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PATRICK WILLIAMS

POSTMODERN NARRATIVE

Nothing about postmodernism is uncontroversial.
Whether it is a period, a movement, or a general
‘condition’ of culture, how breadly or narrowly it
is distributed around the world, when it began and
whether it has ended, even whether it happened at
all, are all matters of dispute (sec, e.g., Berlens
1995 and Calinescu 1987). The prelix post
identifies  postmodernism  as chronologically
subsequent to modernism ($26 MODERNIST NAR-
RATIVE), thereby placing it in the second half of the
twentieth century, bul its exact relationship to
modernism js as hotly contesled as anything else
aboutit. If there is little consensus about what it is,
nevertheless postmodernism is used s a counter in
a wide variety of coentemporary language games,
including the language game of narrative theory. A
preliminary distitiction needs to be drawn between
thearies of postmodern narrative and postmodern
theories of narrative — that is, between theorics that
seck to account lor the poetics of narratives iden-
tifiedt as postmodern, and gencral theories of nar-
rative based on ideas nalive to the postraodern
period (and more properly characterised as
*poststructuralist theories of narrative) (Gibson
1996). The present essay will focus on the poetics
of postmodern narrative, and in particular on the

repertoire of strategies and devices by means of
which postmodern narrative reflecls on ontological
questions (questions of being). Such questions
include, what is a world? How many worlds are
there, of what kinds, constituted in what welys?
Fow do they differ, and what happens when they
interact or coflide? What is the mode of existence
of & lext, on the one hand, and of the fictional
world (or worlds) it projects, on the other? How
are such fictional worlds made, and how can they
be unmade? What are the consequences of the
making, unmaking and proliferation of ficlional
worlds for the way we think about, and live in, the
real world?

Theories of postmodernism

General theories of postmodernism abound, and it
would be impossible to review them all here. Two
of the most influential of these theories, one based
in the history of consciousness, the other in eco-
nomic history, have special relevance to narrative,
The first is Lyotard's theory that postmodernism
reflects incredulity toward the *master narratives
ol progress, enlightenment, and human liberation
that served to legitimate modern culture (see
SCIENCE AND NARRATIVE). Sceplical of such ‘grand
narratives’, posimodernism instead values the self-
legitimating ‘little’ narratives of local groups,
limited *institutions, and subcultural enclaves.
Lyotard's theory helps cxplain both the para-
doxical *anti-narrative impulse in some post-
modern  narrative, and  the countervailing
proliferation of stories and anecdotes in everything
from Latin-American *magical realist novels to
*television talk-shows. The other relevant general
theory s Jameson’s *Marxist account of post-
modernisin as the ‘cultural logic of late capitalism’,
According to Jameson, postmodernism in the
cultural sphere (including narrative forms such as
film and prose fiction) reflects the late capitalis(
mode of production in the economic sphere.

" Fameson inventlories the constitutive leatures of

postmodernisin: the ‘depthlessness’ of a culture
based on simulation and the circulation of *ma-
ges; the weakening of a sense of history; ‘schize-
phrenic’ disjointedness and an intensified form of
collage; a new experience of the sublime, identificd
with technology instead of nature: and a
new expericnce of architectural *space, or whal
Tameson calls ‘hyperspace’.
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Influential as they have been, such *high' the~
ories don’l provide a direct bridge to actual nar-
rative praclice. Jameson cormes closer to doing so
than Lyotard; but closer still is Jencks, an archi-
teclure critic fargely responsible for ihe currency of
the lerm ‘postnmdcmism‘ in his own field.
Accarding Lo Jencks, postmmlemism in archi-
teclure is characlerised by ‘double-coding’. Posi-
modern buildings communicate on Lwo dilTerent
levels, Lo two dilferent constituencies: on one level,
through Lheit modernist structural techniques and
in-group ironics, (hey communicaie wilh a min-
ority constituency ol architects and connoisseus;
on anolher, they veach a broader public of con-
sumess Lhrough their allusions Lo familiar histor-
ical slyles of archilecture. Jencks saw analogies Lo
architectural double-coding in the postmodern
navels of John Barlh and Uwnberlo Eco, simulta-
neously popular (especially Eco’s) and avant-
parde. Flowever, il was lell to Hutcheon to develop

Jencks's double-coding idea into a lull-lledged
theory of postmodern nareative, which she identi-
fies with ihe *genre she dubs *higtoriographic
melaliction. Historiegraphic metafictions  such
as John Fowles's The Freneh Livutenani's Wonidit,
Feo's The Name of the Rose. B. L. Doclorow’s
Rugtime, D. M. Thomas's The Whife Hoiel, and
galman Rushdie™s Midnight's Children narrale
versions ol histery in legible, reader-friendly
ways yet ul the same time reflect critically and
ironically on historical reconstruction itsell (sce
HISTORIOGRAFHY ).

Common to many of these accounts (including
Jameson's, Jencks's, and Hutcheon’s) is the
assumption of poslmodcmism“s pelatedness, s
‘posl-"ness. Where modernists sought to ‘make it
new’, p()slmoclemists rummage through the cul-
(ural attic of past devices, styles, genres, and texts,
recycling them in the modes of parody, pastiche,
reconlextualisation, and revision (as in 1 athy
Acker’s subversive rewritings of litevary clasgics

and Angela Carier’s revisionist *Fairy tales, or, in
the sphere of popular culture, the proliferation of
Hollywood remakes, ‘iribule’ albums, and ‘retro’
faghions) {sec INTERTEXTUALLTY? MARRATIVE VER-
SIONS: POSTMODERN puwnriTrs). Critics seeptical of
the ‘myth of the poslmodernist preakthrough’
observe that postmodemisnfs most chavacteristic
features, such as metaficiional sel{-reflection, are
hardly “ipnovative’, since most il not all of them
can be found 0 parratives [rom earlier periods (see
MIETAFICTION, REFLEXIVLCY), Most damning of all,
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postmodernism is uccused of uncritically replical-
ing modernist aesthetic values such as *irony, dil-
ficulty, sell-consciousness. ale.. while pretending 1o
have superseded modernism.

Ontological poetics

While recycling is undoubtedly a leature ol post-
modern narralive, the charge ol belatedness can be
answered by appealing o the concept ol the
dominant {see FUNCTION (JAKORSON}. Literary-
historical change rarely invalves the wholesale
replacement of outmoded fealures and values by
new ones, butl more typically involves a reshullling
of existing leatures in the light o a new dominant
function. Responding to changes in the world al
farge (such us the onset ol lale capitalism. in
Jameson's ferms) as well as the internal dynaniics
of literary history, dominants shift; whal had for-
merly been foregrounded recedes to Lhe back-
ground, while background alements advance Lo the
foreground. Thus modernist features certainly do
persist in postmodern aarratives, but subject to &
difTerent dominant: where modernist narralive had
Leen orienied toward jnvestigaling issucs of per-
ception and cognition, *perspective, the subjeclive
expericnce of *lime, the circulation and reliability
of knowledge, eic., postmodern narrative 18
oriented differently, toward issues ol ficlionality.
modes of being and the dilferences among them,
the nature apd plurality of worlds. how such
worlds are made and unmade, ele. (see FICTION,
THEORIES OT: POSSIBLE-WORLDS THEORY: TEXT-
WORLD APPROACHTO NARRATIVE). In other words,
postmodern narrative reflects  an onlological
dominanl where modernist narrative reflected an
epistemological one.

Postmodern narralives probe ontological issues
by deploying 2 repertoire of characteristic devices
and  strategies {(Mcllale 1987, anticipated by
Fokkema 1984}, Tirst, there are sirategies for
pluralizing the fetional world itsell secondly,
sirategics for faying barc the ways in which fic-
tional worlds are macle, ot in which they fuil to be
made; hirdly, stralegies [or driving « wedge
belween text und world, splitting them aparl and
pitting them one against the other; and Tourth,
slalegies lor exposing Lo view the ultimale onto-
logical grounding of fctional worlds - their
grounding, on the one band, in the material reality
of the book, and on the other hand in the malterial
activity ol ap *author.
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Al nasratives produce multiple possible worlds--
potential states of afTairs, subjective realities, etc. —
but these are normally subordinated to a single
actual world (see MODALITY). Postmedetn narra-
tives, by conlrast, actualise muitiple worlds, juxta-
posing them and explering the (ensions between
them. Weaker (orms ol ontological pluralism are
achieved in conspiracy narratives, with their para-
noid suspicions about another order of things
behind the visible one (e.g., Don DeLillo’s novels,
Geo's Foucanlt's Pendulum), Stronger lorms juxta-
pose a recognisably real world with an adjacent
[aptastic world (e.g.. Carlos Fuentes's Aura, Julio
Cortazar's House Tuken Gver) or mingle nature
alistic and supernatural elements (as in magical
realist narratives), or they juxtapose the world of
the living with the *world to come’, exploring the
ultimate ontological rontier between life and death
(e.g.. Pynchon's Graviry's Ruinbow, Alastair Gray's
Lanark, James Merrill’s long narrative poem, The
Changing Light at Sandover). Il one were to collapse
such a multiworld structure onto a single plane,
the result would be a paradoxical ‘heterotepia’,
where [ragments of many worlds mingle in an
impossible space, such as we find in Tialo Calvino’s
Invisible Cities, ot in the centreless, chaolic ‘Zone’
of Gravity's Rainbow,

Plurality of worlds in postmodern nasrative is
often achieved by exploiting the conventions of
various popular novelistic genres (see NOVEL, THE):
*gcience Nction, with its literal juxtapositions of
present and Muture, of one planet and another; the
*faptastic, with its intrusions of other worlds inio
the [abric of this ong: and historical fiction, with its
complex mingling of the factual and the overtly
fictional (see HISTORICAL NOVEL). Such genres arc
compatible  with  postmodernism’s ontological
dominant. By contrast, when postmodern narra-
tives adapt the conventions of *detective fiction, 2
profoundly epistemological genre, they typically do
so ‘against the grain’, subverting the genre’s norms:
mysteries 2o unsolved, detectives fail to perform

their roles, ratiocination itself is discredited, and the -

case becomes metaphysical (e.g., Eco’s The Name of
the Rose, Paul Auster’s New York Trilogy) (Mer-
ivale and Sweeney 1999). Plurality of worlds in
postmodernist novels is sometimes signalled by the
presence ol & character who has ‘migrated’ from
another fictional universe (e.g., Nabokov’s Lelita in
Gilbert Sorrentino’s Imaginative Qualities of Actual
Things). Alternatively. it may be signalied by the
abrupl, shattering irruption inte the primary world

ol a being [rom anolher world, such as the angels of
Gravity's Rainbow or the aliens of television's The
X-Files, or by the opening of a kind of ‘window" or
‘porial’ from one world onto another, such as the
mirrors of Angela Carter’s The Infernal Desire
Machines of Dr. Hoffinan or the ubiquitous televi-
sion screens of DeLillo’s Whire Noise and
Pynchon’s Fineland,

While some postmodernist fictions provoke
ontological reflection by projecting a plurality of
worlds, others do so by troubling the very pro-
cesses by which fictional worlds are constructed.
One means of troubling the world-building pro-
cess, and thereby exposing it to scrutiny, involves
projecting a state of affairs in the fictional world
and then rescinding il or contradicting il or
otherwise placing it ‘under erasure’. Placing parts
of the world under erasure is a strategy common (o
the nowveaux romanciers (Alain Gobbe-Grillet,
Jean Ricardou, Claude Simon) and the Ametican
surfictionists (Ronald Sukenick, Steve Katz,
Clarence Major), among others (see NOUVEAU
ROMAN; SURFICTION). Robert Coover, in slories
such as “The Babysitler® and The Elevaror, produces
multiple, mutually contradictory narrative seq-
vences, actualising the ‘garden of forking paths’
structure that Borges once speculated about,

A related strategy involves distributing different
parts of a world, or different worlds, over a number
of narrative levels, one inset or embedded or nested
inside the other like Chinese boxes or Russian
Matrushka dolls, as in Barth’s short story ‘Mene-
laiad’ (see EMBEDDING: FRAMED NARRATIVE). Inset
micro-worlds are narratologically dependent w:pon,
and consequently ontologically ‘weaker’ than, the
framing worlds in which they are inset, and
opportunities for paradox abound, including
trompe l'oeil effects (one level mistaken lor ancther)
and ‘strange loops’ or *metalcpses, when natrative
sequences spill over [rom onc level to higher or
lower levels (and sometimes back again). The now-
veaux romanciers, as well as Sorrentine in Mulligan
Stew and Calvino in ff on a Winter's Night a Tra-
veler, intensively exploil such opportunities.
Another conspicucus narratological paradox thal
postmedern narratives regularly exploit is *mise en
abyme, the mirroring or duplication at a lower
(embedded) narrative level of the higher-level
world in which the duplicate is embedded. Familiar
from the play-wilhin-the-play structure of Hamiet,
mise en abyme is ubiquitous in postmodern natra-
tive, from the novels-within-the-novel of If on a
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Winier's Night o Traveler Lo the structure of
{he abbey library in Beo's The Neane of the Rose,
which duplicales in miniature the novel's medieval
universc.
Il one [acus of posimodern ontological refllec-
tion is the fictional werld and its construction,
another focus is the language of the fictional text.
Some  postmodern novels  subject  ligurative
Janguage o particularly intense scrutiny and pres-
sure, laying bare the unseitled relationship between
the figurative and the literal, This is the approacl,
for instance, of Garcia Mérquez’s magic realist
novels Oue Fimdred Yedis af Sofitude and The
Awitn of the Patrigreh, in which surrealist ima-
gery somelimes [unetions metaphorically, but al
other times reflects Lhe fantastic realities that are
such conspicuous fealures of these narralive
worlds. Graviti's Rainbor is riddled with over-
grown similes and #metaphors that creale their own
lincly textured micro-worlds, temporurily eclipsing
the novel's primary world. Another postmodern
approach to Lhe fictional text involves opening up a
il or gap between the level of text and the level of
world, dissolving  their normally close inter-
dependence and thereby impeding the reader’s
progress rom ‘word' (o ‘world". This is accom-
plished in some cascs vy means ol inlense stylisa-
lion (€., Guy Davenport, William Gass), in others
by cliché and deliberate infelicity (c.g. Dronald
Barthelme. Kathy Acker), in still others by chance
(e.g.. William Burroughs’ cut-up and fold-in tech-
nigues) or by mechanical iexl-generating proce-
dures. as in the texts ol the #Oulipo  wrilers
{Raymond Queneau, Georges Perec, Calvine,
Harry Mathews, und others). In every case. the
object is to heighten fanguage's palpability or its
apacity. or in other words, to loreground those
qualitics thal make language a poteniial object of
atlention in ils own right, independently of any
world thal il might happen io project.

The entire edifice of the ficlional text ultimately”
rests, in one sense, on the onlological foundation of
its material support — the page, lines ol type, the
hook as object - and inanether sense on its origins in
{he activilies, in real ime and space, of a real author.
Postmodern novels systematically trouble their own
groundings. in bolh these senses — on the ene hand,
by loregrounding the materialily of the text instead
of ellacing it, as would normally be the vase in
novels: on the ather hand. by making the authot’s
problemalic presence ‘behind' the text an issue in the
text itsell, Examples of the frstiype of un-grounding
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inctude narratives distribuled between @ ‘main’ lext
and its annolations, as in Nabokov's Pele Fire or
David Foster Wallace's fufinite fost, and the shaped
‘concrete prose’ found in the novels of Raymond
Federman and Christine Brooke-Rose, or in Mark
Danielewski’s Fouse of Leaves. Examples ol pro-
biemalising authorship include the recurrent post-
modern fopos of the writer at his or her desk wriling
the text al hand {Sukenick calls this the ‘truth of
the page’y, and the simulated “death ol Lhe
author rehearsed throughout Beckell’s iction and
in Federman's The Voice in the Closet.

Cybertext

Some observers have thought that by Lhe beginning
of the new millennium postmocdern narralive had
fun its course and exhausted ilsedl, bul olhers secil
as renewing and cven Tullifling itself through its
slfiliation with the new digital *media. Emerging in
the 1080s. hypertexl. Le.. lextual or olher inlor-
mational media distribuled in blocks and joined by
electronic links, was championed as the actualisa-
tion and even vindication of poststructuralist the-
ory (Landow 1997, Hypertext narrative, in
particular. seemed destined to become the medium
that posimodern narrative had been anticipating all
along - literal gardens of Forking paths! The hype
outstripped Lhe accomplishment, howcever, and
lirst-generation  hyperiext nartalives  such  as
Michael Jayee's Afternoon and Stuart Moulthrop's
Vietory Garden appear in retrospect much less
postmodern than they scemed al the time, and not
even as lully hypertextual as conlemporancous
prinl novels such as Milorad Pavié's Dictionary
of the Khozars, Digital mediation does not inevi-
tably enlail relleciion on ontological gueslions,
and first-peneration hypertext novcls seem ani-
mated much more by epistemological concerns
(han by ontological oncs. IF postmodern prinl
narrative is to achieve its digital Tullilment ay-
where. it is more likely to be elsewhere in the range
ol digital forms ihal conslitute Aarseth’s umbrella
category ol ‘cybertext’, inctuding MUTDs (multiple-
user domains), MOOs (objccl-orienl.ed MUDs),
sgimulation games, and other approximations of
ihe dream of virtual reality (Ryan 2001), Are digital
media the apothcosis of postmodern narrative, or
{he end of narrative as we know it? Neither, prob-
ably, nothing about postmodernisn i8 ceriain, but
the utopian and apocalyptic scenarios are protubly
both exagperaled.
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SEE ALS(: compuler games and narrative;
digital narrative
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BRIAN McHALE

POSTMODERN REWRITES

According to Phster (1991). postmodern *inter-
lextuality is nol just ‘one device among others’
rather. it is used as a “central constructional prin-
ciple” (214), therchy becoming a culturally domi-
nant tool. *Posimodern narralive and artefacts in
peneral are heavily intertextual since postmadern
representation lypically entails, and faunts, & lex-
tual “reprise” (Moraru [orthcoming). That is. sel-
ling out to describe an object ar narrate an “event
(see RXISTENT), posimodern narrative simulta-
neously recollects, remembers. gathers together

(calluge-like and olherwise). and brings belore us
texts and representalions of other ohjects and
evenls.

Within postmodern intertextualily. critics have
identificd the particular praclice of posimodern
rewriting and, resulling lrom it, the postmodern
cewrile. Postmodern rewriles Luke to another level
intertextuality and its subsets as invenloried by
Genelte and others. A complex form. the post-
modern rewrite may incorporate allusions lo a
previous work, *ironies. pastiches. clc., but il
usually deploys, rather conspicuously, an elaborate
dicgetic parallel (o a prior lext, which oftentimes is
also of narrative nature (Moraru 2001 19) (see
ALLEGORY), In olher words. key here ix Lhe act
of intentional renarralivisation {sce INTENTION
ALITY: NARRATIVISATION). As a postmodern acl,
this renarrativisalion, or, relelling, differs from
traditional imitalion or replica n that il goes
beyond simply rehashing, and paying homage (o. its
‘model’. In lacl, numerous - il not all - postmodern
rewrites erode this *model” and its underpinning
ideologies while critiquing the very social confexl
within which Lhe dialogue of the rewrite and the
rewritlen occurs. To pul il otherwise, the rewrite
reworks not only a text from the past-—-a form - bul
also cultural formations, i.e.. the values underlying
that texL.

While usually sulTused with intertextuality and
its sell-reflexive subcategory, *melaliclion. not
every postmodern narrative is a rewrite. Never-
theless, the number and significance of postmodern
rewriles across literatures and narrafive traditions
are remarkable. A lew examples: E. L. Doclorow's
Rugtime, which rewrites Heinrich von Kleist's
Michael Kohthaas, Robert Coover's The Public
Burming, o rewriting ol Horatio Alger’s novels;
Charles Johnson's Middie Passage, which redoes
Melville's Mahy-Dick and Benito Cereno; John
Updike's Roger’s version, Kathy Acker’s Blood and
Guts in High School, Bharati Mulherjee's The
Holder of the World, Maryse Cond€&'s 1. Tiniba.
Black Wiich of Salem, all ol which rework
Hawthorne's Searfer Letier: 1. M. Coctzee's Foe, a
rewriling of Deloe’s Robinson Crisoe: Leonardoe
Sciascia's Candido, a postmodern retelling of
Voltaire’s Cenlicle.

SEE ALSO: adaptalion: mefanarrative
commentary; mise en abyme: narralive versions:
palimpsest: reflexivity, surfiction
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