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The A fterM ode 

 

To C. George Sandulescu, who got me 
started along t his path in the first place.  

 

 

 

  

 A story is the simplest way of organizing time, of putting it in (our 

view of) order, and trying to make it stay, wait, desist from its passage. 

It is the currency human beings felt they could buy their way out of time 

wi th.  

 It all began with the mural images in the stone -age caves, with 

incidents that continued to live after the death of the animal, the death of 

the hunter, the loss of the real moment, and with its prolongation into 

image, imagination, memory and expectation, prediction. In the 

beginning, art was born out of the need to save the moment and keep it 

as experience.  

 A coin is the abstract equivalent of work stored, used when you 

need to pay for objects other people have worked on, and which you 
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need. We store in a coin our present work, for a moment in the future 

when we need to buy something somebody else has made. Stories are 

the coins, the currency of our imagination. We can use them when we 

need to buy more than our own present moment.  

 Art began as memory, and acquired the value of an experience 

repository. It rescued human life from absolute death, it extrapolated on 

it, it separated the mind from the body, and took the viewer by the hand, 

helping him step aside from powerless, unambiguous physicality  into 

the endless ambiguity of thought.  

 After experience, prediction was one step away, and this is how the 

ending was born. Art is meant to teach us, to make us feel stronger than 

the beings it depicts, explain to us what to do in order to acquire a futu re 

which life has not offered yet, and maybe it never will. A man who 

stares at an object of art also stares at a record of mortality. He reads 

about the end of a hero, and feels his own world is just beginning. He 

inevitably wants his world to go on forev er. Art gives him that halo of 

immortality.  

 Art lives for as long as there are human beings that identify with it. 

Imagination has made art into a coin we can all save and buy life with. 

We acquire a heroõs life, we learn how to be better than him at living, 

how to fool death ð how to fool ourselves that, since we have the coin, 

we can buy anything. In short, art is ð paradoxically ð both a promising 

and a disappointing currency.  
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 For at least nineteen centuries, in what I shall call here  

pre-Modernism,  this currency which was art came in the wrapping of a 

common convention: the clear language of narration. When people read 

(listened to) a story, the language of that story could be understood by 

the whole community. If the language of Shakespeare, Chaucer or the 

Bible seems hard to understand today, it is because language itself has 

changed over the ages, not because it was meant to be ambiguous at 

first. The clarity of language was an incontestable common convention, 

which no author questioned in older t imes. 

 Nineteen centuries of Christian literature (and so many more stories 

B.C.) used the common convention of clear language. They loaded 

words with poetry, ambiguity, lyricism, understatement, but never 

endangered the communication author -reader, which was a must in pre-

Modernism. Reading was a collective experience, ruled by the necessity 

that the language of the narrative should be understood by readers from 

all walks of life. The language in which the story was told was not meant 

to draw attention to itself. 

 The peak year of Modernism, 1922 (when James Joyceõs Ulysses and 

T. S. Eliotõs The Waste Land, were published), overturned the tables of 

clarity, of conventional perception of a storyõs imaginary time and space. 

Before 1922, it was common knowledge that any trend was a reaction 

against the previous one. When the Stream of Consciousness came on 

stage, the reaction was no longer against the immediate predecessor only, 
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but a total defiance of everything that had gone before.  

 The most obvious (most necessary to the reader, too) convention 

Joyce and Eliot defied was precisely that of a common clear language. 

The Modernist text defined itself as a stream of consciousness because it 

revealed the flowing associations of the mind, because its author felt the 

mind was a ôstreamõ which the authorõs language simply could not 

clarify and control (as all previous writers claimed to be doing). The 

term was coined in 1892 by the psychologist William James: 

 

Consciousness, then, does not appear to itself chopped up in bits. Such words 
as ôchainõ or ôtrainõ do not describe it fitly as it presents itself in the first 
instance. It is nothing jointed; it flows. A ôriverõ or a ôstreamõ are the 
metaphors by which it is most naturally described. In talking of it hereafter,  
let us call it the stream of thought,  of consciousness, or of subjective life. 

(William James, The Stream of Consciousness, 1892) 

 

Consequently, the authorõs language no longer expressed a clear 

meaning, but a simultaneity of verbality and preverbality. T he author 

was now struggling to communicate thoughts before they were put into 

words. He was working under the sign of a paradox: he was positive he 

could use words in order to convey something that had not become 

language yet (emotion, association, thought). To put it more clearly, the 

word aimed at replacing coherent sentences. Verbal adventures (a 

psychology of the word, its birth in the heroõs mind and its implicit 

richness of emotion, biography, meaning) became much more important 

than the explicit (cl ear) story the word was part of.  
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That used to be, in pre-Modernism, an ambition usually poets had. 

Modernists invented the illusion that verbality (their texts) could express 

preverbality (the meaning of a word before it was born). They all 

plunged into a  psychology of the human mind and soul, and they came 

out of it after they had forgotten all about plot, ending, chronology, 

coherent heroes. All they cared about was their fascinating trip into the 

human mind, and the impossibility of catching it by means  of verbality, 

of verbal clarity.  

Their texts (mainly Ulysses and The Waste Land) were formidable 

challenges of verbality. A word could mean a thousand things at once 

(what hundreds of other writers had made it mean), and the readerõs 

memory had to undig its history. Starting from the need to convey the 

psychology of preverbality (to describe the palpitating birth of a certain 

word in the heroõs mind), stream-of-consciousness authors drowned in 

multiple -meaning words, which aimed at becoming an inventory o f 

many authorsõ texts and minds.  

That poetic concentration killed the story. It almost killed the hero 

(who is usually the outcome of his story, but who, since Modernism, has 

separated himself from the narrative), and it alienated a reader who 

claimed his right to his fairy tale, his dream of a nonexistent clear, 

logical, predictable world, which only literature could offer. The texts 

written by Joyce, Woolf, Eliot were quite confusing.  

The change was so significant (even though only few writers 
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actually used it) that it has affected us, after-Modernists, to this day. 

Once we have read and learned to be pleased by Joyce, we are very 

unlikely to go back to George Eliot without a disabused feeling. No 

other literary trend before the Stream of Consciousness had bred such 

disgust for all previous ages.  

When Joyce and Eliot engineered the change, they chose lyricism 

over narration. They encoded language in the same way a poet loads a 

word with a private, hidden history of simultaneous meanings. Privacy is 

not a major quality language is supposed to flaunt. There is a private 

language, of course, but, on the whole, when one speaks, one expects to 

be understood. Language is meant to communicate much more often 

than it hints, hides, suggests. Modernists chose the dark face of language 

when they began digging at the roots of the word before it was uttered, 

when they left verbality for the exploration of the preverbal.  

Writers before Joyce and Eliot had great respect for their readers. 

They worshipped the readerõs understanding. Henry James did his best 

to belong to two worlds at once: that of clarity and that of 

understatement. Following in his footsteps, Joyce and Eliot came when it 

was almost too late for a clear story, told in clear language. They came at 

a time which was fed up with clarity and was looking for games, for the 

pleasure of the puzzle. They were practically forced to shatter 

convention and defy tradition. Their words became incomprehensible 

because of too much encoding, too much lyrical pressure on their value 
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as common coins in plain communication.  

Joyce was a declared fan of complexity. His confessed ambition was 

to concentrate the whole history of the human mind in one word. He 

attached the name of ôepiphanyõ to his attempt at globalizing the word. 

A little before, a little after 1922, ideas flowed in the air. Two more 

Modernists produced their own names for the same need to find the 

mechanism of verbalization, to see what a word was before that word was 

born in the mind. T.S. Eliot called it ôobjective correlativeõ, while Virginia 

Woolf talked about a ôluminous halo.õ  

By epiphany Joyce designated something very similar to Proustõs 

madeleine (À la recherche du temps perdu). He meant to say that emotion 

came before the coherent sentence, that the struggle to verbalize it 

produced totally unexpected, totally private associations (of memories, of 

worlds, of ages, of the most dissimilar fields, in fact). A word can bring 

back oneõs whole childhood in a few letters. Without much narration, 

without heroes,  without time or space. The novelist Joyce, while trying to 

demonstrate the endless power of a mere word, was also killing it with 

the imprecision born out of linguistical confusion.  

Joyce was only half aware of the consequences of choosing lyricism 

over story telling. He proudly claimed that in Ulysses 

 

Iõve put in so many enigmas and puzzles that it will keep the professors busy 
for centuries arguing over what I meant and thatõs the only way of insuring 
oneõs immortality. 
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Almost ninety years later, readers of the 21st century sadly feel that, had 

another Joyce been born, the novel might have died. Professors have, 

indeed, been very busy with what could be termed the ôJoyce industryõ. 

Decoding each word in Ulysses has taken thousands of pages. The 

enthusiasm lasted for a while. Small victories were won. Unexpected 

associations were traced. The most unexpected incidents were brought 

together in the most masterful and scholarly explanations.  

 The question arises: was the reader any happier when confronted 

wit h this essential text? Did concentration please him more than 

straightforward story -telling? Did he enjoy this hybridization of literary 

genres, which made the novel a melting pot of fiction, poetry, drama, 

criticism, even history, music, etc? We shall see how after -Modernism 

reacted, how the AfterMode was born. We know very well that Joyceõs 

contemporaries were of two kinds: the happy and the baffled. The word 

which might apply to their descendants ð once the detective cultural 

thrill was lost ð is ôdisabusedõ, to say the least of it. 

 The same fever of detecting associations is included in Eliotõs 

ôobjective correlativeõ, which must express a story within a single word. 

With Virginia Woolf the stress falls on lyricism, since she sees the text 

more like a ôluminous haloõ (meaning soul, experience, fragments of a 

story only partly told) than the tale of a hero in itself. The stress falls on 

emotion, then, not on the incident. The plot is only useful insofar as it 
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generates feeling. The novelists (Joyce and Woolf) long for poetry while 

writing fiction. The Modernist poet Eliot longs for bits of stories while 

producing a poem. For the three of them, the key word is hybridization, 

mixing together fiction, poetry and drama in a verbal concentration 

never attempted before. 

 The natural question that comes to mind is: was Modernism a 

beginning or an end? It rejected all linguistical and fictional conventions. 

It ruined clarity ð the major bridge between author and his readers. It 

made the Word the tyrant of the text.  It rewrote the past, creating 

monstrous ôculturedõ hypertexts. Let us not forget that Eliotõs 

overwhelmingly allusive The Waste Land was called the ôpiece that 

passeth understandingõ, the ôhoaxõ and the ôsacred cowõ of the century.  

 Modernism was an unpr ecedented denial. In spite of it, Eliot was 

essentially lyrical, while Henry James, James Joyce, Virginia Woolf 

would not give up the story for anything in the world. The fact that the 

novelist and the poet peeped at each other as they went along made the 

readerõs life very hard, though.  

 Each writer looks for his one and only way, which nobody else has 

found or will ever find. Originality is not a new expectation. What created 

the precipice between Modernism and the previous nineteen centuries (at 

least) of telling stories is the revelation that the word was relative.  

 It happened simultaneously with Einstein and Freud. The intuition 

floated in the air. Einstein came with the idea that what we knew of the 
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universe was unbearably relative. Freud extended the mood of 

insecurity to the human mind. He plunged into a never -to-be-known 

subconscious. A hysteria of relativity made Modernists commit the 

worst sin: that of questioning the use of the word. Once they had used it 

against communication, for concentratio n/combination of multiple 

meanings in one, a bond was broken. The reader had to fight for his 

mind. The author felt he could only be true to himself if he confused his 

readers, if he ôcommunicated before he was understoodõ (to use Eliotõs 

belief in what po etry was meant to do). At that point in the history of 

literature, it was each man for himself.  

 Consequently, the defiance of narrative or poetic conventions was 

not the bone of contention. It is true, Modernism found out that one 

could tell the story of  a mind instead of the story of a body, but was it 

really a discovery? We end up understanding the minds of Fieldingõs or 

Dickensõs heroes, too. True, Joyce and Woolf speak freely about 

memories, the past, the simultaneous presence of time present and time 

lost. But were they so far away from the romantic ôrecollection in 

tranquillityõ?  

 The earthquake that made Modernism a new continent was the 

absurd belief that a writer could mistreat the word and get away with it. 

That they could claim the word was not  meant to communicate, while 

they expected to be understood in the process. It was not unlike the 

impossibility of eating your cake and having it.  
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 Once Modernism was safely away, around 1950, the two categories 

of readers, the happy and the baffled, changed their approach. Those 

who still liked reading Modernist works turned into literary critics. 

Criticism of Modernist essential texts is still a splendid source of tests, 

examinations, conferences. The baffled ð meaning those who stuck to the 

pleasure of reading, after all ð moved on. 

 The AfterMode is a resolute return to capitalized CLARITY. What 

we read today, the innumerable attempts at telling a story in a ôtotally 

different mannerõ, the desperate individual fights for crumbs of 

ôoriginality/noveltyõ have this in common: they tell us everything in 

everyday words. The author is humbly aware once again that language 

is a means of communication before everything else. After the lyrical 

hybris in Modernism, today even poets sound cautiously prosaic, and 

ambiguity ð the proud discovery of Modernists ð is the least desired 

presence in a text.  

 Has literature lost or gained? Modernism abused the mystery of the 

word to such an extent that authors today feel forced to dissociate 

themselves from Modernist unpopu larity and proclaim the same wordõs 

banality. We have come back to the pre-Modernist custom that each 

literary trend contradicts the previous (no more than that). After -

Modernism has a rather bulky, very uncomfortable predecessor, to 

contradict, though ð which makes its reactions rather extreme, its 

agitation somewhat hilarious in its inefficiency. But one thing is clear 
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once again: now, as before, we need to understand one anotherõs words, 

and we need our daily ratio of stories, as currency, as a way of adding 

what we have not lived to what we have.  

 After its Modernist adventure, after the exploration of preverbal 

thought, the clear word is back. Writers dissociate themselves violently 

from sentences that need decoding. They sound crystal clear. This 

drastic revival of the one-meaning-word is not a victory, though. It 

brings the sad tiding that the word has failed. When writers today tell 

their stories in simple sentences, the reader ought to feel relaxed, yet he 

finds himself ill at ease.  

 What is the reason why, after reading Ishiguro, for instance, we feel 

every sentence makes perfect sense, yet the SENSE of the whole story 

has nothing to do with it? Modernism crushed the meaning of verbality 

under the immense pressure of preverbality. After -Modernists 

apparently restore the word to what it once was, but the reader feels that 

what the author tells him and what the author means are two parallel 

lines that never actually meet. 

 The reason for this unreliable clarity of after -Modernist texts is the 

word agai n. After the Modernists have loaded it with endless caravans 

of meanings, the after-Modernists no longer want to rush where angels 

fear to tread. The bafflingly rich Modernist word (arrayed in its halo of 

preverbality) is followed in our days by an impover ished,  failed word, a 

word which fails to name the only meaning that is attached to it. While 
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Modernists crammed the suitcase of the word with hundreds of 

meanings, after-Modernists travel light, with only one meaning aboard, 

and they never trust their wo rd to convey even that.  

The word fails to mean, and the reader has to find another road 

that leads to the author. Has clarity won? Have we come back full circle 

to pre-Modernism? Is the clear word a convention once more?  

The AfterMode cannot understand i ts own disarray. The language 

must be clear, this much every author knows today. Clarity is the raft 

they cling to in order to survive. Their problem is that they become the 

unwilling fools of literary history. The anchor of Modernism weighs 

heavy on them. They have not yet come out of the Modernist spell 

altogether.  

Their fear and their love of Modernist ambiguity turn against them. 

They do not dare defy their predecessor properly. They want to discard 

and preserve the Modernist defiance at the same time. The result is a 

mongrel between clarity and a puzzle. They feed us bits of a story clad 

in simple words, and yet, somewhere in the process, their words fail to 

communicate.  

They are afraid of the death of literature under the blasphemy of 

Eliot and Joyce. It is a maiming fear. All they can think of is not naming 

their meaning at all. Let the word be clear and blank. Let the reader rest 

from the Modernist race across a forest of meanings. Let the reader focus 

on only one meaning, one word. And let that wor d be a blank bullet the 
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author uses in order to bring his reader to the old Modernist question: 

Just how much can language convey? 

Modernists answered that question with fireworks, with rainbows, 

with huge expenses of all kinds. The word was a feast. After-Modernists 

are paupers at the closed doors of language, today. They peep, they 

avoid, they forget bits an pieces on the way, and they live on crumbs. As 

a literary state in itself, the after-Modernist text has opted for an 

austerity budget.  

Ishiguro refu ses to name what he means, even though he totally 

neglects preverbality (that being the after-Modernist denial of 

Modernism). He reduces the verbal to the clear, and yet his lines are 

confusing. Decoding, explanation, association are all powerless in the 

land of the AfterMode. In spite of that, the emptied, blank word can 

hardly be trusted to reveal spontaneously the meaning of the story, 

which proves that the AfterMode has found its own resource of 

indirectness, of arousing the readerõs interest, of suspense. 

    

 

 

Clarity of the plot, of the time -sequence in novels, the predictable 

development of the heroesõ stories along the lines of what could be 

termed as chronological causality (a view on time as a past that causes the 
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present, a present that causes a future, in precisely that order) has only 

apparently come back.  

 As the most important narrative universal, chrono logical causality 

approximates, then, the pattern of real life. From pre-Modernism to 

Modernism, this narrative universal was altered so as to differ from the 

ôrealisticõ perception of sequentiality. 

When Dickens wrote a novel, his narrative universal was of the type 

ôSO they fell in love, and (possibly) lived happily ever after.õ 

The Modernists changed that into ôAND they tried to remember 

love (among other things).õ 

The after-Modernists oversimplify the narrative universal to ôDID 

THEY.õ 

Consequently, the AfterMode of fiction relies on anything but a 

traditional plot, which Modernism blew up for good and all. That is the 

reason why I previous ly stated that, after reading a Modernist novel, 

one can hardly be happy to go back to pre-Modernism. The only way to 

go for a reader who has grasped Modernism to the full extent of its 

difference from whatever came before is to go ahead into the after-

Mod ernist text.  

The AfterMode is like the dark ritual of cannibalism in Heart of 

Darkness (ôthe horror! the horror!). It forces the naµve story (which used 

to lead once from the heroõs birth to his un/happy ending, which turned 

everything into the past -present-future complex), to face the unnamable, 
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the unutterable. Contemporary open endings look like no endings at all. 

They convey a fear never experienced before: the fear that there is no 

future for the human race. An unutterable expectation, which deprives 

the word of its mystery, the chronological plot of its use, its suspense ð 

this is the essence of the AfterMode. 

Before Modernism, all stories were fairy tales. The fairy -tale pattern 

was an orderly way of organizing human life from birth to death (past, 

present and future), according to the narrative universal. The fairy tale 

wrapped the chronological skeleton in feeling, the feel of real life, and it 

won the readers over by focussing on love interest.  

The fairy-tale pattern was the story of an individual  who found 

love. His chronology revolved round finding (or not finding) somebody 

or something to love. His time was a symmetry of before love ð during 

love ð the (un)happy ever after. To put it in a nutshell, the fairy -tale 

pattern was a love story ordered by the perception of human time as a 

narrative universal.  

It would never have occurred to Fielding or Dickens that the hero 

could pop up on the first page of a novel to reveal that his story had died, 

and to wind his way back into it as if nothing had ha ppened, afterwards. 

A story was a story, and it followed the line of a biography. It was not 

allowed to play with time. It was not allowed to question time. The 

narrative time and the time of human life were one and the same: one 

was born, one fell in love, and then the plot came to an end. The fairy-tale 
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pattern had everything to do with the survival of the species.  

Until 1922 (the peak year of the Modernist denial of a nineteen-

century narrative tradition), with very few exceptions, all stories had the 

same chronological frame of reference: the hero was born, he grew up 

and experienced a number of incidents, after which he left the story. The 

hero travelled across the narrative with a future in mind, and the ending 

was indispensable.  

Chronological suspense was the soul of the story. You could even go 

straight to the last pages to find out the heroõs fate (future), if you 

became impatient. The order in time was always the same. The readerõs 

expectations fuelled a common tradition. Suspense made them all ask 

ôAnd then, what?õ The past and the present necessarily led to an ending 

in the future.  

Modernism found out that one could play with the narrative 

universal of chronology, because, as Virginia Woolf claimed, life was not 

ôlike thisõ: 

 

Look within and life , it seems, is very far from being ôlike thisõ. Examine for a 
moment an ordinary mind on an ordinary day. The mind receives a myriad 
impressions ð trivial, fantastic, evanescent, or engraved with the sharpness of 
steel. From all sides they come, an incessant shower of innumerable atoms; and 
as they fall, as they shape themselves into the life of Monday or Tuesday, the 
accent falls differently from of old; the moment of importance came not here 
but there; so that, if a writer were a free man and not a slave, if he could write 
what he chose, not what he must, if he could base his work upon his own 
feeling and not upon convention, there would be no plot, no comedy, no 
tragedy, no love interest or catastrophe in the accepted style, and perhaps not a 
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single button sewn on as the Bond Street tailors would have it. Life is not a 
series of gig lamps symmetrically arranged; life is a luminous halo, a semi-
transparent envelope surrounding us from the beginning of consciousness to 
the end.    

 Virginia Woolf, Modern Fiction (The Common Reader, 1919) 

 

The Modernist trick (if we can use the word ôtrickõ for an attitude that 

opposed at least nineteen centuries of traditional, fairy -tale narration) 

was to view chronology as highly relative.  

Out of the three essential moments (past, present and future), 

Virginia Woolf, James Joyce and T. S. Eliot began by definitely 

discarding the future. Mrs Dalloway lets us know from the very 

beginning that she is fatally ill. The novel allows her one day in London. 

Leopold Bloom is circumscribed by one day in Dublin.  

T. S. Eliotõs only theme in The Waste Land is the escape from the waste 

that is to come. If we try to demonstrate that Joseph Conrad or  

D. H. Lawrence also belong to Modernism, we can prove it by invoking 

their lack of appetite for their heroesõ future.  

In this way, Modernism demolishes the pre -Modernist pattern, 

discarding the utopia of the (un)happy ending of the fairy -tale pattern in 

the future. As Virginia Woolf insists, ôthe moment of importance came 

not here but there.õ Her ôthereõ is not in the future. She eradicates 

chronological causality when she states: ôLife is not a series of gig lamps 

symmetrically arranged; life is a luminous halo, a semi -transparent 

envelope surrounding us from the beginning of consciousness to the 
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end.õ What she means to say by the ôgig lampsõ is that viewing time as 

an orderly sequence of past, present and future moments is totally 

unrealistic.  

The Modernist trick, then, is to shuffle the moments of chronology. 

First, Modernist authors render  the future powerless. Second, they 

humiliate the present. What do Clarissa Dalloway or Leopold Bloom 

actually do in their narratives? The former gives a party. The latter walks 

around Dublin. Not much, if we look for present adventure. What keeps 

them busy is their memory. They REMEMBER. If the present and the 

future are rather numb, the past is an inexhaustible source of delight. It 

concentrates plot, adventure, suspense.  

It would be terribly wrong to claim that Woolf or Joyce (or even 

Eliot, for that ma tter) do not have plot, suspense or character. They give 

up nothing of the substance of traditional stories. The only change is that 

they suppress the ending.  

It must have been hard on readers accustomed to suspense solved 

on the last page to go home without a sense of closure. This is where the 

dramatic rift between pre -Modernism (nineteen centuries at least, as I 

said) and Modernism (one peak year ð 1922, and a conglomerate of 

similar ideas floating in the air, from Einstein to Freud and the stream -

of-consciousness writers) occurs.  

Once Clarissa Dalloway and Leopold Bloom make it clear that they 

are not interested in the future, we have no alternative but to follow 
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them in their passionate revival of the past. What they do is more than a 

mere narration of the past. Their minds are shown at work. They do not 

tell a story. They struggle with their subconscious in order to bring back 

disparate moments and understand them (their emotion, their 

preverbality) at last.  

The implication is that the present and the  future are too rapid for 

our understanding. The writer takes his time, makes a poem out of past 

incidents, by narrating them at ease, as feelings, not as adventure. 

Narration leaves the body for the soul. The novelist finds out that he is 

in need of lyric ism, and modifies his language accordingly. This is why 

(as we said) the word becomes the tyrant of the text, while story telling 

is pushed backstage. The focus, which used to be on the ôtold,õ is now on 

the ôtelling.õ  

Consequently, The Waves is a sequence of short poems. Ulysses 

concentrates several stories at once in each and every word. The 

novelistõs mind (in Joyceõs case, the same as in Eliotõs) is not happy with 

mere individual history. It spreads over centuries of fiction, poetry, art, 

philosophy. The whole universe can be found in Leopold Bloomõs back 

yard. The word is colossal. It is ready to erupt.  

Not many writers can achieve this verbal concentration. Joyce and 

Eliot are the masters. Woolf, Conrad, Lawrence adapt as they can, with 

unavoidable compromises with the much hated fairy -tale tradition. 

Actually, besides Joyce and Eliot, who are prepared to throw tradition 
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overboard, the others are betrayed by their education ð since they all 

grew up reading precisely what they reject. All Modernists wer e, of 

course, educated in the spirit of obeying pre-Modernist tradition.  

Virginia Woolf is the best example of this duality. She is the most 

eloquent theoretician (even more than Eliot) of Modernist change. She 

noisily demands that the hero should be a ôconsciousness,õ not a tale. She 

places Mrs Dalloway at the end of her life, and makes her mind look 

back. We get disparate moments yoked together. Yet, when this 

demonstration that chronology must die is done, we close the book and 

ð what do we remember? The story of Clarissa Dallowayõs life from her 

youth to the present, in traditional biographical order. Chronology must 

die, long live chronology.  

The feeling of baffled expectation we experience at the end of Heart of 

Darkness or Sons and Lovers comes from the same desire of the author to 

demolish the narrative universal. The truth of the hero is not in his future, 

but in his past. That truth is in his mind, more than in the story of his life. 

Tell me what you think and I will tell you who you are.  

It took r eaders a while to switch from the expectation of an ending to 

endlessness. They had to replace the old pleasure of following the 

adventures of an extrovert hero by the new indiscretion of peeping into 

the deepest recesses of an introvert. The Modernist hero is in love with his 

mind. So much so that we actually see (in Joyce and Eliot) his thoughts 

being born on the page. We know what he thinks before his words are 
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formed. Since we deal with the human mind, with its mechanisms of 

associating memories, of shedding light on the past from a present 

standpoint, we find out that the ôstream-of-consciousnessõ technique is 

the best device a Modernist writer could use. 

The reader has to learn to focus on something different from ôWhat 

next?õ When he has tasted and learnt how to enjoy stream-of-

consciousness texts (the complicated, elliptical story of the mind), his 

newly found pleasure for change makes him anticipate ôhowõ the author 

will innovate the fairy tale. At this point, we must see what happens to 

the Modernis t denial in after -Modernism.  

We have seen, so far, the utopia of the fairy tale, the survival of the 

species by means of love interest in pre-Modernism. We have also seen 

the (orderly) narrative pattern turn from life as seen from the outside to 

a contorted history of the mind, for which the traditional perception of 

order in time becomes meaningless. We have read both reassuring past-

present-future tales and the confusing stream-of-consciousness novels, 

which look at the past through a magnifying glass, ne glecting present 

and future.   

We come to the gates of the AfterMode with no illusions, no 

expectations. Those who have grown up with the denial of tradition, 

who have started in life reading Woolf and Joyce, will find their 

narrative mode natural. Even if  they have read older texts, they have 

learned from Woolf that chronology is there only to be demolished. 
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They will take this denial a step further: they will demolish the 

demolishers. 

Kazuo Ishiguro is a good example. Contemporary British novelists 

(those considered part of the canon today) are quite similar in their 

reaction. It has become quite clear nowadays that the fairy tale can only 

survive in second-rate romances, successful bestsellers for mediocre 

audiences (the Danielle Steele type). It is a momentõs escape in an old-

fashioned world, a world that has nothing to do with real life any more. 

Real-life narratives must shatter narrative patterns, they must be 

unexpected. 

Stream of Consciousness is not unexpected any longer. It fails to 

surprise the reader that a hero thinks instead of acting, that he brings up 

disparate moments of his past, according to unknown laws of his mind. 

Been there, done that. What would the use of denigrating the narrative 

universal be, when everyone knows it does not exist? Who would 

mistake Fieldingõs narrative for a true story? 

The contemporary novelist will not have us ask ôwhat next?õ, or not 

only that. He will not urge us to see how deeply inside his heroesõ minds 

he plunges, since the danger of James Joyce is only too real and too 

close. The only road the after-Modernist can call his is the road to 

dystopia. All writers after the 1950s (Aldous Huxley, George Orwell, 

William Golding, Lawrence Durrell, Martin Amis, Graham Swift, David 

Lodge, etc) live in a darkening world. They return to the pleasures of the 
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story only to demonstrate that the true story is safely dead, we cannot 

believe in it any more, and we mock at our own expectation of closure.  

As we read a novel by Ishiguro, Ackroyd or Lodge, our only 

reaction is far from ôWhat next?õ or ôHowõ the novelist changes the fairy 

tale. The hero has lost his future (which is old news), and he has lost his 

past, too (since Modernists used and abused it). His only refuge is the 

present. A desperately clear present.  

Suspense in the AfterMode has nothing to do with chronology or 

love interest. The anxiety of ôWhat next?õ has died. Characters have no 

expectation of love. It has all vanished after the advent of sex. They do 

not even expect to go on with their lives. They have a constant 

apprehension of the end. Not just their end, but the end of the race.  

All the reader wants today (the year is 2010) is a deferral of this end. 

His back turned to the future, his face buried in the past, he advances 

backwards, surrounded by dystopic, l oveless creatures,  and all he can 

whisper is ôNot yet!õ Do not let the end come. Do not let the race perish. 

This AfterMode dystopia is essentially a literature of the Apocalypse.  

At this point in the history of fiction, when readers are fewer and 

fewer, and the literature of the screen is almost everywhere, we might 

find ourselves wondering if the Modernist profound change of the way 

we choose to tell a story has not opened Pandoraõs box. We have not 

come to dislike stories. It so happens that stories today come in a 

different package. We no longer gather round the fire in order to read 
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Dickensõs latest installment of Little Dorrit . From a common bond, 

reading has turned into a very private matter.  

Stories on a screen use many devices fiction invented: stream-of-

consciousness arrangement of incidents according to patterns of 

memory, a huge number of after-Modernist motifs and themes. From the 

AfterMode, the screen has borrowed the sense of dystopia, the loneliness 

of all heroes, their lovelessness, their unwillingness to utter the 

illuminating word (caused by the desperate attempt at differing from 

the poetic intensity of Modernist styles).  

The feeling that the heroes are never at home, that the world is 

closing in on them, that sex is the only replacement for love that has 

survived, that life on earth is threatened with extinction, comes from the 

earliest after-Modernists, Huxley and Orwell. They are present in what 

we call ôgood filmsõ today. The soap operas, the romances built on the 

pattern ôboy meets girl, and they live happily ever afterõ seem artificial, 

totally unrealistic. They used to be the very stuff of fiction till 1922.  

Modernism may have done more harm than good when it 

challenged the previous nineteen centuries. After-Modernists are taking 

a long time to recover from Modernism, and they still live with the 

nostalgia of the disease. 

Contemporary novelists are struggling to produce the bestseller of 

the millennium and live on royalties from the book and the film for ever 

and ever. Harry Potter is a sad example. Kazuo Ishiguro, on the other 
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hand, produces bestsellers which are impeccable novels, too. I should 

like to think that all the work that went into the writing of literature over 

the centuries, the excitement of reading it, will survive. I hope that a 

time will come when the AfterMode of literature finds a new beginning. 

Right now, it looks like a conclusion to a history of fiction that only 

connoisseurs will read... 
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The after -Modernist odd hero:  

Peter Ackroyd, The Great Fire of London 

 

 

 The Great Fire of London (1982) is ônot a true story,õ as the last 

sentence of the novel states: 

 

This is not a true story, but certain things follow from other things. And so it 
was that, on that Sunday afternoon, that same Sunday when Spenser Spender 
had died in the Great Fire caused by Audrey, Little Arthur set the prisoners 
free. (p. 169) 

 

A Modernist theme, the idea of prison as the emblem of isolation started, 

among others, with T.S. Eliot: 

 

DA  
Dayadhvam: I have heard the key 
Turn in the door once and turn once only  
We think of the key, each in his prison 
Thinking of the key, each confirms a prison.  

(The Waste Land, V, lines 411ð415) 

 

Ackroyd continues it, like most after -Modernists, in his haunting 

obsession with solitude. All his characters are imprisoned in a lonely cell, 

and the whole novel is built upon the idea of a prison. First there is the 

prison of Dickensõs time (Marshalsea, in Little Dorrit , destroyed by fire in 

1885), which is a literary forerunner. Second, there is the very real prison 
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where two crazy heroes (madness goes hand in hand with solitude in the 

after-Modernist text, as it did, though to a lesser degree, in Modernism) ð 

Little Arthur and Pally ð meet in the 1980s, and which is also destroyed 

by a more contemporary ôGreat Fireõ, caused by Little Arthur and Audrey 

together. Third, there is the prison of the self: absolutely all the heroes are 

confined to their confusion, sense of absolute and hopeless isolation, their 

purposelessness and ultimate failure. 

The mad heroes are three: Little Arthur, Audrey Skelton and Pally. 

They are the best illustration of the odd hero that after -Modernist 

novelists dote on.  

Litt le Arthur has a name that connects him to Little Dorrit , the main 

text to be rewritten in this particular novel by Ackroyd. The book begins 

with him:  

 

Little Arthur is asleep, with the same expression he has had for forty years.  
(p. 5) 

 

Sleep, oddness and madness (confusion, at least) always go together, 

forming a compound that characterizes all heroes at the turn of the 

millennium. Little Arthur has and identity of his own, but it is not in the 

least important in the economy of the book: he is ôthe proprietor or Fun 

City, a small amusement arcade in  Borough High Streetõ (p. 5). This 

arcade with lights and games is his ômagic cave.õ He starts it at 8.15 

every morning until one day it is closed down by the main firm, ôLeisure 
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and Amusement Products Limited. õ Arthur Feather (this is his full 

name) becomes unemployed, and his mind looks for another focus than 

his magic cave. He longs for companionship, for a short being, like 

himself, whom he can love. He finds his own Little Dorrit, in the person 

of a ôlittle girlõ playing in a garden he can see out of his window. He is 

going to ôrescueõ her. Armed with a kitchen knife, he kills her and then 

drags her  to his Fun Palace, and, once there with her, 

 

he is eight years old again with the knowledge that he will not  grow, he is 
weeping again at last. (p. 43) 

 

This intensely tragic hero fails to attract our sympathy because he kills 

his Little Dorrit:  

 

The little girl has stopped moaning, her eyes open and staring, it seems, 
at the blue plaque upon the wall. ôCan you read now, angel? I have books at 
home for us, and weõll burrow ourselves in them, wonõt we?õ But she does not 
answer and, laughing at the good times they will have together, he lays her 
body gently upon the gravel path. They will come after us now but we w ill 
laugh last, wonõt we, little love, we will laugh last. 

This was how they found Little Arthur and his only love, beneath a blue 
plaque in a small park, the love dead and Little Arthur looking at them, 
unabashed, for the first time. (pp. 43ð44) 

 

Ironical ly, the midget delights in a future of reading books, the 

same as Ackroydõs text delights in rewriting already written words. 

Little Dorrit is a name with a literary burden, and so is Marshalsea, the 

old debtorsõ prison. Out of the window of his cell, in another prison, 
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Little Arthur watches the attempt at staging Little Dorrit,  and feels he has 

to run down there and save that little girl once again. Although the film 

is just a pale copy of the master text (Dickensõs), to Little Arthur it is 

very real. When Audrey manages to burn down the sets of Dickensõs 

London, imagined and put up with huge efforts by the director, Spenser 

Spender, Little Arthur finds his ôFun Cityõ again: he escapes from his cell 

when, because of Audreyõs fire, electricity fails. He uses two broken 

cables to cause an explosion, and suddenly the ôsystemõ fails. He ôsits 

amongst the cables and laughs.õ  

The debtors ð victims of the community ð can run free, but Little 

Arthur can never be free from his own mind. Neither can any of the 

other heroes Ackroyd imagines. There is no freedom from the intensity 

with which they live their nightmares. The book itself takes these simple 

stories and tangles them in a maze of incidents. The only key is the name 

at the beginning of each chapter, which places the reader inside one 

mind or another, making him a prisoner of all the heroesõ lyrical 

experiences till death doth them part.  

The second insane character is Audrey Skelton, whose name misses 

the word ôskeletonõ by just one ôeõ, the same as the hero responsible for 

the setting loose of Dickensõs initial text into this contemporary 

nightmare of solitude and confusion, the film director Spenser Spender, 

relies upon a single letter to differentiate between his first and last name. 

Audrey comes into the novel dressed in one of her many fantasies: 

Audrey Skelton lay in bed and looked  at the ceiling. If she could have as 
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many pounds as days like this, she would be rich. Quite rich, anyway. Rich 
enough. To get out of this dump. Audrey was a Russian princess, who had 
been forced to flee during the Revolution. She was a poetess who did not 
want her work to be discovered in her life -time. She was a mystery to those 
who knew, and loved her best. (p. 8) 

 

Her imagination dances in a wild whirlwind all the time. This 

agitation, in which reality is desperately contradicted, leads her to utter 

inacceptance of fact. She is one of the many girls at the ôtelephone 

exchangeõ. She is in her ôearly twenties,õ just like her boy-friend, Timothy 

Coleman. Her insanity takes a literary turn when it breaks out. Even 

before her first obvious attack, she dreams of a prison and of being Little 

Dorrit, locked in it:  

 

They slept together that night, but they did not make love. Audrey ôfelt 
funnyõ. She dreamed that she was inside the old prison, except that it was lit 
up by rows of brilliant lights. Little Arthur was showing her some 
photographs. She kept on asking him where her father was; he had spent all 
their money. She had to find him before something terrible happened. (p. 10) 

 

On firs t reading the book, this dream may pass unnoticed (which 

should not happen, as after-Modernist novelists rely so heavily on a 

mnemotechnical reading). The second time round, we realize without 

any trace of doubt that what matters in this novel which rewrit es the 

past (Little Dorrit  reenacted in the 1980s) is not the pure incidents, but 

their lyrical halo. Audrey is not so much a girl who goes mad. She is the 

symbol of desperate sensibility, flawed and lost from the point of view 

of normal lives. But Ackroyd õs heroes are far from normal, all of them. 
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Normality is not something that the novelist aims at depicting. Lyricism 

is, and the sick twists of the soul, since, as he says, the mind is the soul 

(Lidia Vianu, Desperado Essay-Interviews, Editura  UniversińŤii din 

Bucureĺti, 2006, pp. 17ð21). 

Audrey, therefore, dreams of a prison before it actually occurs to 

her to look for Marshalsea prison and think of Little Dorrit, whom she 

next impersonates. Tim and Rowan Phillips ð who meet accidentally ð 

tell her about the place of the old prison. Rowan Phillips is to become the 

author of the script Spenser Spender will use for his film, but he does 

not know it yet. Their visit to Audrey is the fuse which blows up her 

imagination. Rowan, a homosexual, takes her place by Timõs side for the 

space of the novel. When the plot is over, Tim goes back to Audrey, 

reclaiming her from the waters of madness, after Rowanõs having got rid 

of him.  

The next stage in Audreyõs madness is direct identification with 

Little Dorr it, which starts at the seance of a Miss Norman, where she goes 

with her friend Margery. She passes out and, in a trance, identifies herself 

as ôLittle Dorrit. I am the child of the Marshalsea.õ (p. 40) The trance is a 

device Ackroyd also used in English Music, and which he brought to 

perfection in Hawksmoor. This trance is an alternate reality, which suits his 

heroes best. Reality is too poor in symbols, so the novelist deliberately 

sets out to rewrite old texts into it, and his own texts merely register t he 

intensity of the impact of past literature on present reality.  

Like all novelists after the Stream of Consciousness ð and some 
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before that ð Ackroyd focusses his novels on consciousness. He does not 

choose only one consciousness, as most after-Modernis ts do. He travels 

in time and sensibility (ôthe mind is the soulõ), peeping inside all the 

minds and exposing all the flawed sensibilities. There is no one perfectly 

normal in sight. He has a secret liking for the maimed minds. Audrey 

feels that there is a plot against her: 

 

It was now firmly established in Audreyõs mind that Little Dorrit was a 
real person ð dead, probably, or she wouldnõt have taken her over at the 
seance. It might be something to do with reincarnation, she wasnõt exactly 
sure. Or perhaps Little Dorrit had known Audrey when Audrey was a little 
girl. Anyway, she knew that Little Dorrit had some message to pass on ð 
perhaps it was about jewels or a lost inheritance. Something important. 
Audrey knew also the others, the clever ones, wanted to get hold of the secret. 
That was why they had brought their big lights and cameras to search the 
area. At certain times, when her paranoia reached the stage of panic, Audrey 
would become Little Dorrit. She would kneel on the floor, and pray for her 
father and herself, pray to God that they would reap their just reward and 
that it would not be taken from them. (p. 113)  

 

Society turns against her as well. She is fired from her job at the 

telephone exchange because of her strange behaviour, her having slipped 

into a parallel reality, which includes nothing that can be used by the 

world of sanity. Audrey has a vision which disables her from living 

among real human beings. She becomes Ackroydõs visionary property 

and spokesman. She sets fire to the attempt at reviving Dickens, of 

bringing him to the world of sanity. It is as if she wanted Dickens to 

herself, she wanted him to stay in the uncertain realm where the mind 

and the soul are one, where consciousness does not explicitate sentences 
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in order to survive. She becomes a symbol of the impossibility to relive 

the past. Ackroydõs irony ð desperately subtle and hardly visible ð 

whispers that, hard as we may try, the past cannot be rewritten.  

Pally is the third crazy character. Unlike Little Arthur and Audrey 

(alias Little Dorrit, whom Arthur wants to rescue and keep to himself, in a 

world his own size), Pally does not have a point of view. Ackroyd never 

enters his consciousness. He is part of the symbolic background, one of 

the stuffed men, and, as the novelist seems to imply, one of the many, 

actually. As in most after -Modernist texts, the reader himself is one of 

those many, one of the confused: he has a mind, he registers absolutely all 

the associations (with past texts or inside the very text he is reading), but 

he is overwhelmed by the multitude of details and loses his way. 

Criticism of a text by Ackroyd is supposed to guide the reader, to put the 

shuffled identity cards in place, thus revealing the novelistõs devious 

technique. When Ackroyd writes, his pen secretes a haze that blinds 

heroes and reader. That haze is poetry, and it enriches fiction to the point 

of creating a new literary form.  

Pally only comes into the picture in order to trigger Spenserõs idea 

to make a film of Little Dorrit . He is one of the quaint beings gathered in 

English Music. Deformity is, to Ackroyd, a kind of wisdom, a secret 

communication with the sacred above: 

 

As Spenser Spender walked along the road outside the prison, he 
recognised someone who was hastening towards him. His name was Pally, 
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something like that. They had lived in adjoining streets and had gone up to 
the same damp, melancholy school. But Pally would probably not have 
recognised Spenser even if he had seen him; he was simple ð or so everyone 
said ð and the apparent haste came from a nervous disjointedness in all of his 
movements. His face was too large for his head, and it seemed as though his 
eyes had gone out ð as the wind might blow out two candles. There was spit 
on his chin, Spenser noticed, as Pally rushed by. He had known him for 
fifteen or sixteen years ð the first years of their lives ð and now they passed 
each other as though a third person was walking between them. (p. 12) 

 

The moment Spenser finds a sponsor for his film, the moment the 

latter agrees to back Spenser up, after a short insight ð free indirect style, 

as David Lodge calls it (Consciousness in the Novel, 2002, Penguin Books, 

2003, p. 45) ð into his mind, the narrative turns to Spenserõs thoughts. 

Instead of letting us know clearly what he thinks, Ack royd chooses a 

symbol: the director meets Pally again, but, like a premonition, in the 

rain and wind, Pally vanishes into thin air:  

 

Sheet lightning took up the whole sky, and the rain now seemed to leap 
upward from the pavement and rise to the clouds agai n. Spenser Spender ran 
for shelter towards the nearest pub, when he saw Pally again. He was sitting 
on a bench beside the pub; his face was illuminated by the lightning and he 
stared up at it, his hair and clothes sodden. ôCome on, Pally, come on inside,õ 
Spenser Spender yelled. A gust of wind blew rain into his face, and his vision 
was blurred for an instant. ôCome on, Pally, donõt you remember me?õ But 
Pally, somehow, had gone. The bench was empty. (p. 30) 

 

 Ackroyd likes to replace narration by symbols a nd slip ahead very 

much like Hardy, in a poetic whirl of incidents. Spenser goes to visit the 

prison where he filmed before, in view of his new film, and there he 

comes across Arthur Feather and then Pally. The story is now interrupted 
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by indirect free sty le again, and this time we hear Pally speak: 

 

Pally had been in a dazed slumber before hearing the noises at the door, 
but now he sat on the edge of his bunk and stared at the floor, as if it were a 
book which might reveal to him his fate. My name is Pally  ð he spoke out 
loud and banged his heels against the floor as he did so ð and where I go I am 
trouble. I close my eyes and I am some place else. I know who brings me there 
and I canõt help it. I seen him three times now. First time he looks through me 
as if I am daft or some such thing. Second time he calls me, through the 
thunder, but he is trouble and I hop it. Now I seen him in this place and he is 
after me. I done nothing. I see what I see and I hear what I hear. That one 
means trouble. (p. 57) 

 

Trouble can mean a lot of things, from Hardyõs intimation of future 

tragedy to Ackroydõs intimation of fear to come. In short, what is in 

store for the reader is Spenserõs failure to complete his film (the actors 

refuse to place their lives in jeopardy by filmin g in such an old building, 

where a falling arc-light almost killed one of them), followed by 

Audreyõs setting fire to the whole set representing London (the Great 

Fire of London reenacted), and by Spenser dying, trapped inside the set 

he is trying to save. The turmoil also sets the prisoners free, with 

Arthurõs help. Arthur learns from the prison priest that the world will 

ôend in fireõ (p. 146), and makes sure this is what happens. He causes an 

explosion, the prisoners find themselves free, and Pally feels he has to 

run away with them:  

 

He runs back along the street where, a year before, he had passed Spenser 
Spender. Spenser, then, had been in the grip of his idea. Now, Little Arthur 
sits amongst the cables and laughs. (p. 169) 
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 Ackroydõs dreamy narration confuses because it hides the essential 

details, shuffling the heroes, enveloping life in Virginia Woolfõs 

ôluminous halo.õ Between Joyceõs epiphany and the crucial poetic 

encounters in this book there is just one step, but a big one: it is the step 

from Modernism to after -Modernism, from exhilaration of the 

innovating game to the savoir faire of the after-Modernist novelist who 

reacts against the previous movement while feeding on it.  

 The real theme of The Great Fire of London is not the story of a failed 

film, the stories of one hero or another, the poetry of premonition, the 

sadness of madness versus sanity. It is creation. Spenser Spender is not a 

main hero in the true meaning of the word. We do not get his point of 

view that much, and his life story i s of no consequence. He is inhabited 

by creation, or rather re-creation of Dickens on screen, and is crushed by 

this burden. He loses his real life to the imaginary world of creation. The 

message of the novel is: reality must be sacrificed. 

 The real story of Spenser Spender is very simple: he is married to 

Laetitia, who leaves him for Andrew Christopher. Andrew leaves her in 

his turn, but before he has a chance to let her know it is over, she tries to 

commit suicide, is saved and returns home to Spenser. They resume 

their brotherly, or rather father -daughter relationship, but not for long. 

They only exist as a background to Spenserõs idea of reviving Dickens on 

screen. He decides to screen Little Dorrit , finds a sponsor, a script, actors, 

and starts shooting. During the shooting of a scene in the old prison, a 

light falls and injures an actor. This is the bad omen. The actors go on 
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strike, refusing to go on with the film. Spenser is helpless. His original 

idea is dying under the pressure of his contemporary sponsor to make a 

commercial film. While walking in the vicinity of the set built for the 

image of London in his film, mad Audrey brings a few tramps and sets 

fire to the cardboard images of old London. Spenser tries to put the fire 

out single-handedly. He  is struck by falling pieces and dies on the spot.  

 Spenser is more an obsession than a real being. He lives in a trance. 

Can the past be reenacted? Can Little Dorrit be brought back to life? She 

never had more than the life of Dickensõs imagination to begin with. All 

those who touch her image are more or les doomed. Audrey goes mad, 

Little Arthur kills, Spenser fails and dies. Audrey and Arthur are mere 

props, but Spenser, emotionally blank as he is, carries a lot of weight for 

the authorõs message. Spenser is a messenger from the world of 

imagination, which never dies, unlike real life. Probably that is why we 

do not perceive his death as a tragedy. He dies in the Great Fire (a 

reenactment of the old Great Fire of London in 1885, a visitation as it 

were): 

 

Spenser Spender lay dead in the ruins of Little Dorrit : he was the first 
victim of what came to be known as the Great Fire. The cause of the fire was 
never discovered, but it inflicted disaster and destruction upon the city, 
razing offices and homes, blasting the lives of those who worked and lived in 
them. It destroyed much that was false and ugly, and much that was splendid 
or beautiful. Some longed for it to burn everything, but for others a new and 
disquieting sense of impermanence entered their lives. Eventually, legends 
were to grow around it. It was popularly believed to have been a visitation, a 
prophecy of yet more terrible things to come. (p. 165) 
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Like most novels by Ackroyd, The Great Fire of London ends with an 

image of disaster, typical for af ter-Modernist fiction in general. It is a 

hopelessness which for Ackroyd takes poetic value. His plot, carefully 

(though rather artificially) built, is no more than a vision. The aim of the 

novel is to induce a mood. We leave aside what happens, we forsake 

interest in the heroes and focus on what we feel.  

The icon of what we feel is ôthe old woman.õ Spenser and Letty 

catch sight of her when he has just had the idea for the film and he feels 

he needs time to think it over:  

 

As they walked out into the Kingõs Road, the old woman passed them at 
one corner, pushing one pram ahead of her and dragging one pram behind. 
She came this way often, aiming with single-minded determination for a row 
of wooden benches by the Royal Hospital. Her prams were filled with scra ps 
of old clothes and newspapers, empty tins of Horlicks and old bottles stuffed 
with rags. She simply added material to her piles; the stuff at the bottom of 
the prams could not have been seen, or touched, for many years. It 
represented the remnants of the Chelsea streets, perhaps the only history they 
had. 

She plodded along with a peculiarly benevolent expression, dressed in 
materials which closely resembled those in the prams; she was like a tortoise 
between two shells. She would have to be in it, he thought, or someone like 
her. ôItõ, the project, had already taken on a confused but palpable life; like a 
watermark, it would now show on anything which Spenser held up to the 
light.  (pp. 14ð15) 

 

This old woman of the streets is first described by the authorõs 

omniscient voice (ôShe came this way often...õ), and only then 

internalized by Spenserõs free indirect style, which identifies her with 

creation (ôShe would have to be in it, he thoughtõ). Later on, she comes as 
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part of Laetitiaõs thoughts (another angle of free indirect style). Laetitia 

is walking alone, after a fight with Andrew, into whose house she has 

moved: 

 

The strength and the darkness of London had compressed itself into these 
tiny, wandering forms. She could have drowned in it, she thought, li ke the 
old woman with the prams. When had she seen her last? It was winter: she 
and Spenser were walking somewhere, arm in arm. Had the old woman 
survived the cold? (p. 135) 

 

The third time the old woman passes by, she is not noticed and it 

happens while Spenser stares out of his window after Laetitia has come 

back to him (she wanted to die yet failed, while Spenser will soon die 

unwillingly, and bury his creation with him). We are inside his mind, 

and we are told he fails to see the emblem of his creation, which is the 

real bad omen of the book. In describing the old woman, the authorõs 

omniscient voice unites Lettyõs and Spenserõ thoughts thus: 

 

As he stared out of the window, the old lady with the prams, one before and 
one behind, walked past down the dead centre of the road. She had after all 
survived the winter. But Spenser did not see her... (p. 155) 

 

Lettyõs question (ôHad the old woman survived the cold?õ) is 

answered by the author, who also intimates that there is something 

fatally wrong with Spenser , who fails to notice her. It is one of the 

moments when the authorõs omniscience noisily betrays itself, and it 

does not happen very often with Ackroyd. Like all after -Modernists, he 
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wants to keep a low profile. He is reluctant to show that he is there, t hat 

he knows how it will all end, he knows that there will be an end. This 

short moment may have been a Dickensian slip in this novel that dreams 

Dickens could not only be reenacted, but also infused with real life. It is 

a significant part of Ackroydõs narrative style, which mingles tradition, 

innovation and after -innovation in a medley of styles, angles, devices. 

The after-Modernist merry -go-round of techniques never stops. One 

moment of rest would kill the text. The Great Fire of London leaves us 

with a disturbing, deep feeling of unrest.  

Having established that the real theme of this novel is creation as a 

state of grace (plunging into death ð see Chatterton, English Music, The 

Plato Papers), we must also examine the status of the couple, which is not 

usually a theme (not any more, after the Victorian tradition and 

Modernism) in the after -Modernist novel. Ackroyd creates several 

couples, which ought actually to be grouped into two triangles: on the 

one hand, Tim with both Audrey and Rowan, on the other ha nd, Laetitia 

with both Spenser and Andrew.   

Love is just a ploy in the hands of the novelist. Love is not a feeling, 

but a way of bringing characters together in a plausible manner. Audrey 

and Tim do not stand a chance as a couple, even though he saves her 

from the Great Fire. Ackroyd refuses to investigate their souls. His free 

indirect style never builds on love. Rowanõs mind is amply described, 

but what he feels is just physical attraction for Tim, whom he seduces 

and leaves. Spenser, on the other hand, has had a long relationship with 
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Laetitia, but the feeling they share is one of tenderness.  

All Ackroydõs heroes value tenderness infinitely more than 

storming love. When Laetitia leaves Spenser, she hopes for love, but 

comes to regret Spenserõs tenderness and is happy to return to it. With 

Spenserõs death, all heroes roll over and away. The novel is like a castle 

of cards, which crumbles once the key witness to creation is dead. Each 

character is a card, an identity shuffled with others, combined after 

artificial laws of building a plot to feed the reader, while the mood (the 

spell) of creation takes hold of him. 

The dreamy hero is a being Ackroyd has often used. The gay hero 

(Rowan Phillips) is just as interesting. The novelistõs psychological 

analysis concentrates on Rowanõs thoughts even more than on Spenserõs 

vision. Rowan ð homosexuality ð is a way of life, while Spenser ð 

creation ð is the mind and the soul. After -Modernist heroes are not fond 

of describing society, but homosexuality is the closest to it that Ackroyd 

can come. His protagonists are usually alone and want to be left that 

way. They defend their loneliness, like most after -Modenist heroes. 

Rowan wants a gay life, he wants to meet young men and share their 

world. Sharing another personõs world is something that an after -

Modernist has to learn again (or will that happen in another literary 

movement?), and the gay hero is Ackroydõs way of fumbling his way 

back to the story of the couple. 

Ackroydõs plots ð here and elsewhere ð are mainly reasons for 

rewriting. The charm lies in the revival of an old text/mind/soul. The 
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means of doing it is by painstakingly putting together a sequence of 

related incidents, of making the paths of various heroes cross in such a 

way as to justify a plot that brings  them together. Far-fetched (often 

clumsy) coincidence is one after-Modernist means of telling a decent 

story. After -Modernist novelists seem to stare in the face of the realistic 

tradition and snicker: I can use your tricks. They do the same with 

Modernism, half keeping, half avoiding it. This is where   David Lodgeõs 

ôfree indirect styleõ comes in handy. It connects omniscience to the 

Stream of Consciousness, it can describe a character from the inside and 

from the outside at the same time, it can describe more minds than one 

(more inner and outer realities), in short, the after -Modernist can eat his 

cake and have it.  

Peter Ackroydõs The Great Fire of London focusses on the symbol of 

the prison. From Dickensõs prison to the prison in which Spenserõs film 

is marred, from Little Dorritõs debtorsõ prison (literary only) to Audreyõs 

trance (real life), from the freedom of sanity (Spenser, Tim, etc) to the 

prison of madness (Audrey, Arthur, Pally) ð Ackroyd rewrites Dickensõs 

feeling that his contemporary society is a huge prison.  

Ackroydõs prison-symbol has three levels. First there is Dickensõs 

prison, which seems more real than all the rest. Second, there is the 

present prison, where Arthur and Pally are locked, and Spenser fails to 

create. And, last but not least, there is in Ackroydõs text the suggestion of 

an eternal prison: that of the self. The heroes are locked in their own 

madness, loneliness, purposelessness and failure. The Great Fire 
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consumes this prison and sets the prisoners free.  

We do not rejoice. We do not side with anyone. The end of the novel 

is a bitter sigh. In a world of pain, the novelist pretends he is offering a 

refuge, but his heroes are too blind to see it. His readers feel helpless. 

There is a plot, a chronology, an end, but all these hardly matter. What 

matters is left unuttered and must be guessed at. A text which rewrites 

quite a number of other fictional devices turns out to be pure poetry 

after all. 

  

Peter Ackroyd, The Great Fire of London, 1982  

(Penguin Books, 1993) 
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The parallel worlds of a dystopic mind:  

Peter Ackroyd, The Plato Papers 

 

 

 

 

 With anybody else but Peter Ackroyd, this small book would have 

turned into a dystopia. It begins by throwing the year 2010, along with 

all years between 1500ð2300 in ôThe Age of Mouldwarpõ, while ôThe 

Presentõ is year 3700. The fourteen-hundred -year interval that separates 

us from the present which Ackryodõs book imagines is enough to make 

anybody feel dizzy and confused. In between 2300 and 3700 there is a 

history of recoveri ng light after it has been lost, together with a whole 

civilization, out of which small figments are found and badly 

associated. The truth of the old world (our world) is lost, or rather, it 

would be lost but for a new (Platoõs) vision of older (our) times.  

 Loss of light is a motif used by Alasdair Gray too, in Lanark. The sun 

rises there for a few minutes a day, and the main hero races after it, in 

his desperate need to escape darkness. The Plato Papers, the same as 

Lanark, is placed in the future. The difference lies in the fact that Grayõs 

future is dark, while Ackroydõs future comes after a time of darkness, 

and is a time of light. The fact that Ackroydõs light is not much more 
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desirable than Alasdair Grayõs darkness ð maybe less ð is inessential at 

fi rst sight.  

 The first pages are a collection of excerpts from books, diaries, 

papers and The Plato Papers, dated year 2030, 2299, 2302, 2304, 2310, 2350, 

2998, 3399, 3506, 3640, 3705. The image of the Earth in 2030 (the remote 

past of the novel, from whic h no entire books or objects seem to have 

been preserved) comes from a text entitled A New Theory of the Earth: 

 

I often envisage, in this new age of instantaneous and universal 
communication, how our planet might appear to distant observers. It must 
seem to shimmer in a state of continual excited activity, rather like a round 
diamond in the sky.  

 

Lyricism is obvious from this very first paragraph: the Earth is 

compared to a diamond in the sky. The strangeness of the statement 

appears only later on, when we realize these words were written in an 

age of darkness, possibly in a cave, in a parallel world to that of light, in 

a past reality that the inhabitants of the fictional present (those who hear 

Platoõs orations and cause his exile in the end) refuse to imagine. 

Ackroydõs Plato has, at a certain point, a vision of the Earth as we see it 

today, which is very far from being a diamond in a free sky: the Earth, 

according to this book (Plato himself doubts whether this is true or a 

vision, in fact), is a world e nclosed in a dark cave.  

Platoõs own reality is the light above this cave. His theory is that 

minds could be living in numberless parallel worlds, and his 
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compatriots are urged to summon the wisdom to accept relativity. Like 

all humans, whatever their envi ronment, they do not accept it. The 

Biblical ôWe would see a sign!õ is repeated, but this time the new Christ 

(Plato) is forgiven, and he chooses to leave his own world without 

regrets. This possible comparison Plato-Christ is one device that proves 

Ackroydõs passion for rewriting old myths with tender irony.  

The miracle of ôuniversal and instantaneous communicationõ is 

meaningless to the world of the fourth millennium. Plato speaks as he 

would have done in Ancient Greece (if we are to express it in terms of 

what we know), and people listen to him without lamenting that words 

die, without the least attempt to record the sentences, to defeat space 

and time by devising means of very fast communication.  

Ackroyd imagines a leisurely world, in which sleep is th e main 

activity. Is that a dystopia? Can light be a maximized fear? It could, but 

only on one condition: if it is blinding. And in this novel, light does 

blind the human beings. Death is the final blinding. Precious little is 

known about the past, but they  could not care less. Plato makes it his job 

to understand what no longer exists. His endeavours end humorously. 

He finds ð mysteriously, as we are not told how or where ð excerpts 

which he puts together thus: Charles Dickens wrote ôa novel entitled On 

the Origin of Species by Means of Natural Selection.õ The novel is considered 

highly ironical:  

 

It is the final masterstroke of irony by Charles Dickens that this character 



 

Lidia VIANU:  The AfterMode. Present Day English Fiction. 

 

52 
 

             

                                    Bucureĸti 2012 

 

solemnly maintains the pretence of discussing only birds and insects, while at 
the same time providing a wonderfully succinct if brutal summary of the 
society from which he came! (p. 7) 
 

In a glossary of lost words, Plato places names of 18th, 19th and 20th c 

writers, in a kind of warning that no reading is final, no interpretation 

ever complete, that disasters of intelligence may lie ahead of the human 

mind:  

 

words-worth: the patronymic of writers who had earned their high 
position. In a similar context we have Chatter -ton. Many Mouldwarp writers 
were compared to inorganic substances, such as Ore-well, Cole-ridge and 
Gold-smith. Some writers were considered sacred, as in Pope and Priestley. 
Some were feared as Wilde or Savage while others were celebrated for their 
mournful or querulous style, among them Graves, Bellow and Frost. 
Unfortunatel y, no specimens of their work have survived. (p. 27) 

 

E. A. Poe stands for ôEminent American Poetõ (p. 29). He comes 

from a civilization that has disappeared under a huge desert, 

reminiscent of Aldous Huxleyõs Ape and Essence: 

 

Very little is known of that  ancient race, the American people. Their territory 
is now a vast and featureless desert, according to the latest report, swept by 
gales of hot air. Yet we have discovered evidence that, beneath the surface of 
this wasteland, there may remain the vestiges of a great empire. (p. 29) 

 

 Ackroyd delights in his Platoõs misinterpretations, which he makes 

up with much gusto and even more irony. The message is, though, a 

tragic one: culture is constantly lost. It vanishes as we speak. Every 

minute we lose an atom of thought. This little book, apparently harmless 
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fun, is haunted by a huge sense of loss, and therefore becomes in essence 

a dystopia of the mind.  

 T. S. Eliot survives with a few incomprehensible words:  

 

fragments [they] have *ruins  
 *ieronymo ** again 
    ** Eliot (p. 78) 

 

Plato infers they come from ôan early English script,õ and he thinks they 

belong to ôthe work of an African singer named George Eliot.õ (p. 79) 

Ackroyd rewrites literature, history, film, criticism, whatever was once 

written. He rewri tes with a smiling eye (that of irony) and a weeping 

one (which feels the transitoriness of what humans create).  

 Ackroyd places himself in Huxleyõs position when he described the 

savage reservation in Brave New World. A heroine, Sidonia, sums up 

Platoõs words thus:  

 

It was all very interesting. There was a period when our ancestors believed that 
they inhabited a world which revolved around the sun. (p. 3)  

 

We learn from her that it was ôthe Age of Mouldwarp,õ and the belief in 

question was a ôdelusionõ. Plato himself admits that ôIt is not considered 

proper to dwell upon the past as I do.õ (p. 12)  

This new Plato speaks to us backwards, orienting his mind towards 

our world ð past to him ð like a radar, and he ends by being engulfed in 

a vision of it, choosing it as his place of exile. Our language is old and 
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dead to him. He tries to reconstruct it in a glossary, a new dictionary of 

old terms, which makes us smile and reconsider the power of words. We 

create words out of which not much will be left. The wood en language 

in various fields (criticism included), the words some use with pride in 

order to humiliate those who have not yet understood them, the dialect 

of the elite of words (not necessarily of thought) is delicately mocked at:  

 

brainstorm: on certain occasions the amount of anger or anxiety in the 
brain was believed to cause a violent change in the weather. (...) 

ideology: the process of making ideas. The work was generally performed 
in silence and solitude, since great care was needed in their manufacture. 
Certain artisans were chosen for this occupation at an early age and were 
trained in mental workhouses or asylums. They were known as idealists, and 
were expected to provide a fixed number of ideas to be exhibited or dramatised 
for the benefit of the public.õ (pp. 13ð15) 

literature: a word of unknown provenance, generally attributed to ôlitterõ 
or waste. 

logic: a wooden object, as in log table. (p. 19) 

 

Ackroydõs irony here is lyrical and pensive, as it always is. More a 

philosopher of the word than a  boaster of it, his style partakes of an 

ultimate accessibility. He can hardly bear any of his lines to be 

misunderstood.  

As we read along, we keep wondering if Plato stands as the 

representative of a better civilization than ours, as our ideas of progress 

(proved so false by this book) would suggest. We do not manage to learn, 

we are not told up to the very last word whether Plato is wiser or more 

primitive than us, whether culture has been lost or refined. Ackroyd 
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means to offer an alternative, not a comparable world. He builds a 

parable focussing on the need to cultivate the soul within, not the 

externals, such as speed or information. The ôlightõ comes from within, 

but those old ages (us) did not realize that ôtheir universe was an 

emanation of the human mind.õ (p. 50) Consequently, ôthe sun went out.õ  

When the light returns, myths come to life. They become real. This 

Plato of the future speaks about the Earth, so he cannot be very different 

from the humans. We only learn that he is very short in compar ison to 

his peers, who are all much taller than we are. The novelist seems to 

suggest here that he was cut out to be one of us, rather than one of them. 

As we hear him talking about past ages, we keep repressing the 

unconscious question whether our language has really been preserved 

(in which case there is a chance for us to transmit our sense of values to 

the future).  

Language is indeed a means of efficient communication ð since we 

obviously understand Plato, although he fails to understand us ð but the 

values are gone. They have been forgotten, replaced. The new 

civilization he speaks to is much calmer and more reassuring: 

 

We now realise that creation occurs continually. We are creation. We are the 
music. (p. 67) 

 

A sense of deep lassitude is exhaled by these lines. Speed and 

communication cannot continue to grow at this rate. Ackroydõs book 
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finds a way to stop it. He creates this utopic dystopia, this realm about 

which we cannot make up our minds: is it better, is it worse? The lesson 

of the book is it i s neither. It is another, alternative world, which we 

must learn to tolerate. It is a lesson of intellectual flexibility, more than 

an attempt at describing in detail another civilization, as Alasdair Gray, 

Orwell, Huxley did.  

 In Platoõs world the reverse of what is happening in ours is taking 

place: ôIt is holy to be still.õ (p. 82) It is compulsory to dream, but not to 

think. People must stay within the city and abhor travelling. Platoõs 

journey to the ôunderworldõ (Dante) is fatal to him. We cannot possibly 

know whether the world ð our world ð he discovers is real or just 

ethereal, a gliding universe of memories, since not even Plato, who is so 

interested in the history of the Earth, can share our avidity for concrete, 

material values. He discovers, though, the eagerness to move beyond 

boundaries, to travel everywhere, mainly in the past ð this being 

Ackroydõs obsession. If anything, this need to see places (real places or 

just places of the mind) is the seal of our age, and totally disappears in 

the worl d of the future as imagined by The Plato Papers.  

Plato finds that we are half the height of the beings he knows, and 

that we look but do not see anything aside from what we mean to 

acquire. He passes unseen by the past world he discovers beneath his. 

He cannot be heard: 

 

They had no way of knowing that heir earth was in a great cavern beneath the 
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surface of our world. Their sky was the roof of a cave, but for them it was the 
threshold of the universe. I was walking among the blind. Yet when at night I 
looked up at the glittering face of the Mouldwarp heaven I, too, was 
entranced by it. (p. 90) 

 

In Hawksmoor two ages, several centuries apart, melt on the last 

page of the book. In The Plato Papers two types of mind, of 

understanding the universe are superposed. One is the limited view 

(past or present). The other is the twofold view of the author and his 

spokesman, Plato. Plato can see two worlds at once, he has an insight 

into the infinity, the mystery of a world others take for granted. Neither 

the past nor his present accept him. He is a misfit. So we feel after 

reading the last page of the book.  

Its plot does not matter in the least. Plato is tried, he chooses to 

leave his native space, he comes to our world (we learn no more than 

that). The real plot is in fact the authorõs attempt to educate us into 

relativity. He means by it more than Einsteinõs concept. He enriches it by 

a dimension of the soul. Ackroydõs whole work is a window opening 

onto unsuspected but fervently embraced mystery.  

Coming back from o ur dark world, which is a cave of  

shadows beneath the world of ôghosts of lightõ (p. 100) that he inhabits, 

he tries to make light see darkness, but he fails. The suggestion is we 

are confined to our senses, and we need an ability of the beyond. In our 

case, beyond would mean more light. What we think of as light can be 

improved. Platoõs peers see ôangels,õ and even find their feathers. Two 
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realities exist ôsimultaneously.õ Maybe more than two, and Plato asks: 

 

They could not know that they lived in a cave , hidden from the light. But how 
can we be sure that, in turn, there is not a world of brightness beyond our 
own? (p. 104) 

 

He has one lesson to teach, and only one: ôThere are no certainties. 

So take nothing for granted.õ (p. 107) Platoõs soul, his only fit companion, 

suggests at last that everything, darkness and light and whatever more 

worlds he might find out, are all within his own mind. Plato muses:  

 

Perhaps they are all around us, but we cannot see one another. (p. 121) 

 

Disturbing and exhilarating. ôIntermingledõ worlds revolve in the 

pages of this book. The past dreams the present into life, the present 

creates the past in its dreams. Do we actually exist? Plato is utterly 

dissatisfied with his world:  

 

I ask you if this is the way to live. I can no longer endure our patience, our 
endless worship, our expectation. Some of us grow old and fade. I have seen 
my own mother begin to depart, until she was scarcely visible even to me. (...) 
If we do not learn to doubt, then perhaps our own age will die. (pp.  132ð133) 

 

Like a travelling Christ, a Christ leaving (not coming to) the city in 

triumph, surrounded by children, Plato chooses ôperpetual exileõ (p. 

134). His peers believe him to have simply ôentered another dreamõ (p. 

139 ð last words of the novel).  
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 Ackroydõs novel is a philosophy of the mind, and, as he said in our 

interview, ôThe mind is the soul.õ His text teaches the reader to see with 

this soul. 

 

Peter Ackroyd, The Plato Papers, 1999 (Vintage, 2000) 
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The text in the mirror ,  

or the rewind technique:  

                       Martin Amis, Timeõs Arrow 

 

 

 Martin Amisõs Timeõs Arrow has one major point of interest, and 

that is technical. The novel is built on the rewind method, so to say. It 

begins with the old age of a hero paralyzed on a hospital bed, and ends 

with the moment when he is returned to the womb in order to be born 

(again?). Everything is seen as a film that is made to rewind, all gestures 

going back, all incidents ending in their beginning, which the 

protagonist ð split into ôIõ and ôHe ð judges with the eyes of someone 

who comes from the future and mistakes it for the past.  

Scatological images are Amisõ favourites: food is returned by the 

heroes to the plate, excrements have to be admitted to the place they 

came from, trash becomes again whatever it was before being discarded 

(letters come from the trash, for instance), the money paid once is now 

given to the one who asks for a job to be done, vehicles retrace their trip 

to the point of departure, patients (the he ro is a doctor) are brought to 

life out of their dead bodies.  

Logic is contradicted with delight, and chronological causality (the 

inner ôIõ continues to use it in perceiving the undoing of time) becomes 

the cause of many comic effects. Everything that was done is undone 
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slowly in front of our eyes, and the part of the hero which is trapped 

inside (usually the ôIõ) passes judgment as if he had really come to life on 

the hospital bed, within a paralyzed body, and as if he were advancing 

with interest to the  moment of his birth, which he perceives as the end of 

his life.  

 The body ð the ôHeõ, Tod Friendly, John Young, Hamilton de Souza, 

Odilo Unverdorben (names for one and the same person) ð is enigmatic. 

The inner ôIõ constantly complains that the world he is experiencing 

ôbackwardsõ does not make sense. At first the book  

itself hardly makes sense. Dialogue is recorded backwards (answer 

before question), but aside from that we have no clue that we are going 

from the end of a life towards its beginning in fl esh and blood, that the 

hero actually grows younger and younger (instead of growing old) 

under our own eyes.  

 The hero is thus divided into two selves. One of the two selves 

knows the true story and will not reveal it; his thoughts are not known. 

The other, the inner prisoner who cannot do anything physically, but 

has all the thinking power, is constantly amazed by the way things turn 

out, going backwards, from end to beginning.  

Our idea of the end and the beginning only applies to the physical, 

mute self. The inner, thinking self has a totally different logic from ours; 

he is born within an old body, and dies as the infant returned to the 

womb. For the inner, nameless self, birth is death, and mother means 

death too.  
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The reader is more than confused. His logic is severely challenged. 

It seems at times that, in order to be as consistent as he is, the author 

must have filmed his script and then watched it rewinding, carefully 

transcribing exactly what he saw, each incident or gesture from last to 

first.  

This rewinding is then combined with thinking, with the inner view 

which attributes to the past reasons from the future, as it were. We are 

slowly taught to judge what came first by connecting it to what came 

afterwards, making the afterwards the cause of wh at came before it. 

Reversing chronological causality (the old narrative law according to 

which the past causes the present and the present causes the future), the 

story reaches hilarious conclusions, which would be comic unless they 

had desperately tragic connotations.  

The titles of the chapters do not make sense before we read the whole 

book. They must be read all over again when we are familiar with the 

reversed logic of the text. What goes around comes around means to say that 

growing old can be reversed, and who was old can now grow young, life 

can go the opposite way to nature (even though this is just a trick of the 

authorõs mind, it is the law of life for this book).  

You have to be cruel to be kind foreshadows the main topic of the 

novel, the concentration camps. Amisõs text sees the German doctors (his 

hero included) in the camps as ôgiving lifeõ (in reverse) to the dead 

bodies of the Jews. That is kindness. As for the cruelty which comes 

before kindness, and which implies killing those lives before  curing 



 

Lidia VIANU:  The AfterMode. Present Day English Fiction. 

 

63 
 

             

                                    Bucureĸti 2012 

 

them back to life, that cruelty is something this novel professes it is 

ignorant of. The German doctors are saintly benefactors.  

The title winks at the reader: you know about the cruelty of the 

Nazis. The main hero perceives this as kindness because he comes from 

the future towards the past, and sees things backwards, but you know 

the real course of events and can compare. You know that Jews passed 

from life to death (irreversibly) and not the other way round. The author 

counts on the readerõs being aware of the Holocaust when the text 

praises as ôkindnessõ the cruelty of concentration camps. 

Because I am a healer, everything I do heals is another introduction to 

the Holocaust. We do not know anything about the heroõs past yet. We 

have no idea he was an SS doctor in the camps. We merely know he is a 

doctor, seemingly a gynecologist (or mainly that), which, we soon learn, 

he was in the camps, too, where he experimented on Jewish women. The 

chapter is entitled according to the heroõs backward logic: he is a doctor, 

therefore in the camps he could only give life (restore the dead womenõs 

bodies to life, as the rewound images show), so everything he does 

heals. 

You do what you do best, not whatõs best to do is a justification of the 

heroõs killings, which we inevitably infer once we understand what it is 

all about. Odiloõs best qualification was killing. It was not the best thing 

to do, but he feels no guilt. He feels like a martyr who worked under 

terrible conditions, sacrificing his own family life (he b ecame impotent, 

his wife stopped loving him and his infant daughter died). This title is 
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given in accordance with our true logic, not in order to shock us, but to 

strengthen our conviction that we have found the true key to meaning 

when we decode the trick of viewing atrocities backwards in time.  

Here is no why best describes the inconceivability of the camps. 

There is no reason for those atrocities, and the author sides with our 

logic once again. We are shown the dire misery and the subhuman 

cruelty, and we are also told we should not ask why. Whom would we 

ask? The hero, who, as we know by now, was practically born into 

Nazism, who was ð more or less willingly, that we do not know, and the 

book only tells us that he became impotent, probably because of the 

horrors he witnessed ð part of the massacre? A hero who, once the war 

ended and Germany lost, ran to Portugal, and from there to New York 

by boat, under a false identity? The hero who got to keep his life and 

conceal his crimes? Here is a dialogue which best describes the heroõs 

past (actually his future, in the book) if it is read backwards, from the 

last to the first line:  

 

ôSo. All they have is this, which is thirty years old, and two so-called witnesses.õ 
John Waited. 
ôNothing,õ said John. 
ôWhat, nothing?õ 
ôI had no criminal record.õ 
ôThe usual catch: did you lie about your criminal record?õ 
ôAh.õ 
ôItõs taking the form of inquiries about your US naturalization.õ (pp. 81ð82) 

 

Rearranged, it would look like this:  
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ôItõs taking the form of inquiries about your US naturalization.õ 
ôAh.õ 
ôThe usual catch: did you lie about your criminal record?õ 
ôI had no criminal record.õ 
ôWhat, nothing?õ 
ôNothing,õ said John. 
John Waited. 
ôSo. All they have is this, which is thirty years old, and two so-called 
witnesses.õ 

 

 Multiply zero by zero and you still get zero is an ambiguous title. The 

chapter describes the moment the heroõs child was conceived. Seen from 

both sides, forward and backwards, zero by zero will get zero. The 

camps have already unhappened (been seen as a fountain of life, that is). 

Zero victims. Zero culpability?  

She loves me, she loves me not reminds us of the absence of love in all 

after-Modernist novels. After -Modernist poetry is bolder and more 

emotional. The chapter offers a comic vision of Herta, Odiloõs wife, 

advancing (actually receding) into childhood. She resented him while he 

was ôcuringõ bodies in the camps, but now she no longer has to deal with 

their dead child, his impotence, his life near the oven.  

The inner ôIõ thinks her present actions (her past, in reality) are a 

consequence of her past (in truth her future, seen with real chronology 

in mind). The implied chronology of this book, reversed as it is, gives 

us two simultaneous perceptions of reality. One is the implied horror of 

the true sequence past-present-future. The other is the reversal, which 
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brings confusion, in which nothing makes sense because sense itself is 

destroyed. 

This destruction of sense is the very reason why Amis must have 

chosen the rewind device. He needed to freshen up an old topic. He 

wanted a more lively perception of a dulled historical fact, if we may call 

the Holocaust that. Words were not enough for the novelist. Words 

could not describe the horrors, so he made a trip into film. The reader 

feels sick and also elated. He has been smart enough to decode, to pull 

out the cork of a bottle whose content will poison him. Sick or smart as 

the reader may feel, Amisõs text is an unhappy reading. 

 As has been seen, the story of the novel is more than simple: a boy 

is born in Germany, gets married, becomes a doctor, has a child who 

dies. He joins the SS very early and goes to the camps as a doctor. He 

kills. The war is lost by the Germans, he narrowly escapes the Russians, 

runs to Portugal and embarks for Ellis Island. He ch anges identities all 

the time. Once an American citizen, he lives in fear of being found out. 

At last he dies paralyzed on a hospital bed. Which is the moment the 

book begins, in reverse.  

 The story is not coloured by any feeling. No love affairs, no fami ly 

ties, a dry, barren life. We can only understand the reason of its 

emptiness when we realize the horror of his past (his future, in the 

book). The book begins with his sex-life and finds there is no love 

involved. The inner ôIõ is amazed. This inner eye is young and eager to 

find affection. The body of the criminal doctor is exhausted. It can only 
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perform sex mechanically. The reader is disgusted by his lack of 

sensibility. Seen in retrospect, the heroõs past (actually his future) is 

understandable once we know  his future (actually past). We rearrange 

incidents according to our own idea of time, and see the explanation. Yet 

this explanation does not change the fact that Amis chose to  

write a book which excludes feeling as a topic. And he is not the only  

novelist to do so.  

Timeõs Arrow is written (partly) in the American tradition of 

conversational novels. Amis is very fond of the conversational narrative. 

He amasses words, surrounding the meaning with sentences that are 

apparently uttered at random. The  mass of words which need to be 

combed back into meaning ð and can be decoded, with patience ð is 

accompanied by the presence of the grotesque. When the comic ceases to 

amuse and begins to horrify, Amisõs novel has reached its aim. History 

becomes grotesque. Apparently, seen backwards, it makes the criminals 

look like saints and the victims seem happy and blessed. The Jews are 

given back health, riches, family life and love.  

The first clash of our knowledge of history with Amisõs view of the 

rewound film m ay spur the reader into laughter, but not for long. With 

verbosity and a superficial claim that nothing makes sense (so we must 

not look for meanings, they do not exist), the author stares at us: will 

you, reader, take my word for granted, or will you use your own values 

to prove me wrong (doubt my innocence)?  

The end seems in favour of the latter. Can the child in the womb be 
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a symbol of death? Pushed back into his motherõs life, Odilo leaves us. 

That is his moment of death, when he is allowed to change. He acquires 

a new existence, in another dimension than life. The two selves ð Odilo 

and I ð come back to our idea of life and love, but for them it is in 

another world, not here, in our time:  

 

Weõre away once more, over the field. Odilo Unverdorben and his 
eager heart. And I within, who came at the wrong time ð either too 
soon, or after it was all too late. (p. 173) 

 

The ôI withinõ leaves the horrifying body of the criminal doctor who 

became an American citizen. The past is the past at last, nothing goes 

backwards any more. The last words of the novel talk about the ôwrong 

time.õ It is the best label for the arrow of time, which, in this novel, is 

pointed the wrong way. That arrow wounds the reader, not the hero. It 

leaves the pages of the book in order to pierce our complacent mind. The 

Holocaust is alive and we must perceive it anew, with the same pain as 

its victims.  

 After -Modernists find suspense in the most unexpected places. 

Their novels may not rely on the future as an expectation or on love as 

the pattern of life, but it makes them none the less exciting. The after-

Modernist novelist always finds a trick to make us gasp for breath when 

the end comes. Martin Amis relies on our knowledge of history, of time. 

If the reader has no idea about World War II  and the concentration 

camps, the plot and suspense of Timeõs Arrow are lost.  
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The novel defamiliarizes and confuses. It creates a dystopia based 

on our expectations of the familiar. If we are to understand anything, we 

must constantly translate from our l anguage into that of the novel, from 

chronology into time reversed, from slow forward into fast rewind. We 

follow the simulacrum of a story (at first) with very little interest and 

with the feeling that an atmosphere is being created: one in which 

everythi ng contradicts the familiar, from food being vomited instead of 

eaten, or babies being pushed into the womb for the final good bye.  

Gradually we get used to defamiliarizing with the author. From 

time to time we fall out of pace, but we are helped to catch up with him. 

Finally we understand: time is going backwards, and we are going to 

land in the middle of World War II. We look for details. We find out the 

hero was a doctor in camps. We find out about his family, then youth, 

then childhood, and at last he is a baby again and we part company. End 

of story.  

The focus cannot be on our hunt for details. What keeps our 

interest alive is the moral suspense of the novel. Amis is describing 

something fatally wrong. He takes the amoral stand: it was all a 

humanitar ian mission. Dignity and life were restored to the Jews. Had 

he stated that the Holocaust was a terrible crime against humanity, he 

might have been ignored. He chose to shock us and make us rediscover 

the indictment on our own, relying on our morality. At the end of the 

book, we are those who pass judgment. The verdict does not come from 

the outside. We find out we have internalized both history and its 
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morals. 

 For about a hundred pages we may well wonder where the 

pleasure of reading has gone. We are thoroughly confused by the loose 

sentences and the little meaning we can gather. Little is happening, there 

is much talk (the American tradition, as I said before), and the hero has 

no story to follow, no suspense. Details are not put to thorough use, as it 

happens with Ackroyd, Ishiguro, Lodge. The small incidents come and 

go, many of them forgotten, never used again. The whole economy of 

the book is loose from the point of view of details, invented by the 

talkative hero(es) as we go along. Heard and lost. Amisõs Timeõs Arrow is 

a mass of information which falls upon our sleeping minds till their 

moral awakening. Here is a perfect example, the description of the 

showers of death in a concentration camp: 

 

At this point, notwithstanding, I should like to log one of several possible 
caveats or reservations. In Sprinkleroom the patients eventually get dressed in 
clothes provided, which, though seldom very clean, are at least always 
pertinently cut. Here, the guards have a habit of touching the women. 
Sometimes ð certainly ð to bestow a jewel, a ring, a small valuable. But at other 
times quite gratuitously. Oh, I think they mean well enough. It is done in the 
irrepressible German manner: coltishly, and with lit face. And they only do it to 
the angry ones. And it defin itely has the effect of calming them down. One 
touch, there, and they go all numb and blocked, like the others. (Who wail 
sometimes. Who stare at us with incredulous scorn. But I understand their 
condition. Iõm sympathetic; I accept all that.) It may be symbolic, this touching 
of the women. Life and love must go on. Life and love must emphatically and 
resonantly go on: here, thatõs what weõre all about. Yet there is a patina of 
cruelty, intense cruelty, as if creation corrupts... (p. 130) 

 

It is a feat on the part of the author to be so consistently against the 
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familiar, to be dystopian to the bitter end, and do it under the 

appearance of well-meaning humour. The effect is all the more 

devastating as it comes from the readerõs realization alone. We are not 

told what story to follow or what attitude to take. We decide for 

ourselves. Understanding this author is like a cry of victory after a hard 

battle for sense. 

 Narration had to be as inventive as the substance of the book for the 

text to be effective. Martin Amis found the best way to convey what he 

had to say: he invented a split self. The ôIõ of the book is first the ôI 

withinõ, who talks about the body as ôheõ and about the whole being as 

ôweõ or ôourselfõ. Towards the end of the novel, the body acquires the 

right to speak in the first person and describe the story of its past, which 

is perceived as a future, of course. The ôI withinõ longs for feeling and is 

confused. He wishes he had a body of his own and were able to do as he 

pleased, instead of being at the mercy of the ôheõ. This ôheõ is in physical 

control. He can make love, but not love anyone. He never utters a word. 

He does what has to be done, in reverse, as if trapped in his own story.  

The best description for this part of the heroõs self is Amisõs image 

of the ship that takes the hero to Europe (the reverse image of the trip to 

America, at the end of the war): the ship does not leave a trail on the 

ocean, it eats it up, so there is no trace of its ever going the other (true) 

way. It is one way of saying that what was will not be repeated, at least. 

It is thoroughly undone by the novel, the author seems to imply:  
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Only John is invariably to be found on the stern, looking at where weõre 
headed. The shipõs route is clearly delineated on the surface of the water and is 
violently consumed by our advance. Thus we leave no mark on the ocean, as if 
we are successfully covering our tracks. (p. 109) 

 

 John must have been looking back at the Continent while he was 

leaving it, so this is the meaning of his look now, seen in reverse. We are 

by now aware that this text must be read in the mirror. In spite of Amisõs 

huge desire to shock, the novel asserts a generally held opinion. If 

history is now common truth, Amisõs text proves that literature can win 

where politics and morals are beginning to weaken. Martin Amis makes 

a point by using this complicated dialogue of ôIõ and ôHeõ: a novelistõs 

technique is inexhaustible and the resourceful style of narration is 

indeed the man. 

 

Martin Amis, Timeõs Arrow, 1991 (Penguin Books, 1992) 
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Morals and the fairy tale:  

Julian Barnes, Love, etc.  

 

 

 A typical after -Modernist novelist, Julian Barnes writes Love, etc as 

another proof of the death of the couple and of the fairy -tale tradition. 

The title may ð and may not ð have something to do with e.e. 

cummingsõs poem which ends with 

 

your smile  
eyes, knees and of your Etcetera. 

 

The couples which lose love in this novel are mostly couples which we 

know from th e previous novel, Talking It Over:  

 

ƍ On the one hand there is Oliver with Gillian, his present wife, the 

mother of his two small daughters, whom, in the previous novel, some 

ten years ago, he stole from Stuart. Talking It Over ended with Gillian 

cornering an innocent Oliver into striking her, under the hidden eyes of 

Stuart, who was spying on the couple. Gillian knew Stuart was there. 

She was trying to give Stuart ôclosureõ, to show him that he had missed 

nothing, that he was not denied happiness because she ð Gillian ð was 

the kind of woman who could not make a man happy. Actually we find 
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out now that she can. She is alert to everyoneõs emotional needs, 

Oliverõs, Stuartõs, her motherõs, her daughtersõ. She never says what she 

herself wants, unlike all the  other characters, who want something for 

themselves all the time. 

 

ƍ While Oliver is a failure (a teacher of English as a foreign 

language, with lots of unfeasible ôprojectsõ and no money to keep a 

family), living off his wife (who restores paintings, as she did while she 

was married to Stuart), Stuart is a financial success. He went to America 

after the divorce. He entered various combinations and won every time, 

making a comfortable amount of money, which he returns to England to 

invest in ôorganicõ food. He combines the American dream ð money, 

fame (but not the woman his heart is set on) ð with quiet, solid, 

reassuring British efficiency.  

 He marries Terri in America, but she divorces him when she finds 

out he carries all the time with him the photo of his first wife after she 

was struck by Oliver, with blood on her face and a baby in her arms (the 

moment Gillian engineered in France, when she practically coaxed 

Oliver into hitting her).  

 When he returns to London, he has a short lived affair with Ellie , 

Gillianõs very young assistant, who drops him like a hot potato when 

she realizes he is after Gillian in fact. We do not understand her 

reservations at first, but when Stuart at last rapes Gillian and makes it 

sound as if she had had wanted it to happen, we have a bitter revelation 
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of his real nature. We even side with Gillianõs choice of Oliver in the 

previous novel.  

 All through Love, etc we struggle with a dislike of Oliver, which 

builds up. He talks more than he thinks, his jokes are distasteful and 

they become incredibly predictable. Oliver is a survivor of Talking It 

Over. He is a being made up of words. His life is a constant ôdepressionõ, 

or, as his little daughters say, he is ôin the dumpsõ. When he realizes 

Gillian used him in order to put Stuar t at ease (which he seems to take as 

a proof that she cared for Stuart a lot more than she said she did), he 

behaves as if she were certain to leave him, and we feel encouraged to 

think she will choose Stuart all over again, because he is the better man.  

 Truth is Stuart is not better at all. He insinuates himself into 

Gillianõs life, gives her a better house, cooks for her, does odd jobs about 

the house while Oliver chooses to mope and be depressed in his room. 

Oliverõs illness is a form of panic: he keeps wondering if he will be 

eliminated from the game. As long as Stuart behaves and is silent, 

Oliverõs goodbye seems imminent. Then suddenly we have a fourfold 

image of the moment Stuart makes love to Gillian again. First she says it 

was mutually consented, while he seems to imply it all came very 

natural. Then Gillian tells us the truth ð Stuart raped her ð and Stuart 

sticks to his own version: Gillian is his wife ð he was her first husband ð 

so sleeping with her was a rightful act.  

 What Barnes does is a subtle reversal of values. Oliver the word -

man did hit Gillian, but he never left any real scars in her soul. Stuart, on 
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the other hand, makes her the mother of a child he will never raise, 

because it becomes pretty obvious by the last page of the book that 

Gillian does not want him back. Actually she has at last found out ð 

better late than never ð why she rejected him in the first place. Stuart 

turns out to be mean, dry, calculated and disgustingly selfish. The tame 

bereft husband in Talking It Over now t urns out to be a self-centred 

monster with no sensibility, very similar to the early version of 

Galsworthyõs Soames (in The Forsyte Saga).  

 Out of the story of this rape ð since this is what Love, etc is, the 

brutal story of a rape ð a possible third novel might emerge: the birth of 

the child conceived out of rape. Will Oliver bring the child up as his 

own? It is fairly obvious Gillian cannot be reunited with Stuart, and it is 

even more obvious that what Stuart was after to begin with was his own 

idea of closure. Gillianõs photo with Oliverõs baby in her arms and blood 

running down her cheek did not in the least do the trick for Stuart. Now 

he has Gillian pregnant with his own child, and his interest may 

dwindle. His soul harbours no love for Gillian, it tu rns out. But Oliverõs 

does.  

Apparently, Oliver the word -man is the soul-man, too. Stuart is a 

fraud, a money-man, an impostor. He makes believe he is concerned for 

Gillian when all along he was planning his revenge. Will the next novel, 

possibly entitled Children, etc, demonstrate that not only love in the 

couple is dead, but love in the family, too? That there is no family? That 

the safest cell of society (fiercely derided by Huxley in his Brave New 
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World) is dead and buried as well? 

 

 ƍ Two more couples ð opposed in meaning ð are Gillianõs divorced 

parents (Mme Wyatt and her former husband, Gordon) and Mrs Dyer 

and her dead husband (whom she hopes to rejoin shortly). Mme Wyatt 

resents Gordon, who left her for another woman. Gordon himself speaks 

at some point, and we find out he has no communication with either 

mother or daughter. Hate is genetically transmitted. Mrs Dyer, on the 

other hand, dreams of being reunited with her husbandõs ashes, of 

ôflyingõ with him away from this world, where the fairy tale is 

discouragingly dead.  

 

 

 

As far as plot is concerned, the novel is a slow revelation of Stuart, 

and it could be turned into a horror movie, The Rape. What saves this 

plot from déjà vu is its dramatic technique. There is no story telling spent 

between author and reader. Whatever is going on is strictly between 

heroes and the reader. The authorõs metamorphosis into many voices is 

stimulating and it is the only source of suspense. We want to find out 

what all the characters think about the same incident. Few incidents, but 

a lot of opinions. Many words, scanty direct narration.  

The story ð Barnes seems to say ð is secondary. Henry James (and 
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then the Stream of Consciousness) was right: the story is now all in the 

telling. The words are not so much carriers of incidents as proof of 

character. And the main message of Barnesõs heroes, here as elsewhere, 

is deeply moral. Ironical and witty as he is, one might ignore this moral 

side on first reading his books. On rereading, his moral bias cannot be 

missed.  

Barnes feels that right and wrong are the major substances that go 

into the making of a beingõs backbone. Characters are made or marred by 

them. Oliver, Gillian, even the two little daughters, Mrs Dyer, Terri, Ellie, 

Dr Robb (the psychiatrist), even Gordon Wyatt  (the man who leaves his 

wife) are morally right, and pursue the dénouement of their morality. 

Things must go right, and, if they do not, they must be rectified. Gillian is 

the first to do it when she engineers the scene in France which was 

supposed (in Talking It Over) to set Stuartõs mind at ease. Oliver feels 

guilty all along for stealing Gillian and, although he never says so in as 

many words, he is aware of the enormous responsibility to make her 

happy. Terri and Ellie both reject Stuart on moral groun ds: he is morally 

unfaithful to them, dishonest and mainly foul because he is hiding ð we 

learn that at the bitter end ð a violent desire to harm Gillian. Stuartõs 

revenge is cruel, self-centred and immoral.  

The bereft spouses ð Stuart and Mme Wyatt ð are immoral. They 

need to harm others. They are unlovable. Mme Wyatt reveals a long life 

of deception and shallowness. We feel, once we know her true story 

from her own mouth, that she deserved being left. With Stuart, we have 
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to pass our own judgment. We grow  to like him as the novel unfurls. He 

is generous, efficient, caring ð although rather mean to Oliver, which is 

understandable from where Stuart stands. The moment we are almost 

done deciding Oliver is a failure and Stuart should take his place in 

Gillianõs life, the only story in the novel occurs: Stuart rapes Gillian. If 

that is not closure for him, it is for us. Barnes has made his point. 

Like most novels by Barnes, this one has a devious technique, too. 

Barnesõs technical forte is creeping under the plot, digging a tunnel of 

tenderness and surprising us when we least expect it with a breath of 

fresh feeling. Staring at the Sun is the best feat in this direction, but 

tenderness is lastly revealed in Flaubertõs Parrot and Metroland as well.  

Before tenderness and morals, it is this devious technique that we 

notice. A spoken novel could have been a hard nut to crack. The heroes 

could easily have talked more that we would have been willing to listen 

to. It is Barnesõs merit that he can weigh his words and use them with 

economy. In Love, etc he is a true follower of Henry James.  

After -Modernist novels are not usually agreeable to read. They 

force the limit of our understanding. Barnes can be read with real 

pleasure, even though he deals with the grave matter of the death of the 

couple, of the idea of family as such. He knows the tradition of the fairy 

tale is dead, but does not make a tragedy out of it. It is his position 

versus the sense of loss all contemporary novelists convey that makes 

his wit outstanding.  Ishiguro, Gray, Amis, Lessing ð to name just a few ð 

are oppressive. They announce the end of the world. Barnes looks at 
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things from the opposite end and sees the world beginning. For this 

freshness of perception readers always embrace him with relief. He is an 

after-Modernist of the reading comfort.  

 

Julian Barnes, Love, etc, Picador, 2000 

 



 

                        Lidia VIANU:  The AfterMode. Present Day English Fiction. 

 

81 

 

                   Bucureĸti 2012 

        

The academic fascist: 

Malcolm Bradbury,  The History Man  

 

 

Malcolm Bradburyõs The History Man (1975) begins and ends with a 

party, and is a literary party i n itself. Very much like Henry James, 

Bradbury finds his fun in the irony behind the  plot. The telling is a fairly 

monotonous third person narration. The plot is almost invisible with the 

naked eye. The real pleasure of the book is revealed only to the reader 

who can see for himself, who can put the incidents and words together 

and read precisely what the novelist will not state. Because Malcolm 

Bradbury is not a stater, but an implier, just like Henry James. The party 

is the readerõs, to enjoy on his own, when the book has been read and 

put aside. After the last page, the truth dawns on us, and we feel awed, 

amazed, disenchanted, duped.  

What are the reasons of the readerõs disenchantment once the book 

has  been read? One is that the plot is not a real plot, but a sequence of 

incidents with a thesis. Each new development serves a purpose, which is 

always the same: the novelist makes us see, slowly, gradually and 

winking at us from an enigmatical text, that his hero, Howard Kirk, is a 

manipulator, who puts e verything, from small campus clashes and affairs 

to history itself, to his own use. He is a social psychologist, and 

manipulating social beings is what he can do best.  
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A second reason for disillusion would be that this Howard Kirk is 

not perceived as a hero till the last page ends and we start wondering 

whom we have been reading about. The same as in Bradburyõs 

Mensonge, the great man we expect to see is absent. But this is no 

surprise. Virginia Woolf stated that the hero must be a common person, 

and Bradbury hurries to oblige. Virginia Woolf herself could not do as 

she preached, she could not really build heroes who were common, 

loveless beings. Bradbury, on the other hand, refuses to imagine 

anything heroic.  

 The ôAuthorõs Noteõ is written in the exact style of Mensonge: 

 

This fiction is for Beamish, whom, while en route for some conference or 
other, I last saw at Frankfurt airport, enquiring from desk to desk about his 
luggage, unhappily not loaded onto the same plane as he. It is a total 
invention with d elusory approxima tions to historical reality, just as is history 
itself. Not only does the University of Watermouth, which appears here, bear 
no relation to the real University of Watermouth (which does not exist) or to 
any other university; the year 1972, which also appears, bears no relation to 
the real 1972, which was a fiction anyway; and so on. As for the characters, so-
called, no one but the other characters in this book knows them, and they not 
well; they are pure inventions, as is the plot in which  they more than 
participate. Nor did I fly to a conference the other day; and if I did, there was 
no one on the plane named Beamish, who certainly did not lose his luggage. 
The rest, of course, is true. 

 

It evinces the authorõs elusiveness. Bradbury does not want to be in 

charge of a real novel, in the realistic sense of the word. His book looks 

realistic in the telling, and that is why he takes it upon himself to 

contradict the story telling, which he seems to be unable to choose or 
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change. He seems to be telling us, ôI write as I can, but it is up to you to 

make the best of it, because my meaning is not in my words.õ  

 To begin with, the book is dedicated to Henry Beamish, apparently 

a non-hero of The History Man. He is the man who is under history, 

while Howard Kirk rides it victoriously. Beamish is the ôaccidentõ man. 

Everything bad happens to him, and nothing in his life can be 

controlled, in spite of the fact that he is a social psychologist himself. He 

is a moral human being, and this puts him at a great disadvantage. He 

loves his wife; he realizes he cannot write a book because he feels he is in 

the wrong field; he falls in all the traps set by Howard, his ôbest friendõ; 

he knows he is despised and does not really care about it; Henry is the 

only hero in this book who has the courage of acting like a vulnerable 

human being, the only one that triggers the readersõ feelings, not their 

combinatory ability. Understanding Henry Beamish, whom this book is 

dedicated to (as a joke, it seems, but very seriously, we realize in the 

end), implies our discarding all the others and choosing an unsuccessful, 

blundering but deeply endearing being.  

 To prove that Beamish (the more humane of the two Hõs) is a 

ôfiction manõ (as compared to the ôhistory manõ), here are a few of the 

accidents that make up his story, otherwise not really exciting or even 

appealing, and definitely (in good after -Modernist tradition) unfinished:  

 

˄ At the beginning of the plot, Howard Kirk, the successful social 

conjurer, accuses Henry of being ôbourgeoisõ now (p. 40).  
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The Kirks and Beamishes have known each other for a very long time, 
since the days in Leeds, in fact, where Howard and Henry were graduate 
students together. Over the years in Watermouth they have seen a good deal 
of each other; it is one of those relationships which, based on an old 
friendship, keeps on running its course, even though the subscribing parties 
to it have all changed and have little really to say to each other. (p. 75)  

 

If Beamish has lost his grip, Howard Kirk gro ws stronger and 

stronger. This book is about the latterõs triumph, which is  at the same 

time his dehumanization.  

 

˄ Before the beginning of the ôpartyõ, the only thing that happens in 

the present of the plot (covering three parties, as a matter of fact), 

Barbara and Howard Kirk are, for a brief moment, on the brink of 

separation. Barbara spends a night with the Beamishes. On the day of 

the central party, Myra Beamish, Henryõs wife, comes to the Kirks and 

tells them the she is leaving Henry because ôIõm bored because he never 

does anything to me.õ (...) ôIõm leaving him for me.õ (p. 77) We learn later 

on that she was upper bourgeois, and Henry has not been able to offer 

her the life she presumably was dreaming of (totally vague, otherwise, 

and this is how Bradbury wants it to be perceived). Aside her one-time 

going to bed with Howard a while ago, Myra has done absolutely 

nothing with her life, if we are to judge by the details the author 

provides about her in the whole book.  
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˄  During the party, there is an ôaccidentõ: Henry pushes his arm 

through a window. He has to be rushed to hospital, and has stitches and 

a bandaged arm, which he can hardly use. His only reported words are, 

ôDonõt tell Howard, will you? We mustnõt spoil his party.õ (p. 112) 

Howardõs comment is, ôhe has an instinct for disaster.õ (p. 115) Before the 

pattern is stated, we suspect Henry is unhappy as Myra is leaving him, 

and attempts one of the following: to commit suicide, to ask for pity, to 

show anger at the Kirks. Actually he contradicts all our suspicions:  

 

ôHenry,õ says Howard, ôwhat happened to you last night?õ ôI had twenty-
seven stitches,õ says Henry, ôvery nice Indian doctor. Quite good English.õ ôBut 
how did it happen that you cut yourself like that?õ ôAha,õ says Henry, ônow 
thereõs a question. Iõve been thinking about that a lot. I slipped, you see, and put 
out my arm to save myself, and shoved it through your window. But it canõt 
have been as simple as that.õ ôNo,õ says Howard. ôNo,õ says Henry, ôI think there 
was a piece of ice. I think someone must have had ice in his drink, and dropped 
it on the floor, and I stepped on it. I donõt mean dropped it deliberately. I mean, I 
was to blame, of course. Of course I was a bit unsteady, after the dogbite.õ ôYou 
didnõt mean to fall through the window ?õ Henry stares at Howard; he says, ôNo, 
heavens, no. Why should I do that ?õ ôYou do have a lot of accidents,õ says 
Howard, ôdoesnõt it worry you?õ ôIõm a very clumsy person, Howard, Iõm big and 
a bit top-heavy. I blame it on not playing games at school. They wouldnõt let me, 
you know, after the beri -beri.õ ôYou had beri-beri?õ ôHavenõt I told you ?õ asks 
Henry, ôOh, yes. A nasty attack.õ ôWhere was this?õ asks Howard. ôHuddersfield,õ 
says Henry. ôBut, look, as a professional social psychologist, havenõt you ever 
wondered how you got into this accident pattern ?õ ôWell, itõs not my line, really, 
is it?õ says Henry, ôIõm more a social control and delinquency man. I admit 
thereõs an inexplicable statistical frequency.õ ôTwo last night,õ says Howard. ôYes,õ 
says Henry, ôit makes you think. I suppose youõre asking me if Iõm drinking too 
much, or on drugs. The answerõs no. I didnõt touch drugs last night, I donõt get 
on with them. And I didnõt get much to drink, either. If you remember I got to 
the party very late. When I walked home from the university to drive Myra back 
to the party, I found sheõd already gone in the car. So of course I had to walk 
back all the way into town again, took me more than an hour. Then the dog bit 
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me as soon as I got there, and I was ages in the bathroom, soaking my leg in 
antiseptic. And then I canõt have had more than two glasses of wine at the most, 
Howard, before I went into the guest bedroom, to change my socks, and I 
thought Iõd open the window, and I put my arm through it. So itõs not that. Have 
a crisp?õ ôNo, thank you,õ says Howard. 

ôIt doesnõt give way to analysis, does it?õ asks Henry. ôIt was funny. It 
didnõt hurt at first, but then I realized you could die from a cut like that, so I 
thought Iõd better yell for help. And then Flora turned up; wasnõt she 
marvellous? Well, I suppose things like that happen at parties, as you say. We 
like to read something into it, thatõs our line, but nothing stands up. It really 
was just a bit of an accident.õ ôHenry, you werenõt upset last night ?õ asks 
Howard, looking at Henryõs bland face. ôI was shaken by the dogbite,õ says 
Henry, ôbut not especially.õ ôI think Iõm more worried about you than you are 
by yourself,õ says Howard. ôWell, thatõs very nice of you, Howard,õ says Henry, 
ôbut I shouldnõt bother.õ (pp. 167ð168) 

 

˄  Once started, Bradbury will not stop. He invents more and more 

accidents in Henryõs past. When he first met Howard, some boys 

knocked him down with a football. He had told them to ôget off the 

university playing  fields, because they were private property,õ (p. 168) 

and the boys flung a football at him. Howard picked him up.  

 

˄  On the way home from a department meeting, Howard gives 

Henry a lift. Meaning to turn his car, H 1 (Howard) asks H 2 (Henry) to 

guide hi m while he is turning, and he, accidentally again, hits Howard.  

 

˄ Further on in the story, Howard reads on the ôinformation 

blackboardõ the following: 

 

ôDr Beamish has a snakebite and regrets he cannot meet his classes today.õ  
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(p. 198) 

 

This is just a detail, but it adds up to the accident scheme built  

around Henry.  

 

˄  Professor Mangel is a lecturer whom Howardõs manipulation 

brought to the campus, in order to create a moment of crisis, which 

Howard wants to use as teaching material in his classes. The lecture 

cannot even start. Henry is supposed to introduce Professor Mangel to 

the audience, but he is caught in the student turmoil, trampled on, his 

office thrashed, and his second arm broken. In the end, Professor 

Mangel does not even show up because he died the previous night, of a 

heart attack. On the night of the last party in the book, Myra shows up 

alone again: 

 

ôHas Henry come?õ asks Howard. ôNo, Henryõs not comingõ  says Myra, ôheõs 
sitting at home very depressed because he canõt get on  with his book.õ ôI 
thought he saved  most of his notes,õ says Howard. ôHe may have saved 
them,õ says Myra, ôbut with one arm in a sling and the other arm broken and 
in plaster he canõt really write very well.õ ôI suppose not,õ says Howard, ôbut 
he could come to a party.õ ôWell, Howard,õ says Myra, ôhe doesnõt want to see 
you. He does blame you, you know. You did encourage them.õ ôBut heõs 
usually so good at seeing the other point of view,õ says Howard, ôand politics 
isnõt a bloodless business.õ ôI thought it was horrible,õ says Myra, ôall those 
screaming people. I panicked, I ran out.õ ôAny sensible person would have 
panicked,õ says Howard. (p. 225) 

 

The fact that H 2 is at last angry shows it must be the end of the chain 

of accidents, and they have suddenly all stopped seeming funny. 
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Bradbury is now very much in earnest. Howard has deeply affected, 

actually ruined ð though indirectly, by manipulation rather than direct 

interference ð both Henryõs private and professional life. Henryõs wife is 

after Howard again. Henr yõs career cannot measure up to Howardõs: he 

feels weighed down by the renewing zest of his best friend, the ôradicalõ. 

H 1, the history man, confronts H 2, the fiction man. The latter wins. He is 

the only decent human being in this ironical novel which de forms 

everyone else. Although Howard meant Henry to look second best, his 

author saw things differently. H 2 is the real hero of the two .  

 

 

 

 Bradburyõs The History Man is the telling of a story which looks as 

if nothing were happening, but which hides a  very complicated plot 

under its unbelievably simple, unpretentious and lazy style (most of it in 

the Present Tense). From backstage, Howard Kirk manipulates 

everyone: his wife Barbara, the Beamishes, Flora Beniform, Felicity Phee, 

Miss (Annie) Calendar, George Carmody, the secretary (Minnehaha Ho), 

and even the absent but key figure of Professor Mangel. Every name has 

a meaning, residing in half clear associations with some concrete object 

or sensation.  

The Kirks must have something to do with church ð the new church 

of free couples and no belief in anything but sociology (a new revolution 
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every term). The Beamishes are not aware that they beam affection and 

old fashioned values of the heart. Flora seems to ôbedõ every unhappy 

academic, deflowering their sensibility, making them feel comfortable 

with their lives; she is the psychologist who works with sexual tools. 

Felicity is the fee (Phee) Howard pays to keep the students on his side 

and his marriage together: he unwillingly makes love to her on the floor  

during his second party (at her insistence), uses her to keep the studentsõ 

opinions favourable to himself, and then moves on to Miss Calendar.  

Miss Calendar is a virgin. She is the only oasis of suspense ð and a 

very small one ð in the whole novel. Howa rd has to find her if he is to 

dismount George Carmodyõs accusations of persecution and unfair 

grading. At this point the story gets very complicated and typically 

academic. Howard turns out to be the invincible manipulator:  

 

Howard is a sociologist, a radical sociologist, a small, bright, intense, active 
man, of whom you are likely to have heard, for he is much heard of. He is on 
television a good deal, and has written two well -known and disturbing books, 
urging new mores, a new deal for man; he has had a busy, literary summer, 
and a third book is on its way. He also writes articles in the papers, and he 
lectures at the local new university, a still expanding dream in white concrete, 
glass, and architectural free form, spreading on a hillside just to the west of, 
and just outside, the south-western sea-coast town in which they live. The 
university, having aspirations to relevance, has made much of sociology; and 
it would be hard to find anyone in the field with a greater sense of relevance 
than Howard. His course on Revolutions  is a famous keystone, just as are, in 
a different way, his interventions in community relations, his part in the life of 
the town. (p. 3 ð my emphasis) 

 

Barbara herself sees his charm in that direction when, at the beginning of 
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the novel, she asks him nostalgically: 

 

ôDo you remember when our sort of people didnõt think life was silly?õ asks 
Barbara, ôwhen things were all wide open and free, and we were all doing 
something and the revolution was next week ?õ (p. 16 ð my emphasis) 

 

Having  manipulated part of his colleagues to ask for Mangel to 

speak to the University, and part of them to oppose him, Howard also 

manipulates the students to protest against Mangel the ôracistõ. He 

builds up a small revolution and takes good care to be in the centre of it, 

the main hero. On the one hand, he allows his conflict with the 

hardworking and utterly traditional (maybe not very dull, or not dull at 

all) student George Carmody to reach a peak. He refuses to give him a 

passing grade. If the boy fails Sociology, he cannot graduate. He is very 

good in English, good in Social History and cannot pass in Sociology. 

Miss Calendar tells Howard the boyõs father died and he himself had a 

nervous breakdown, but Howard is unimpressed.  

His larger aim, of creating a disturbance and placing himself in the 

middle of it, goes like this: first he makes the department invite, then 

argue about Mangel, when no one is actually willing to invite him. He 

starts by telling some of his colleagues disapprovingly that there is a 

rumour that Mangel will be invited. When it has been decided that 

Mangel will be invited (due to another of Howardõs machinations), 

Howard makes doubly sure. He creates a conflict with Carmody, who 

cannot adapt to Howardõs ambition of making the seminar a debate, not 
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an exposition of ideas. Carmody is enraged. He complains. The 

complaint reaches the Vice-Chancellor.  

Howard seems to be under threat, he seems to be close to losing his 

job because he made a wrong appreciation of Carmodyõs work for three 

years in a row. Actually, he prompts Felicity to let Carmody know she 

had sex with Howard. Carmody follows Howard with a camera, 

unravels his indiscretions with Flora and Felicity, as if being immoral 

were a menace to Howard. Carmody claims Felicity got a higher grade 

because she had her female charms to offer. Actually Howard has 

nothing to lose, from beginning to end. He just makes sure he is the 

victim, and the centre of protest.  

Mangel is to arrive, the students are against it, they side with 

Howard in the co nflict with Carmody: the disturbance is perfect, and 

Howard is the hero. He wins, of course. The sex (another woman, the 

same game), the manipulation and the third party can go on:  

 

ôIs it strange to be on the inside ?õ asks Howard. ôYes,õ says Annie, ôI suppose I 
ought to be raking through your book.õ ôItõs gone,õ says Howard, ôitõs being 
printed.õ Later on, under Howard on the cushions, Annie Callendar says: ôI 
canõt help thinking about him out there.õ ôHeõs gone, heõs gone,õ says Howard; 
and indeed Carmody has, fled weeks ago after a brief student sit-in ð the 
banners said ôPreserve academic freedomõ and ôWork for Kirkõ ð had 
demanded his expulsion, after the story of his campaign against Howard had 
become widely known. ôI never knew whether you believed me, Howard,õ says 
Annie Callendar. ôI really didnõt tell him.õ ôTell him what?õ asks Howard lazily. 
ôYou didnõt tell him what?õ ôI didnõt tell him what I saw that night,õ says Annie. 
ôYou down here laying little Miss Phee.õ ôOf course I believed you,õ says 
Howard. ôDid you ?õ asks Annie. ôWhy?õ ôI know who did tell him,õ says 
Howard. Annie stirs under him; she says, ôWho did? Whoõd do that?õ Howard 
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laughs and says, ôWho do you think? Who else knew?õ ôLittle Miss Phee ?õ says 
Annie Callendar. ôThatõs it,õ says Howard. ôYouõre smart.õ ôBut why should she 
?õ asks Annie. ôWhy get you into trouble ?õ ôYou see, she wanted to help,õ says 
Howard. ôItõs an odd way to help you,õ says Annie. ôI shanõt help you like that.õ 
ôShe thought like that,õ says Howard. ôWhat she said was, she wanted to defend 
me against the attacks of the liberal reactionary forces, and they needed 
something to attack me with so that she could defend me properly.õ (p. 229) 

 

 

 

 The pattern of the party is repeated and the novel suggests the 

repetition is significant: Howard and Barbara throw a yearly party, and, 

when the party is well on its way, Howard has sex in his basement office 

with one of the academic females involved in his schemes for that very 

year. Those we get to meet are Felicity and Annie Calendar, but we feel 

the pattern will go on. This is a replica to Virginia Woolfõs party in Mrs 

Dalloway, in a very after-Modernist, modified key. Woolfõs party was a 

social fresco. So is Kirkõs. The major difference is that Woolf focusses on 

the past, while Kirk is all in the present. The party is the best metaphor 

for the academic world as Bradbury sees it. 

 Virginia Woolfõs Mrs Dalloway only had two choices to think 

about: her husband, Richard Dalloway, and her early youth lover, Peter 

Walsh. She is faithful to Richard. Times have changed. The Kirks have a 

ôcommon Kirknessõ (p. 4), which is sleeping around. Sex does not 

involve feeling in the least. Romance ð Mrs Dallowayõs forte ð has died 

for good and all:  
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Howard says: ôFlora, can I come and see you sometime ?õ ôIõm not sure,õ says 
Flora, ôI really only want someone who tells me the truth. You still havenõt told 
me anything.õ ôI will,õ says Howard. Flora stands by the door, not quite 
touching the handle; she pauses: she reaches in her bag. and takes out her 
diary. ôIõm awfully busy,õ says Flora. Howard reaches in his pocket and pulls 
out his; they stand there, two busy professional people, and flip the pages. 
ôNext Monday ?õ asks Howard. ôNo good,õ says Flora, thatõs my period. Friday 
evening, Iõve a free space then.õ ôBarbaraõs away and weõve not fixed the child 
arrangements,õ says Howard. ôAny chance of Thursday ?õ ôI have a review to 
get into the post on Thursday,õ says Flora. ôThatõs right out, Iõm afraid.õ ôCan I 
come tonight ?õ asks Howard. ôOh, tonight,õ says Flora. ôIõll tell you a thing 
about Myra,õ says Howard. ôWell,õ says Flora, ôI could manage from about half-
past seven till nine.õ ôIõll have to get a sitter, says Howard, ôBarbaraõs starting an 
evening class.õ ôOh, is she ?õ asks Flora. ôWhatõs she doing?õ ôA course in 
commercial French,õ says Howard. ôIt sounds like an age-old statement of 
boredom,õ says Flora, ôyou ought to watch Barbara.õ ôShe wants to read Simone 
de Beauvoir in the original,õ says Howard. ôSo does that,õ says Flora, and lifts 
up her diary, and says, ôWell, provisionally, Howard.õ She writes these words 
in the diary; Howard makes a note in his. They stand there for a moment, 
looking at each other. Howard says: ôI shouldnõt have any trouble finding 
someone to sit. One of the students.õ ôAsk that one,õ says Flora, pointing her 
pencil at the door. ôI might,õ says Howard. Flora puts her diary away in her bag. 
Howard says: ôIõll confirm at the departmental meeting this afternoon. 
Goodbye, Flora.õ (p. 121) 

 

All women are mere  females, with a potential to become whores. 

Huxleyõs Linda in the reservation (Brave New World) is really close by. 

The world of novelistic romance is dead and gone. 

Barbara accuses Howard that he uses ôrevolt as therapyõ (p. 17). This 

revolt takes the place of romance. Virginia Woolf is dead. Mrs 

Dallowayõs party has nothing in common with the Kirksõ party, fifty 

years later. The Kirksõ party is the image of a very different world from 

Woolfõs: it portrays the after-Modernist academia. 
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The initial revolut ion which is at the root of this novel is thus 

defined by Howard:  

 

ôOf course itõs an inevitable contradiction structured into the institution of 
marriage,õ says Howard, ôand we came from the generation that focused on 
marriage.õ ôOf course,õ says Barbara, ôweõre still in fact married.õ ôBut on our 
own terms,õ adds Howard, ôweõve redefined it internally.õ ôIõll say,õ says 
Barbara. (p. 28) 

 

Barbara has her own affair (a 27-year-old actor called Leon, who dumps 

her at the end of the novel) and week-ends in London, but they are not 

interesting for the academic pattern of the novel. Howardõs are. He beds 

Flora, almost as therapy; he once slept with Myra Beamish before the 

two parties in question; he gives in to Felicity during the first party, and 

he deflowers  24-year-old Annie Calendar (ten years younger than 

himself) a little before the second party.  

 Mrs Dallowayõs party is one of the elite. The Kirksõ party is its very 

opposite. It includes ð radically ð absolutely everyone, from students to 

professors and shop assistants. The second party, the one that really 

matters, begins on page 80 out of 230. The first party is hardly 

mentioned, and the third is no longer the concern of this book, unless it 

is to show that the pattern has not died. Society takes shape as the party 

ôhappensõ: 

 

ôOh, Howard, you give great parties,õ she says. ôIs it going well?õ asks 
Howard. ôOh, great,õ says Myra, ôtheyõre playing òWho am I ?ó in the living-
room. And òWhat are the students going to do next ?ó in the dining-room. 
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And òI gave birth at three and at five I was up and typing my thesisó in the 
hall.õ ôThereõs also a thing called òWas it good for you, too, baby ?ó in the 
guest bedroom,õ says Macintosh. ôIt sounds like the description of a 
reasonable kind of party,õ says Howard. ôHow does someone as beastly as 
you manage to make life so nice for us?õ asks Myra. ôItõs zap,õ says Howard. 
ôItõs zing,õ says Myra. ôItõs zoom,õ says Macintosh. (p. 85) 

 

Howard meets Miss Calendar at this party. She introduces herself as 

the ônew Renaissance manõ (p. 87), but proves to be a very helpless 

female in the end. Howardõs revolution manages to turn her around, 

too. Nothing can stand in the face of his manipulation, not even strong -

willed feminism. Howardõs revolutions kill everything he chooses, 

everything that, at a certain moment, stands in his way. What Bradbury 

is aiming at is to depict the epitome of unscrupulousness. Howardõs 

revolutions kill everyone but himself. He is thirty -four and at the peak of 

his glory when the novel ends. There is no telling which way he will go 

from there, as the author has wisely withdrawn and left us with  the 

bitter taste. 

 Howard destroys with a method. He prides himself on his method. 

Miss Calendar ð who, by the way, gives the title of the novel, calling him 

a ôhistory manõ (p. 106) ð tells him:  

 

ôI read books and talk to people about them.õ ôWithout a method?õ asks 
Howard. ôThatõs right,õ says Miss Calendar. ôIt doesnõt sound very 
convincing,õ says Howard. (p. 106) 

 

Bradbury, who wrote the delightful book about Mensonge, secretly 

smiles at these lines. The ômethodõ is all the rage. Reading must be a 
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science or it must die. Bradbury is skeptical about that. He contemplates 

Howard and his interactive classes with irony. He almost sides with 

poor George Carmody, who  actually believes in respect for the written 

text. To Howard ideas are debate, opposition. He is determined to win 

the studentsõ admiration, ensure the success of the ôgroup experienceõ 

(just like his sex-life, after all). A class is very much like the parties in 

this book, a manipulation of the students into agreeing with the teacher. 

The method is supposed to be devastatingly new and needs to be 

applied by everyone. The Nazi rule applies: if you are not with us, you 

are against us: 

 

Classes at Watermouth are not simply occasions for the one-directional 
transmission of knowledge; no, they are events, moments of communal 
interaction, or, like Howardõs party, happenings. There are students from 
Watermouth who, visiting some other university, where traditiona l teaching 
prevails, stare in amazement, as if confronted by some remarkable and 
exciting innovation; their classes are not like that. For Watermouth does not 
only educate its students; it teaches its teachers. Teams of educational 
specialists, psychologists, experts in group dynamics, haunt the place; they 
film seminars, and discuss them, and, unimpressed by anything as thin as a 
manifestation of pure intellectual distinction, demonstrate how student C has 
got through the class without speaking, or student  F is expressing boredom 
by picking his nose, or student H has never, during an hour -long class, had 
eye-contact with the teacher once. They have sample classes, where the 
faculty teach each other, sessions in which permanent enmities are founded, 
and clothes get torn, and elderly professors of international reputation burst 
into tears. (pp. 125ð126) 

 

The revolution method (the need to ôradicalizeõ everyone, p. 163) 

works for a while. Bradbury is unwilling to state it is harmful, but we 



 

Lidia VIANU:  The AfterMode. Present Day English Fiction. 

 

97 
 

             

                                    Bucureĸti 2012 

 

are free to read it between the lines. I should say we are actually forced 

to do so.  

Henry Beamish complains he is ôa bit out of touch with new 

developments.õ (p. 169) George Carmody, the traditional student, is also 

crushed. Flora, the bedding person, does research on the theme of ôsex 

and familiesõ (p. 178), and her method is more than up-to-date. Mangel, 

the missing professor, was to have spoken to a rebellious university 

about ôDo Rats Have òFamiliesó?õ (p. 218) If we look at it from the 

perspective of a changing society, Bradburyõs book is definitely a 

dystopia. An academic dystopia, most of all. The ônew universityõ of 

Watermouth is a dystopic land of the most frightening kind. This novel 

is a dystopic party. Destructive irony is Malcolm Bradburyõs forte. 

  

Malcolm Brad bury, The History Man, 1975 (Vintage, 1990) 
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 The author and the academic fight for  

        the text: A. S. Byatt, Possession 

 

 

 

 

A. S. Byatt introduces Possession as ôA Romanceõ, and uses Nathaniel 

Hawthorneõs Preface to The House of the Seven Gables to support her 

claim, underlining ð in the quotation from Hawthorne she uses as a 

motto ð that a Romance differs from a novel in ôfidelityõ: a novel must 

conform to the ôpossibleõ, ôprobableõ and ôordinaryõ (the theory belongs 

to Hawthorne, and is only quoted by Byatt), while the Romance can be 

the writerõs own ôcreationõ.  

Hawthorne claims that his own Romance is an ôattempt to connect a 

bygone time with the very present that is flitting away from us.õ Possession 

is indeed Byattõs own creation, not only insofar as characters and plot are 

concerned, but also because of the literary history it involves, which is 

recreated with deeply satisfying gusto. We meet two poets who converse 

with the likes of Tennyson and Browning, but who ð surprise ð do not 

exist outside the covers of this book.  

Randolph Henry Ash and Christabel La Motte have a compelling 
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charm, and we leave the so-called romance with the firm belief that we 

have read their work and have partaken of their share of literary fame, 

therefore no one can say they are mere phantoms of Byattõs mind. Fact 

is, they are. An artful lie, a feat of ingenuity, the utmost satire of the idea 

of ôrewritingõ the past. The total deconstruction of postmodernism. A 

demolition of whatever is not literature, but scholarl y apprehension of it. 

A rejection of the kind of criticism that uses the work as a scaffolding for 

the criticõs own demonstration.  

The author comes first and donõt you ever forget that major truth, 

Byatt implies menacingly. Unless we heed her, we risk ending up like 

Mortimer Cropper (American Ash specialist, whose first name comes 

dangerously close to death, and whose last name suggests that all his 

efforts of collecting memorabilia are in the end a useless crop in more 

ways than one), James Blackadder (associated with a venomous serpent, 

and barely escaping the confusion by offering young Roland Mitchell a 

job in the end), Leonora Stern (whose sternness of character is derided in 

every way, from the laxity of her moral and sexual behaviour to the way 

she writes) or Beatrice Nest (a real nest of comical and tragic 

suggestions). Byatt shows in all these names a gift of phrase, and 

impresses them on our mind, attributing each character his right seal, 

the perfect brand for his particular humour.  

As for the connection of the past with the present, it is indeed 

something that Byatt herself attempts, though in a half ironical way. The 

couple Randolph Henry Ash (great British poet, contemporary with 
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Tennyson and author of remarkable excerpts, which Byatt painstakin gly 

invents, with more or less success) ð Christabel LaMotte (British poetess 

of French extraction, partly) is paralleled by the present -day couple 

Roland Michell (Randolph and Roland are almost an invitation to 

confusion in their similarity) ð Maud Bailey  (who actually turns out to 

be a direct descendant of Christabelõs illegitimate daughter with Ash, 

quite a number of generations back).  

If we are to consider the power of conviction that the past and the 

present carry separately, it turns out that maybe the past is safer ground 

to tread. We are engulfed by the suspense of the past. We feel we have to 

learn the story, we need an ending (so the present characters ð all 

literary researchers ð claim). The present can stay open. Do we share 

Rolandõs and Maudõs joys and sorrows? We do not. They are trivial 

heroes, while Ash and Christabel have the immediacy of flesh. They are 

alive, more alive than life itself, more alive than those who keep them in 

our memory (the critics who read and study them). But their life  is not 

narrated from the point of view of their sensibility. Byatt refuses to serve 

us feelings on a plate. She prefers to be a mind and treat us 

intellectually. We are the companions of her thoughts, not of her heart, 

and Possession is a novel of ideas before anything else, or, rather, one of 

witty devices, of resourcefulness in terms of literary creation.  

Is Possession a Romance, though? In the current meaning of the 

word, it is not. Or it is when it should not be (in the present) and fails to 

act as one where it should (the past). Ash and Christabel are anything 
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but the heroes of a romance. They are painfully real, not in the least 

idealized, and very far from mere romantic involvement. They have an 

illegitimate child, whose descendant, Maud, does not have, it seems, half 

the passion of her ôgreat-great-great-grandmotherõ (p. 503).  

The feelings, the flesh and the suspense are all crammed in the past. 

Literary history and a tiny bit of criticism are turned into a detective 

novel with a necessary ending, which actually is not known to the 

heroes themselves. We, the readers, are the only privileged sharers of 

the true plot. We learn from the author herself three major incidents.  

First, we know for sure that Ash and Christabel made love and how 

that felt (no  present character is allowed that much reality).  

Second, we learn how Ashõs wife, Ellen, subjected him to abstinence 

and refused to let him have the last letter from Christabel, in which he 

was told what he most desired to know, namely what had become of  

their child.  

Third (last page of the novel), we realize that Ash had known all 

along who his daughter was and where she lived. He met her as a little 

girl and was at peace. There was no suspense at all where he was 

concerned. The only suspense was created by us, present readers of a 

past (more or less) romance.  

Having thus duly questioned the ôromanceõ part of the title, we 

might as well try to elucidate the meaning of Possession. The word is used 

quite a number of times in the novel, with very different  meanings, and 

this multiplicity is just the confusing effect the author desired:  
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˅ motto from Browning: ôgrow mine,/ I veritably possess them ð...õ 

 

˅ p.1, motto to the first chapter: ôAnd dozed and waited through 

eternity/ Until the tricksy hero Herakles/ Came to his dispossession  and 

the theft.õ ð by Randolph Henry Ash (actually inv ented, then, by Byatt) 

 

˅ p. 109, in a text by Mortimer Cropper about Ash: ôWe may 

imagine her (Ellen Ash, the Victorian poetõs new bride ð the note is 

mine) sitting there, smiling demurely under her bonnet, holding her 

skirts away from the wet, whilst Ran dolph contemplated his possession, 

so unlike Petrarchõs, of the lady he had worshipped from afar, through 

so many hindrances and difficulties...õ 

 

˅ p. 275: ôWhereupon they did smile at each other, and he leaned 

forward and possessed himself of one of the little gloved hands, which 

lay still and then clasped his.õ The sentence belongs to chapter fifteen, in 

which the novelist tells us in her own name the story of Ashõs physical 

love for Christabel. No written document supports it, as in all other 

cases (but the two already mentioned).  

 

˅ p. 279: ôHe would change all that. He could change all that, he 

was tolerably certain. He knew her, he believed. He would teach her that 

she was not his possession, he would show her she was free, he would 
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see her flash her wings.õ The excerpt belongs to the same chapter fifteen, 

and implies that Possession is in some way connected with deprivation of 

individual freedom. The title of the novel complicates the meaning with 

possession in the sense of mental dependence or even dependence to the 

point of dist raction, madness, the opposite of reason and 

comprehensibility.  

 

˅ p. 282: Balzacõs words, ôApr¯s la possession, lõamour voit juste 

chez les hommes.õ Ash is ready to make love to Christabel and physical 

possession is on his mind, so this meaning is also added to the title. 

 

˅ p. 299, a paragraph by James Blackadder on Ash quotes John 

Donne: <Mummy Possest is of course a quotation from John Donne, 

òLoveõs Alchemyó. òHope not for minde in women; at their best/ 

Sweetnesse and wit, theyõre but Mummy Possest.ó> Ash himself borrows 

the title from Donne and uses it for a poem i n which he declares that 

séances of spiritism (like the one in which we expect Christabel to 

conjure the child she gave birth to in Brittany, which child, at that point, 

we assume to be dead) are a sham. Quotation within quotation within 

quotation (the chain could go on forever, but it stops when it threatens 

to become confusing) is the major device of this novel, and the major 

tool used by Byattõs irony. 

˅ p. 424, in a chapter which deals with the present couple Roland-

Maud:  
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He thought of the Princess on her glass hill, of Maudõs faintly 
contemptuous look at their first meeting. In the real world ð that was, for one 
should not privilege one world above another, in the social world to which 
they must both return from these white nights and sunny days ð there was 
little real connection between them. Maud was a beautiful woman such as he 
had no claim to possess. She had a secure job and an international reputation. 
Moreover, in some dark and outdated English social system of class, which he 
did not believe in , but felt obscurely working and gripping him, Maud was 
County, and he was urban lower -middle -class, in some places more, in some 
places less acceptable than Maud, but in almost all incompatible. 

All that was the plot of a Romance. He was in a Romance, a vulgar and a 
high Romance simultaneously, a Romance was one of the systems that 
controlled him, as the expectations of Romance control almost everyone in the 
western world, for better or worse, at some point or another.  

He supposed the Romance must give way to social realism, even if the 
aesthetic temper of the time was against it. 

In any case, since Blackadder and Leonora and Cropper had come, it had 
changed from Quest, a good romantic form, into Chase and Race, two other 
equally valid ones. 

 

We hit here the core of the matter. Romance possession, combined 

with possession in flesh and mind, total possession, must have been 

what Byatt was after when she chose that title, but she could not easily 

forego the temptation of mocking at literary scholars while at i t. 

Possession of literary texts is a chimera. She replaces it (the ôQuestõ) by 

ôChase and Raceõ, a technique of the thriller, a deconstruction of literary 

criticism and biography in one.  

 

˅ p. 442, from Ellen Ashõs Journal, on Ashõs death: ôI write this 

sitting at his desk at two in the morning. I cannot sleep and he sleeps his 

last sleep in the coffin, quite still, and his soul gone away. I sit among his 
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possessions...õ Both the ôvulgarõ and the ôhighõ romance (present and 

past) are speechless in front of the finality of death. But Byatt cannot 

help interfering with death as well: she ends the book pushing time back 

to when Ash was alive and had found his little daughter by Christabel. 

Ending like this, with the sensation of Ashõs indomitable power and zest 

for life, the book itself becomes the possession of the invented poet. 

 

˅ p. 480, the moment when Roland is summoned to tell Blackadder 

about the beginning of his quest:  

 

This was the moment of truth. Also the moment of dispossession, or 
perhaps the word  was exorcism. 

 ôI was reading Vico,õ he said. ôAshõs copy of Micheletõs translation of 
Vico. In the London Library. And all these papers sprang out. Stationery bills, 
Latin notes, letters, invitations. I told Professor Blackadder, of course. But I 
didnõt tell him I found two drafts of a beginning of a letter to a woman ð it 
didnõt say who ð but it was after he went to breakfast with Crabb Robinson ð 
so I did some research ð and found Christabel La Motte. So I went to see 
Maud, who was suggested to me ð oh yes, by Fergus Wolff ð I didnõt know of 
the family connection, or anything ð and she showed me Blanche Gloverõs 
journal ð and then we began to wonder about whether there was anything at 
Seal Court ð we went just to look at it ð and met Lady Bailey ð and were 
shown Christabelõs turret ð and Maud remembered a poem about dolls 
keeping a secret, and investigated a dollõs bed ð it was still in her room ð and 
there it was ð there they were, the letters ð hidden in a cavity under the 
mattress...õ  

 

˅ As a conclusion to the summary of the whole book as a detective 

story, Roland can only say (p. 486): ôI felt possessed, I had to know.õ So, 

it is not only Ash who possesses the book or its heroes, but also the book 
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that possesses the present, the past that swallows the immediacy we 

would expect of the present moment of experience.  

Consequently, Roland and Maud do not stand a chance as heroes; 

they are mere tools in finding out, reenacting the past, proving a point. 

The point is no scholar should be allowed to plunge his claws into a text, 

because the text can take revenge.  

Possession is all about this revenge of the written text. We come to 

trust only the incidents supported by letters, diaries, quotations, and 

might easily miss the only three important incidents, the only certainties, 

just because they are told in the authorõs voice.  

We mistrust the author and this is as she wanted us to behave. In 

inventing this novel, Byatt teaches us that we must by all means 

preserve the innocence of reading, that, once we slip into scholarly 

complication, we lose the core, the truth of the text, the intuition. And 

this intuition can only be communicated by the writer himself,  

which she does.  

She tells us herself the key truths we need to know about Ash and 

Christabel. The whole mass of documents she invents cannot solve the 

riddle, and only the reader of Byattõs words knows it all, while her 

scholar-heroes, although beings of the present, are left in the dark. They 

feel their quest to be a failure, while we alone realize the past is calm and 

happy and can go to rest.  

 

˅ p. 506, in Maudõs explanation of her attitude to Roland: ôPeople 
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treat you as a kind of possession if you have a certain sort of good 

looks.õ Beauty awakens the need for possession (does this remind us of 

the mixture of realism and modernism in Galsworth yõs Soames?). 

Byattõs novel itself is a thing of beauty, so, whether she likes it or not, we 

feel the need to decipher and possess it in the end. 

 

˅ p. 507:  

 

And very slowly and with infinite gentle delays and delicate diversions and 
variations of indirec t assault Roland finally, to use an outdated phrase, 
entered and took possession of all her white coolness that grew warm against 
him, so that there seemed to be no boundaries, and he heard, towards dawn, 
from a long way off, her clear voice crying out, un inhibited, unashamed, in 
pleasure and triumph.  

 

Unlike Ash, Roland actually promises: ôIõll take care of you, Maud.õ His 

possession is here sexual, and, unlike Ash, he commits himself totally to 

it, but it is too late, the novel is over (we realize we onl y have a few more 

pages to read, so it must come to an end, time has run out).  

Consequently, the past is painful, while the present could be 

reassuring. What is really reassuring in this mixture of devices and 

pretence is the guiding light of the author. We seem to hear her voice 

saying: as long as you take my word for it all (not the criticsõ voice, not 

the literary scholarsõ explanations), you are safe and on the right track. I 

alone am the key and the light.  

Is after-Modernism heading back for Modernis m, for T.S. Eliot and 



 

Lidia VIANU:  The AfterMode. Present Day English Fiction. 

 

108 
 

             

                                    Bucureĸti 2012 

 

his insistence that the author himself is the first and best critic of the 

work? 

 

 

 

 Byattõs Possession uses a number of modes of narration: 

 

1. Third person  account of incidents:  

 

The book was thick and black and covered with dust.  (...) The librarian 
handed it to Roland Michell, who was sitting waiting for it in the Reading 
Room of the London Library. (p. 1)  

 

2. Direct  dialogue : between present heroes, leading mainly to the 

deciphering of the past, and with very little impact on th e present itself. 

Its only aim is to create and try to reveal the mystery, which is finally a 

secret to those who talk (heroes), and only the reader gets to share it 

with the novelist.  

 

3. Reported dialogue , between heroes of the past, mainly when the 

author does not support a particular incident with written proof: Ash 

talks either to Christabel or, in the very end, to their young daughter. 

We cannot help wondering if this rendering of Ashõs words is reliable. 

The book educates us in the spirit of this ini tiated doubt. We require the 
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proof of recorded words in order to believe, but we must not forget that 

this very story of possession is recorded on paper itself, so the novelist 

rests her case. 

 

4. Quotations  from the poetry of Ash and LaMotte  ð invented by  

Byatt as she goes along, carefully planned ð support the present and past 

narrative, validating both documents and the novelistõs own rendering 

of the three key incidents, which no other document supports (the 

moment of love-making between Ash and Christabel, the contents of her 

letter to him before his death ð revealing the existence of their daughter, 

and his encounter with their daughter when she is a very young child ð 

which reveals that he has known about her all along). This may possibly 

emulate Fowlesõs technique of quoting Victorians in The French 

Lieutenantõs Woman.  

 

5. Quotations from Christabelõs fairy tales 

 

6. Quotations from the letters which Christabel and Ash 

exchanged and which were preserved, found with various degrees of 

ingenuity by Rol and and Maud  

 

7. Quotations from the diary  of Sabine Lucrèce Charlotte de Kercoz, 

written in France, in the vicinity of the legendary realm of Ys. We learn 

from it that, after the escapade in Yorkshire, Christabel spent the nine 
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months of her pregnancy in France, with her uncle and cousin. She gave 

birth ð nobody knew where or to whom ð and returned to live with her 

sister, who ð as we later find out ð brought up Christabelõs daughter as 

her own.  

 

8. Quotations from scholarly works  of the present, belonging to the 

Americans Mortimer Cropper and Leonora Stern, and from Beatrice 

Nestõs ôFinals paper.õ 

 

9. Quotations from Ellen Ashõs and Blancheõs diaries . 

 

10. Fragments from a TV show  with Blackadder and Leonora, when 

Blackadder states,  

 

Randolph Henry Ash w as one of the great love poets in our language. Ask to 
Embla is one of the great poems of true sexual passion. No one has ever really 
known whom those poems were written for. In my view the explanation 
advanced in the standard biography always looked  unconvincing and silly. 
Now we know who it was ð weõve discovered Ashõs Dark Lady. Itõs the kind of 
discovery scholars dream of. The letters have got to stay in our country ð theyõre 
part of our national story. (p. 404)  

 

Christabel is then Ashõs Dark Lady. The secret of this possession  

is discovered by Roland. Is Rolandõs Dark Lady Maud? Will  

we have to wait for a few more centuries and another novel like 

Possession to find out?   
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          11. Flitting quotations from other writers , such as John Donne:  

 

A bracelet of bright hair ð about the bone. When my grave is broken up again 
ð ha, Ellen? Always ð that poem ð thought of that poem ð as ours, yours and 
mine ð yes.   

 

The last ôyesõ definitely reminds of Joyceõs Molly and her final ôyesõ. The 

whole novel is  a parody, defiant and carefree. If Joyce and Eliot used 

parody systematically, in earnest, hoping to convey a system of 

meanings with a plan, Byatt and the other after -Modernists mock for the 

sake of mocking. They defy and do not think twice about the act . To 

quote Eliot again, ôWell, now thatõs done and I am glad itõs overõ (The 

Waste Land). Superficial quotation has replaced the intense 

intertextuality of Modernism.  

 

12. Letters quoted in full:  

o from Lady Bailey to Roland  

o from Fergus Wolff to Maud  

o from L eonora to Maud 

o from Ash to Ellen  

o from Blanche to Ellen ð quoted in her diary by Ellen herself  

o Blanche Gloverõs suicide note 

o Ariane Le Minierõs letter from Nantes to Leonora ð about 

Sabineõs diary 

o note from Ariane to Maud  
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o Christabelõs letter to Mortimer Cropperõs ancestress ð Priscilla 

Penn Cropper 

o Christabelõs letter to Ellen Ash ð asking her to give Randolph 

her letter in which she tells him they have a daughter  

o Ashõs letter to Christabel ð which Ellen burned, but not before 

we get to read it 

o three letters to Roland which offer him a job ð among which 

one from Blackadder 

o Christabelõs letter buried by Ellen in the box found by the 

merry group of scholars when they dig up Ashõs grave. 

 

 Intertextuality is the raison de vivre of this novel. The first object 

mentioned on the first page is ôthe book...õ The last words which end the 

story enclose a message which, we are told, will be forgotten and remain 

unknown forever. The little girl (Ash and Christabelõs daughter) forgets 

Ashõs message to her aunt (the child does not have the slightest idea that 

Christabel, the aunt, is her mother):  

 

 ôTell your aunt,õ he said, ôthat you met a poet, who was looking for the Belle 
Dame Sans Merci, and who met you instead, and who sends her his 
compliments and will not disturb he r, and is on his way to fresh woods and 
pastures new.õ   

 

But, ôshe forgot the message, which was never delivered.õ (p. 511) This is 

how the novel ends, and it makes us feel powerful, because we know 



 

Lidia VIANU:  The AfterMode. Present Day English Fiction. 

 

113 
 

             

                                    Bucureĸti 2012 

 

more than all the heroes, past or present. We master time and narrative. 

Byatt chooses to make us the ultimate masters of Possession.  

 Intertextuality is, then, Byattõs theme. The author mocks at the 

academics who discover it. We have quotations within quotations within 

quotations (the line goes on) more than once. We lose track of who is 

speaking, and the quotation turns into the novel itself, which is exactly 

what the novelist aims at. And when there is no quotation, we feel lost 

and do not know what to make of the story.  

 Another ridiculed motif (part of int ertextuality) is that of Americans 

trying to steal European texts. Henry James, Ezra Pound,  

T. S. Eliot came from America to England in order to find literature ( the 

text). Roland, Maud, Blackadder are truly scared of the Croppers and 

Leonoras who come to pilfer their past and carry home victoriously all 

memorabilia. America on the lookout for a past is the theme of Lodgeõs 

The British Museum Is Falling Down, Ishiguroõs The Remains of the Day, and 

many more. It is no longer the aristocratic European who is  the scheming 

villain (versus the innocent American), as Henry James saw things. It is 

the American who plots and undigs graves at night (Mortimer Cropper), 

who builds huge American museums out of fragments stolen from the 

old world, who fits the English p ast texts into his much more affluent 

edifice of ôeducationõ. In this book, very obviously, Cropper and Leonora 

are the rich guys, while the British researchers struggle hard to prevent 

them from buying or editing the text.  

 Possession is also a campus novel. Blackadder, Beatrice Nest, Fergus 
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Wolff, Roland and Maud are the closest we can get to a campus in 

England. The demon of theory masters the literary campus: Roland 

thinks enviously of Fergus as the man ôin the right field, which was 

literary theoryõ (p. 14). It seems to be the novelistõs intention to ridicule 

both theory and biography. Her novel is a denial of both, anyway.  

 Feminism is no less ridiculed. Leonora Stern is its main supporter. 

Maud is not quite that good, so there is some hope for her in the plot. 

Leonora is a feminist through and through, which means she devours text 

and sex in the same manner. It is a womenõs world, and she knows she is 

in command. She easily sucks in men and women (although both Maud 

and Blackadder reject her). Her vitality rescues her from literary death, 

but not from ridicule. Maud and Leonora are the world experts on 

Christabel La Motte, and this is how Fergus introduces them to both the 

reader and the amazed Roland, both in search of Christabel: 

 

There are two people in the world who know all that is known about 
Christabel La Motte. One is Professor Leonora Stern, in Tallahassee. And the 
other is Dr. Maud Bailey in Lincoln University. I met them both at that Paris 
conference on sexuality and textuality I went to. If  you remember. I donõt 
think they like men. Nevertheless I had a brief affair with the redoutable 
Maud. (p. 34) 

 

Rolandõs first reaction is of fear, even though hidden behind irony. 

He asks: ôWhat is she like? Will she eat me?õ She does not eat him, but 

her subsequent attachment to him is very hard to believe. If there is any 

feeling at all in this novel of quotations within quotations, it is attributed 
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to dead bodies only. The living bodies are in love with ideas. Byatt does 

not invite us to sympathize, bu t to decode an enigma. We are minds not 

souls when we read her. 

The novel has several heroines, besides Christabel. They are all 

unmarried, with the exception of Val, Rolandõs girl-friend, who finds a 

better mate than him, it seems. The food of feminist researchers, 

Christabel, turns out to have been very much in love and to have 

conceived a child with ð horror of horrors ð a man. Leonora will take 

anyone who comes her way, man or woman, but no one seems to want 

her. Maud is colder than ice and Roland is not much of a fire himself, so 

their story will die peacefully in due time, outside the space of this book. 

Their love story is unconvincing. Beatrice Nest is hopeless. Lady Bailey 

has been in a wheelchair for decades. Love ð in good after-Modernist 

traditio n ð is thoroughly discredited.  

Both Maud and Roland are redeemed partly by the fact that they 

start studying their respective authors ð Christabel and Ash ð for 

emotional reasons rooted in their childhood: Maud liked a poem by 

Christabel when she was ôvery smallõ (p. 53), and Rolandõs mother liked 

Ash. Both reinvent, rewrite the past. The novel is thus recreation, and it 

is Byattõs private joke: she rewrites something that has never been 

written, she reinvents an age. The two Victorian lovers she fitfully 

describes in the most unexpected ways have never ever existed.  

Possession discredits the idea of a prince coming to find the woman of 

his dreams. Christabelõs The GLASS COFFIN introduces him as a 
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character, but that was not at all what her affair with Ash  brought her. 

Actually, all men behave oddly, if not irresponsibly. Ash never offers 

Christabel anything but an affair. Roland almost pushes Val out of their 

relationship. He promises to take care of Maud in the end, it is true, but 

that is such a weak promise, and also made to a feminist, a woman who 

does not need a man to feel complete. The only man who takes care of his 

wife is Lord Bailey, who once urged her to go hunting, and because of 

whom she actually ended in the wheelchair in the first place. As h as 

already been underlined, the idea of the couple is nonexistent. 

The irony with which Byatt treats love is also used for everything 

else, from names (Mortimer is the person who kills the present in his 

insane race for past traces; Leonora Stern is anything but a morally stern 

being; Beatrice Nest cannot find her nest anywhere; Roland is the 

opposite of Browningõs Childe Roland, who clamours his victory of 

having found the Dark Tower, even though he does help find imaginary 

Ashõs ôDark Ladyõ, etc) to the very essence of the novel. The novelist deals 

with ôromanceõ and innocence with incredible wisdom: both are 

debunked. 

The novel is a love story more than a romance, and this love story is 

built with the technique of a thriller. Love is not ôpureõ or chivalrous at all. 

First we are shown its lesbian side (Christabel lives with Blanche), then its 

heterosexual storm sets in. Christabel falls in love with a married poet, 

deliberately goes  away with him for a month, knowing he will never 

offer her marriage. His hypocrisy in the matter is revolting, but she ð 
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Christabel ð is the only one who takes it meekly. She bears him a child 

and tries to keep it a secret, but even this satisfaction is denied to her: he 

finds the child, and, out of the true generosity of his h eart, he allows both 

mother (known to the child as aunt, due to his own inability to offer her 

the marital status which would have enabled her to raise her child as her 

own) and child the freedom to go on with their lives ð not before his so-

called love has maimed them significantly.  

Can this book be a romance? Not when love aborts in lost 

motherhood and apparent spinsterhood, to say nothing of Blancheõs 

suicide, which was also caused by Christabelõs involvement with Ash, 

among other reasons. Death, a hidden birth, denied motherhood, no 

communication between the Victorian lovers since the time of their affair 

to the time their letters are discovered (after death) and pieced together, 

all these incidents are the fruit of very bitter irony, directed against t he 

idea of romance.  

What Roland and Maud do, in fact, is to make Ash and Christabel 

meet again after death, in a new idea of time, and make up, more or less. 

Ash has the upper hand, the reader resents him all along, and we end up 

wondering: if not a roman ce, can this be a feminist book?  

Not in the least. Christabel is the worst subject a twenty-first 

century feminist could choose (she did need a man and a child in her 

life, and died deploring her condition, which denied her both). Maud ð 

the feminist who chooses her as a topic ð inherits her letters, but not her 

fate: Roland promises to ôtake careõ of her. Which promise, put down to 
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paper by a bitingly ironical Byatt, is downright menacing.  

Byattõs irony mixes the present with several layers of the past, in 

this quotation -within -quotation technique. The reader has moments of 

confusion, when he is no longer aware who is narrating. Among many 

masks/voices, we wake up hearing each hero talk out loud, from Ash, 

Christabel, Ellen, Blanche, Sabine (all in the past, yet fearfully alive) to 

Mortimer, Roland, Leonora (Blackadder and Beatrice are less articulate; 

could that be because Byatt bears a grudge against academics or 

scholarly dealers in literature?).  

The past steals the life of the present, and we realize in the end we 

envy Ash and Christabel their love (not at all a romance, but no 

complaints in that respect from the reader), and we wish a present idyll 

could parallel their passionate love -hatred involvement.  

Actually Byatt denies our time the life of the past. We are made to 

feel guilty of leading devitalized lives, of wasting our awareness and 

ignoring our ability to love. Possession is the loveless narration of a 

might -have-been love story, which was wasted because of a manõs 

(Ashõs) insensibility (feminists, beware, this is not your cue, Byatt seems 

to grin).  

The whole novel, like other texts by Byatt, is emotionless. Love is 

looked for in a detective way, after more than a century has elapsed 

since it could have existed. Ishiguro does something similar  in When We 

Were Orphans. The technique of the thriller tries to recapture emotion, 

which the novel has unfortunately lost.  
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Joyce, Woolf and Eliot were intensely emotional. Modernism 

changed the body of the novel, while refining its soul. After -Modernists  

carry that change too far, and lose some of the soul altogether, which 

may soon turn against them. Their triumph of defiance is drawing to an 

end, and the readers may choose to go back to what was lost in their 

after-Modernist dissimilarity from emotional  texts of all times.  

ôNarrative uncertaintyõ (p. 129, attributed to one of Maudõs thoughts) 

is the main device of this novel. Whenever a story begins, we are 

maddened by its frailty, by the prospect of our never finding out how it 

ends. Narrative uncertainty is another way of saying the story should not 

end, but Byatt mocks at this Modernist device, too, in very good after -

Modernist tradition. She claims she knows nothing for certain, she 

educates the reader to believe (take for granted) nothing but writte n 

documents (letters, diaries, essays). She steps into the story firmly ð after 

she has introduced it by means of her heroesõ written testimony ð and 

pushes the narrative on with her own bare hands. What we need to know 

in the guise of dénouement, we know from her directly. All the rest, all 

the other documents, are a mere source of suspense.  

Considering the way Possession feeds on letters, it might be a mock-

variant of Richardsonõs letter-novel. Indirectness ð implied in squeezing 

the narrative from the heroesõ mouths, whether in letters or diaries ð is 

the insurance policy of this novelist who rejects the old convention of 

story-telling to such an extent that she mocks at her own story while she 

is making it up.  
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Byatt is very much like Val®ryõs serpent, who bites his own tail 

incessantly. This novelist devours her own incidents ð she makes us fear 

there will be no final revelation, we may never get to know what 

actually happened, how it ended after all ð and this incredulous sense of 

suspense is more effective than any kind of suspense ever used before. It 

is an intellectual suspense. We experience an intellectual anxiety.  

It could not matter in the least who loved whom, and what 

happened to that love, as Ash and Christabel have been dead for 

centuries, while the others are too dry to love. Yet we must know what 

was. This love of the mind for long vanished souls ð supported by 

communication with the world of spirits in séances ð triggers a life of our 

own souls. We enter Byattõs novel with the mind and get out on the all 

fours of the heart. 

Several times during Byattõs novel America offers British scholars a 

better place to work, and that reminds one of David Lodgeõs Nice Work. 

The theme of the American march versus Europe in Modernism (see 

Henry James, Ezra Pound and T.S. Eliot) has changed into a quick trot 

the opposite way. America has come of age while Europe has to fight for 

her traditions, her priority. Ishiguro, Bradbury, Amis Swift, Mo and 

many others have noticed and rendered this.  

Byatt is spiteful. She does not like the new world of Mortimer 

Cropper and Leonora Stern. She likes the old-time luster of the Ash -

LaMotte story at home, in nineteenth century Britain. If Roland and 

Maud stand a chance at romance, Leonora and Mortimer could 
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successfully bury it. If Possession is a ôRomanceõ, then it excludes 

American affluence and efficiency. 

Graphically the novel is quite resourceful: it uses italics, smaller 

characters, lines from poems (for quotations). Even dialogue is 

resourceful. Byatt finds a new graphical way of rendering the 

simultaneity of speech, using an accolade (p. 142). When the pages are 

plain and monotonous, the text is disenchanting. We find ourselves 

looking for the variation of quotation, for graphical inventivity.  

It would be a hard jo b to find out who the main hero of this novel 

is. Apparently Roland filters everything, but he pales in comparison 

with Christabel and Ash. Each hero is the main hero at one point. Byatt 

cannot or will not make up her mind. I suspect the latter, as she knows 

from Virginia Woolf that the novel has changed, and a main hero is a 

disgrace.  

Stream of Consciousness was a way of bringing the mind to the 

forefront, and giving it more power than the plot had. After -Modernists 

go a step forward ð since we already know that between Modernists and 

after-Modernists there is at best a difference of degree, not of essence ð 

and allow everyone their moment of fame. We have one main witness ð 

it is so much easier to follow ð and a variety of minds which are 

revealed.  

A mul tiplied Stream of Consciousness, a number of souls partially 

laid bare, is what Byatt offers in these pages of almost unwilling 

psychological analysis. We fail to identify with any. We end up 
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confused, not knowing whom we side with or if we side with anyon e at 

all. Byattõs defiance of sympathy baffles her readers. 

The novelist excels in finding the picturesque side of the situations 

she builds. There is always an enchanting wood, beach or cave, a 

memorable landscape (in its Victorian sense). She seems to be winking at 

Emily Bront± from time to time. Nature also acquires Hardyõs lyrical 

intensity. Unlike most after -Modernists, Byatt enjoys description here, 

but keeps it short. She makes the best of dreamy sunshine and menacing 

darkness, while reducing the lan dscape to a minimum of space, and yet 

expanding its function to a maximum. This use of the picturesque ð 

intensely enjoyable to the reader and illuminating for the mood of the 

text ð is an argument offered to those who try to demonstrate that after -

Moderni sm is a rewriting of tradition.  

Byatt enjoys ð here and elsewhere ð playing with the status of the 

author. She sometimes addresses us in her own voice, conversing with a 

reader who is not exactly ôus.õ Besides that, her quotations within 

quotations have an imaginary author. Trying to identify with other 

authors, other readers, we lose track of all the eyes interposed in the 

process of narration. Roland reads a story by Christabel LaMotte, but 

when she writes ôdear readersõ it feels as though we were the only 

readers in sight. Roland, the hero of Byattõs own novel, is pushed aside, 

and we wake up confused: who is speaking to whom?  

Byatt is aware she trespasses on tradition, and tries to use variations 

in the margin of story telling. She even plays with the r ole of the 
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narrator, in the manner of John Fowles, relishing her after-Modernist 

freedom to narrate in any manner she chooses: 

 

And one day we will write it otherwise, that he would not come, that he 
stayed, or chose the sparkling ones, or went out again onto the moors to live 
free of fate, if such can be. But you must know now, that it turned out as it 
must turn out, must you not? Such is the power of necessity in tales. (p. 155) 

 

In this way, there are many narrators in this many -voiced novel: the 

novelist herself, Roland, Maud, Blackadder, Beatrice Nest, Leonora 

Stern, Mortimer Cropper, the Baileys, Ash, Christabel, Blanche, Ellen, 

the heroes of Christabelõs tale (quoted in full), heroes in various poems, 

diaries and letters. Everyone ever mentioned has a tale to narrate and, in 

good Jamesian tradition, gets to tell it. Byatt enjoys herself thoroughly 

when the reader no longer knows who is speaking, but goes on reading 

all the same ð which is equivalent to a statement to the effect that the 

literary form d oes not matter as long as we learn what we hunger to 

know. And what Byattõs readers need to know is entirely in her hands. 

The most intense parts of the novel are the letters. Their style, full of 

dashes that suggest interruption of thought because of anxiety, reminds 

of Emily Dickinsonõs lyrical intensity. Broken sentences, melting 

statements, breathless speech: another device which enriches the formal 

ingenuity of this text. These letters, mainly Ashõs letters, show a 

revolting lack of sensibility on his part. He makes it very clear that he 

wants a short affair, after which each must go his own way:  
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ôI have a wife and I love her. Not as I love you. (...) my love for you need not hurt her.õ 
(p. 198) 

 

Christabel tries very delicately to hint at this, but ge ts no response. 

At last she takes the decision to meet him on his terms. When she hides 

their child from him, he is angry. The reader is irritated. Byatt herself 

blames Ash, the man, and sides with the woman. And yet this is not a 

feminist novel. We are told in due time that Ash never had a sexual life 

with his wife (Ellenõs diary reveals this truth in the end). He remained 

faithful to their marriage, though. Byatt devised an impossible situation, 

in which nobody is happy and love is unimportant.  

In dealing  with Ash and Christabel, Byatt claims three times the 

right to be the  narrator, and she tells us herself what no document can. 

We learn from her directly that Ash and Christabel went on a month -

long trip together. Ash is described in what could be termed  as stream of 

consciousness, while Christabel is more of a mystery and is described by 

objective narration. The intervention of the author is mediated by Ellenõs 

thoughts before and immediately after Ashõs death; inevitably, both Ash 

and Christabel are described from the outside, while we are allowed to 

learn the workings of Ellenõs mind (in a very traditional garb). The last 

direct claim of the author to our curiosity shows Ash talking to 

Christabelõs (and his) daughter, and we know for certain that Christabel 

never learns about this, that she never imagines Ash knows they have a 



 

Lidia VIANU:  The AfterMode. Present Day English Fiction. 

 

125 
 

             

                                    Bucureĸti 2012 

 

child, that he actually manages to find the child and it is his decision to 

stay away.  

On the whole, we feel rather disillusioned with the man. Irritated 

might be the word. And By att does not help things either. We are so used 

to learning everything by letters or other written documents that we fail 

to trust her completely. We feel she is asking for too much power in 

taking it upon herself to know the ultimate truth and tell the st ory herself. 

Why has she suddenly decided to solve the mystery?, we wonder. Since 

Possession is an after-Modernist novel, we shall never know.   

Maud and Roland try to revive the past. They play a detective 

game, they keep secrets from their scholarly colleagues, they treat Ash 

and Christabel as their career-prop, as their biographical, more than 

intellectual, property. They find out about a love story and seem to fall 

in love in the process. Byattõs irony prevents them from doing that: 

 

ôOddly,õ said Maud, ôif we were obsessed with each other, no one would think 
we were mad.õ  (p. 332) 

 

 From time to time the novelist herself addresses her own reader 

directly, such as on page 335: 

 

There, over the next three days, they read Sabineõs journal. What they thought 
will be told later.  

 

 This whole novel is like a game of chess, in which one narrator 
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pushes another off the board. The past becomes more present than the 

present. It is deliberately granted more intensity, and it stirs the present, 

makes it come to life again. In this chess game, the two Victorian poetsõ 

lives become a thriller, and there is no room left for romance at all.  

 Whenever we hope to find out the truth and reach the end of the 

story, a new narrator or narrative device (usually document) show s up, 

and we are baffled, our curiosity is famished once more. The end of the 

novel is a lucky get-together of all living, present heroes, which makes it 

all sound a little artificial. We feel the story has been strained too much. 

If at first it is the rea der who is in the dark about the heroes of the past, 

there comes towards the end a moment when the present heroes (Maud, 

Roland and all those looking for Ash and Christabel) know less than the 

reader, and that is mainly because the novelist has chosen to narrate in 

her own voice at a certain point.  

 Comparing the two couples, Ash -Christabel and Roland-Maud, 

Byatt writes about modern criticism and scholars in love (if any) with 

bitter irony:  

 

Things had changed between them nevertheless. They were children of a time 
and a culture which mistrusted love, ôin loveõ, romantic love, romance in toto, 
and which nevertheless in revenge proliferated sexual language, linguistic 
sexuality, analysis, dissection, deconstruction, exposure. They were 
theoretically knowing:  they knew about phallocracy and penisneid, 
punctuation, puncturing and penetration, about polymorphous and 
polysemous perversity, orality, good and bad breasts, clitoral tumescence, 
vesicle persecution, the fluids, the solids, the metaphors for these, the systems 
of desire and damage, infantile greed and oppression and transgression, the 
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iconography of the cervix and the imagery of the expanding and contracting 
Body, desired, attacked, consumed, feared. (p. 423) 

 

This paragraph could make any critic hide i n shame. And yet the novel 

itself is concerned with critics ð biographers, scholars, feminists ð and 

the story was born out of a critical impulse at first. Possession is a 

demonstration. It begins with a question: What matters most, art or life? 

To Byatt it is life as/and irony of art.  

 

A. S. Byatt, Possession, 1990 (Vintage, 1991) 
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Rewriting and denying romance:  

A. S. Byatt, Still Life   

 

 

Still Life is a restless novel. Life is far from still. The novelist 

despises whatever is placid and devoid of surprise. She apparently 

narrates objectively, restoring the novel its old dignity. In fact she hides 

behind the convention of objective narration. She uses tricks found in the 

tradition of pre -Modernism, which she madly amalgamates.  

A. S. Byatt has here an immense respect for her characters. Nothing 

happens behind their back. Either they know exactly what is going on or 

nothing goes on at all. Dickens or Galsworthy allowed their readers to 

know more than the heroes, and sometimes feel the need to prompt 

these heroes, to push them in the right direction. There is no right 

direction for Byatt. We go whatever way her characters think or live. The 

only true story is life itself. In true after -Modernist tradition, life 

happens to her heroes, and they either experience it (it never leaves 

them any wiser), or are killed by the suspense (which literally happens 

to Stephanie Potter, who is electrocuted while trying to save a bird from 

under her kitchen refrigerator).   

Still Life is the second novel of the Frederica quartet. It is  

rather difficult to take it for granted that Byatt has a major hero and that, 

in this case, that hero is Frederica. Unlike most after-Modernists, A. S. 
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Byatt does not focus on one sensibility alone. This story comes in the 

shape of a personal diary, but this diary has a multiple hero, so to say. 

This is what misleads us into thinking we are dealing with objective 

narration. We are not really.  

The novelist chooses to share many heroesõ consciousnesses, and we 

are led into several inner labyrin ths, instead of one. Eventually, most of 

these crooked paths give way, are blurred, and only one is left to 

dominate the stage. The author would definitely like to think it is 

Frederica. The reader can choose to sympathize with someone else, 

though. This technical ambiguity, this indecision as to who the main hero 

might be, separates A.S. Byatt from after-Modernists, who usually prefer 

to write the diary of a single hero and not involve other sensibilities. 

There are many presences in an after-Modernist nov el, but only one X-ray 

machine. Well, A.S. Byatt is more technical than others. She has invested 

more in her equipment. Her novel is very technical, and the very fact that 

it mixes technicalities makes it an after-Modernist novel.  

Still Life begins with a Prologue which is placed in the year 1980, 

while the body of the novel takes place in the fifties and sixties. This 

Prologue brings the conclusion of the novel before its substance. The end 

literally comes first, and it is confusing. It is also easily forg otten as we 

go along, and it is no use unless reread at the end of the book. It must 

have been written last and placed first, there is no other explanation for 

its total misplacement if we consider the comfort of the reading 

experience.  




