and one end, two 
c la s s ic a l columns uptight and one fa lle n , vines and a number 
o f  broken urns. The urns were d i f f ic u l t  because i t  was necessary 
to  produce them feSm in ta c t urns and the  workmen a t the  s i te  
were often  reluc tan t to  do violence to  the  urns. Sometimes she 
pretended to  lose  her temper, "Hurl th a t bloody urn, Umbertol" 
(OTMDC 84).

That is  a p e rfec t summary of a llegory both in  Barthelm e's work and in 

postmodernism. F i r s t ,  th e re  is  the estrangement from tra d i tio n  th a t leads 

to  the production of a r t i f i c i a l  ruins ( in  Tsmpe, Arizona, o f  a l l  p ieces). 

Time no longer has meaning: i t  is  frozen, i t  cannot produce ruins any 

mote) i t  needs to  be supplemented by the  simulacrum. What b e tte r  simu­



la tio n  than a brand-now ruin? There is  ths omnipresence of pastiche - 

a l l  postmodern w ritin g , a r t  or ru ination , lik e  A lexandra's e f f o r t ,  is ,  

to  some degree " in  the  manners o f". Then, ws have th e  ubiquity  of frag­

mentation: "n ice ly  d is in teg ra ted"  can stand as a motto fo r the  whole of 

Barthelm e's work. (An a r t i f i c i a l  ru in , of course, has never been whole) 

i t  has been decomposed a t i t s  o r ig in .)  Not the  le a s t  fragment is  th is  

v ig n e tte  i t s e l f ,  which bears l i t t l e  re la tio n  to  the  r e s t  o f  "H enrietta 

and Alexandra". F in ally , the  broken urn is  yet another commodity, which 

paradoxically  gains value only when broken, only when made in to  debris . 

An urn is  a p a rtic u la rly  weighty emblem in  Western iconography as i t  

stands fo r death (the funeral urn) as well as fo r a r t  (K eats's Grecian 

u rn , w ith i t s  l i t t l e  message on a e s th e tic s ) . A llegory brings a r t  and 

death , icon and disappearance together.

The w ell wrought urn” ’ of New Criticism  lie s  sh a tte re d , and in  i t s  

fragments one reads something novel, something never fa r  from pastiche 

and never e n tir e ly  divorced from fashion, but something p leasurable nev­

e rth e le s s . As we have seen, B audrillard says th a t a f te r  a l l  th e  permu­

ta tio n s  and e laborations o f  contemporary s e t ,  i t s  so le  recourse now is  

to  disappear, But th a t is  e as ie r  sa id  then done. The only thing to  do 

in the  in terim , before i nat endlessly deferred disappearance, is  to  make 

the  process as spectacu lar as possib le: Hurl th a t  bloody urnl

Benjamin w rites th a t " i t  is  common p rac tice  [ in  a llegory] . . .  to  p ile  up 

fragments cease le ssly , without any s t r i c t  idea o f a goal . . .  in  the un­

rem itting  expectation of e m iracle . . . "  (OGTD 178). Barthelme answers: 

"Strings o f language extend in every d irec tio n  to  bind the  world in to  a



rushing, r ib a ld  whole" (UPUA 11). To account fo r hla s tr in g s  of language, 

the  reader has to  ransack contemporary theory , but only w ith the theory 

of a llego ry  does the  reader sense the  possib le  emergence, or b e tte r ,  

transpearance of a "rushing, r ib a ld  whole".

By th is  s ta g e , we have rea lise d  th a t th is  whole is  not anything like  

a es th e tic  un ity  or any of the old sh ibboleths. A llegories make wholes 

th a t a re  never complete, th a t are "subject to  the law of 'd isp e r sa l ' and 

'c o lle c ted n e ss1" (OGTD 168), because they come to ;e th e r  in  d ispe rsa l 

alone. Perhaps the best model o f allegory is  the  Wunderkanuner. th a t 

marvellous and open-ended co llec tio n  of unique and w orthless ob je c ts .* 71

Allegory gives a comprehensive overview only because i t  acknowledges th a t 

whatever m iracle lu res us, i t  remains fo rever outside  our grasp, a f ra g ­

ment, a s tr in g  of language away.
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level o f d e ic tic s ,  d ic tio n a l pa tterns and ’ modalis a t io n s, F ic tional 
Space 40-41,

Malmgren pays due a tten tio n  to  the  m a te ria lity  of the  te x t ,  o r the 
actual space i t s  'a s c rip t io n  takes up. This he c a l l  iconic space. 
I t s  function is  to  "draw the reader s a tten t io n  to  the  m a teria lity  
of the f ic t io n a l  discourse", F ic tio n al Sp :_e 45, and th e re  are  four 
levels o f  icon ic  space: alohalfUcI  lex ica l ,  p ag inal, and composi­
t io n a l . Obviously, iconic spade is  played on and played up qu ite  
extensively  in  postmodernist f ic t io n . Cne more area remains:



the  teader performs what the te x t expects of her o r him: the lacunae
of tne  te x t are f i l l e d ,  i t s  d isjunctions are  normalised, ilalmgren 
aaao'.iates the  u t i l is a t io n  of paraspace with the  kind of te x t th a t 

, but makes i t s  reader locate  un ity  and meaning, for 
exaroilo Anais N in 's Collages and William G addis's JR. (See F ic tio n a l 
Spat'i i2-54,6nd Chapter 3: "Making Room for the  Reader: ..tper-
imen . w ith Paraspace" 108-155.)

f ic t io n a l  space may well re ify  w
s d is t in c t io n  between d if fe re n t level

a dynamic process" (F ic tio n al
Space 58). The separation of n a rre t ' a l space from n a rra tio n a l seems 
d i f f ic u l t  to  ju s t i fy ,  p a rtic u la rly  w ith reference to  postmodern f i c ­
tio n . Barthelrae's represented spaces are ind is tingu ishab le  f r c  
space of the  te x t th a t represen ts them: Paraguay in sim ultan ' .
a  p l.e e  and the  words th a t construct th a t p lace . In Barthel#.. ,  
h e ter itop ias , n e rra t iv a l collapses onto n a rra tio n a l; th e re  i s  con- 
com itlnt disturbance of the  rea d e r 's  paraspace. The topos, in 
Kelmg'en's term belongs to  the  level o f  n a rra tiv e , but in  Barthelme's 
w r i t i  g the  topos is  a lso  an emblem of the  type of narra tion : hare
one c u ld  c i te  the  "strange ob ject covered with fu r" (CBDC 14) which 
i s  bo: h represented a rte fa c t and emblem of rep resen ta tion . Later, 
we slu 11 see th a t Michel Serres claims an absolute homology between 
discourse  and spaci- in  any te x t,

TEXT SPACE

fragmentation

NARRATIONAL

Ip a r a s p a c e I

Homogeneous 

F ic tio n al Space

Postmodernist fiction/B arthelm e's w riting
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m ra 1. n a rra t iv a l space is  fractured  by i t s  represen ta tion

In Figure 2, on the  o thor hand, n a rra t iv a l and narrfltional spaces 
becoino ind is tin g u ish ab le ; the  Iconic shape of the  te x t is  a lso  i t s  
n a rra t iv a l spans (Barthelme's ubiquitous mises-an-abyme■ for exam­
p le ) . Icon ic , d iscursive  and compositional spaces are  foregrounded 
to  the po in t o f domination. The rea d e r 's  paraspace is  rad ic a lly  
d istu rbed: see Chapter 2 (above) for an analysis of various s tr a te ­
g ies deployed in  Bartheline's w riting  to  undermine the au tho rity  o f

F in a lly , HaImgten does o ffe r an examination o f  various postmodernist 
te x ts .  (See Chapter 4: "Dis-Easy Peace: Postmodernist Reoccupation 
o f  F ic tio n a l Space", F ic tio n al Space 159-195.) His reading, 1 'ke 
mine, focuses la rge ly  on the  postmodern tendency to  use any tai:on my 
again st i t s e l f .  Malmgren finds in  these  te x ts  e itlia r  a parodically  
excessive overdaterroinaton of tra d i t io n a l  levela of f ic t io n , or an 
ungrammatical scrambling of codes, or a concentration on aspects o f 
d iscourse usually  neglected (iconic  space, fo r example). However, 
m ag iste ria l statem ents l ik e  the following seem to  s igna l a conserva­
t iv e  bent in  Melmgren's a n a ly s is : "in  most instances readers attempt 
to  supply what th e  f ic t io n  has l e f t  ou t; they p a rtly  to ta l is e  even 
th e  most non to ta lis ing  n a rra tiv e . For i t  i s  hard to  liv e  w ith, much 
less Ju s ti fy ,  a species o f f ic t io n  tha t seems to ta l ly  unconnected with 
the  way Vje live  now", F ic tio n al Space 58.

Foucault, Order: x v iil -x ix ,

Barthelm e's "aphasia" and i t s  e ffec ts  on tex tual space d if fe r  ra d i­
ca lly  from the c r i t ic  Joseph Frank 's concsption of " sp a t ia l form". 
For Frank, " sp a t ia l form" exclusively designates the  synchronic 
o rganisation , or "unity" of a te x t.  See Joseph Frank, " sp a t ia l Form: 
T hirty  Years A fter", S natia l Form tn N arrative 207.
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