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Introduction
The main object is the critical business of making sense

of some of the radical ways of making sense of the world.
Frank Kermode (1967: 29).

“High art” is part of popular culture.
Mieke Bal (1991: 7).

Before I elaborate on the motivation and questions that inform this work, I wish
to mention that this study is a product of fascination and passion: passion for
literary writing in general and a particular fascination with the works of a

number of authors, who have never ceased to inspire me to continue thinking,

questioning and rereading. Let me open this introduction by saying something
about these works from the oeuvres of four canonical modernist novelists:
Marcel Proust, Virginia Woolf, William Faulkner and Franz Kafka.

The novels are written in a period when writers were reshaping literary

fiction, leaving behind the goals of literary realism. 1 Consequently, each of the

novels also deals with questions of writing and of what literature should be. In

this study, I focus on this self-reflexivity, on the author’s eye that turns inwards,
striving to describe personal impressions and perceptions as well as the

processes of perceiving and writing. I deploy modernist literature as a means to
analyze the role and function of literary writing in general in contemporary

western society. Towards that end, I analyze the reappearances of the novels of
these authors in contemporary western culture. I have chosen to select

modernist novels, excluding other modernist art forms, because I am especially

interested in the role of writing in present-day society: the increasing interest in
Still, as Jeff Wallace argues with regard to Virginia Woolf’s perspective on writing, the goal “is
clearly not simply for modernist fiction to repudiate realism, but to achieve a more authentic
engagement with the real than realism, so called, could possibly attain”(2007: 19).

1
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memoir writing, book clubs, the booming sales of autobiographic literature and
the celebrity status of the author.

While in the beginning, modernist literature was promoted by an elitist

group of critics, today modernist authors are presented in Oprah’s Book Club,

self-help literature, Hollywood movies and tourist guides. The title of my study,

Popular Modernism, refers to this continuous popularity of modernist literature.
In this, I endorse the assumption formulated by Mieke Bal: “’High art’ is part of

popular culture” (1991: 7). This assumption is, however, not as unambiguous as
it might appear: to claim that high art is part of popular culture does not imply
that there is no distinction between them. Instead of trying to define on what

ground the one can be distinguished from the other, I attempt to deconstruct the
assumed hierarchy by dealing with questions such as: What does the

incorporation of modernist literature in popular media teach us about the

framing of western literature and about our categorization of high and low

culture? What do these works mean to today’s culture? I discuss the ways in

which the image of modernist literature transforms, in which it travels through
time, discourses and contexts .

Modernist literature has served as the paradigmatic example of brilliant

literary writing ever since it was published. It even survived, or rather escaped,
the postmodernist critique of the canons of western prose. Whereas

postmodernist thinkers knocked nearly all cultural authorities and canonical

texts from their pedestals, postmodernists largely supported modernist authors,
because modernist literature already is self-reflexive and critical of literary

conventions. 2 In Roland Barthes’s famous anti-authorial essay “The Death of the
Author” (1989), Barthes presents Mallarmé, Valery and Proust’s works as

ground-breaking. Accepting them as the examples of authors who destabilized
the author’s empire, Barthes reaffirms the authority of those modernist texts.

Maurice Blanchot, Gilles Deleuze and Jacques Derrida also support the status of

modernist authors by engaging with Franz Kafka's, Samuel Beckett’s and Proust’s

work, showing how these texts inspire or anticipate their philosophies.

See Thomas Vaessens’s De revanche van de roman (2009) for a critical account of postmodernist
perspectives and the contemporary relativist position in Dutch literary criticism.

2
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It is not surprising that poststructuralist thinkers engage with modernist

works. After all, modernist literature always also is about writing itself, as it

presents a view of the relation between language and world. This also explains
my tendency to engage philosophers like Roland Barthes, Maurice Blanchot,

Judith Butler, Fredric Jameson, Michel Foucault, Jacques Derrida, Gilles Deleuze
and Félix Guattari, Julia Kristeva and Edward W. Said. These philosophers and

theorists are largely preoccupied with language, literature and the ways in which
linguistic conventions shape our thoughts. 3 In studying novels by modernist

icons, as well as popular representations of these novels, I attempt to analyze
what modernist literature represents today. Furthermore, by bringing
philosophical analyses of literature into dialogue with popular culture

phenomena like self-help writing books, I endeavor to provide insight into the
sociocultural development of the increasing amount of people who wish to
become writers.
By the way
The reason for my fascination, and the passion that I mentioned earlier, finds its
source in my own occupation as a literary writer. While working on this study I
completed one volume of poetry and two novels. This not only means that

writing is an essential part of my everyday life that I could not do without, but
also that I went through the extended processes of writing, publishing and

receiving reviews and media attention while working on my thesis. I have been
working as a literary critic as well: I wrote reviews about novels, poetry books
and philosophical publications for, amongst others, the Dutch newspaper de
Volkskrant and the journal De Groene Amsterdammer.

Hence, my research has always been self-reflexive in this way, too. Still, I

have only taken my own authorship as a point of departure and not as direct

Since Plato, who in his Republic describes the poet as a manipulator of feelings, far removed
from any sense of truth or reason, there has been a rather strange competition between literature
and philosophy. Perhaps this competition is mainly fought by philosophers who fear that their
profession will not be taken completely seriously. In Beckett, Derrida and the Event of Literature
(2004), Asja Szafraniec writes that Derrida scholars often feel the urge “to separate his thought
from this part of his interest, from what he himself, amused, addresses as the risk of being
relegated to a ‘department of rhetoric or literature’” (17). Szafraniec argues that, in fact, rather
than competing with each other, philosophy and literature have always been engaged in a
productive exchange, even if this exchange consisted of a “gesture of self-defense against
literature” or the “modern notion of literature establishing itself in response to philosophy” (20).
3
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research material. When writing about the role of the author or, for instance,
publicity material that focuses on women authors, I may have used my own

experiences indirectly, but I never refer to my personal observations in this

study. An academic scholar, as opposed to a literary writer, is not supposed to

draw on intimate observations in her attempt to define aspects of contemporary

society. Hence, I do not ostentatiously incorporate my own struggle with writer’s
blocks, anxiety, fear of failure, or the way in which critics respond to my work or
personal background, although, of course, they are inevitably part and parcel of
this study.

What is modernism?
Opinions differ about who coined the term “modernism.” Rabaté writes:

“Chateaubriand is often invoked for having coined the term modernité, although
in a negative sense, when he employs it in [his] Memoirs to describe an ugly

building” (1996: 2). Marshall Berman, however, argues that “Rousseau was the
first to use the word moderniste in the ways in which the nineteenth and the

twentieth centuries will use it” (1982: 17). Others point to Jonathan Swift who

coined the word “modernisms” (in plural) in a letter to Alexander Pope on July
23rd 1837. Fredric Jameson writes that

“modernity” as a concept is so often associated with modernity that it comes
as something of a shock to find the word “modern” in use as far back as the
fifth century AD. In the usage of Pope Gelasius I (494/5) it simply

distinguishes the contemporaries from the older period of Church fathers
(2002: 17).

Comparatively, many scholars have tried to determine when literary modernism
precisely started, when it ended, which artists belong to the core of modernist
art, and who move in the periphery. Some distinguish different stages of

modernism, as does Tyrus Miller in Late Modernism (1999). According to Miller,
early modernist writers specialized in formal mastery; late modernists

distinguished themselves by their random gathering of material. Miller sees
Gertrude Stein, Djuna Barnes and Samuel Beckett as late modernists. Other
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distinctions are made between European literature, of which the crucial years lie

between the two World Wars, American modernism, Latin-American modernism,
as well as International modernism, written only in English, and so forth. 4 While
I discuss distinctions between modernist and postmodernist literature, bringing
into play arguments by Brian McHale and Fredric Jameson, I should make clear
that I do not endeavor to map the historical period or re-establish a new

modernist canon. Nevertheless, because I respond to theories about modernism
as well as to representations of modernist novels, the making and development
of the modernist canon is an implicit topic throughout my work. 5

The formation of a canon is subject to historical developments in art,

fashion and politics. Simultaneously, the making of a canon often seems

arbitrary. In Mazes (1989), Kenner for instance argues that, in the nineteen-

thirties, F.R. Leavis included writers in the modernist canon who now are hardly
known. Leavis found that Ezra Pound only wrote one good poem and dismissed
William Butler Yeats as a poet who only wrote about his Irish life, and neither

could Leavis make anything of Marianne Moore’s poetry (30-31). Kenner himself
also makes distinctions that are subjective, for example, his division between

writers belonging to International Modernism and writers like Virginia Woolf or
William Faulkner, who, according to Kenner, were not more than voices from a

certain province (40). He also contends that International Modernist literature is
written in English, thereby dismissing Robert Musil or Marcel Proust. 6

In the introduction to the anthology The Gender of Modernism (1990),

Bonnie Kime Scott, in turn, mentions Kenner as one of the critics that gendered
modernism masculine. For instance, he named the modernist era after Ezra

Pound: The Pound Era. Scott shows that, for a long time, the modernist canon was
On early modernism see among others Peter Brooker; on late modernism Richard Begam and
Tyrus Miller; on International Modernism Hugh Kenner; on European modernism Douwe
Fokkema and Elrud Ibsch; on the division of early and late modernism Ernst van Alphen.
5 Morag Shiach rightly argues in her introduction to The Cambridge Companion to the Modernist
Novel (2007) that modernism is “a critical term that refers to cultural works from a variety of
different national traditions, each of which has its own requirements and constraints of
periodization. The key moments will be understood differently within different national
traditions, and translation is not always helpful here. Modernist architecture in Britain, for
example, with its functional disdain of the decorative, has only selected point of contact with the
colorful exuberance of the modernisme associated with an architect such as Gaudí …” (7).
6 The randomness of Kenner’s arguments is well illustrated by his defense of James Joyce as an
International Modernist: the fact that most of Joyce’s works take place in Dublin suddenly does
not matter, since in his books he refer to all kinds of world literature.
4
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dominated by male authors. Scott argues that “much of what these select men
had to say about the crisis in gender identification that underlies much of

modernist literature was left out or read from a limited perspective” (2). Though
I would have liked to argue for including authors who have been neglected, as,

for instance, Jean Rhys or Nella Larsen, my research largely focuses on literature
composed at the beginning of the twentieth century, written by the small group

of modernist icons. 7 The choice for these authors is the result of my research into
representations of modernist literature in popular culture, in which a small

group of authors is overrepresented. James Joyce might be called the king of
modernist heroes. 8

Rather than arguing for or against authors that belong to the canon, I am

interested in the way in which Marcel Proust, Virginia Woolf, William Faulkner
and Franz Kafka are represented as famous writers now; in how they are

established as such, time and again. They have been granted the status of

unprecedently gifted, multilayered, innovating and genuine writers. I am not

interested in the question if this image is truthful or not; instead, I study in what
way the icons of modernist literature are re-established in various discursive
frameworks.

In Realism in our Time (1962), Georg Lukács warns us: “What we must

avoid at all costs is the approach generally adopted by bourgeois-modernist

critics themselves: that exaggerated concern with formal criteria, with questions
of style and literary technique” (17). I agree with Lukács that the singular focus
on style and literary techniques is a limited approach. Matters of style are

intrinsically connected to content, as the way in which something is said or

written pertains to what is said or written. Lukács is right that many critics, in
the wake of New Criticism, defended modernism as the highest of high art

precisely because it is “purist,” emphasizing its formal virtues. However, in my

There are, of course, exceptions that are written earlier, like for instance most of Henry James’s
novels, André Gide’s Paludes (1895) or Paul Valéry’s La Soirée avec Monsieur Teste (1896), which
in my opinion can be defined as modernist works as well.
8
Woolf is precise about the moment at which a change took place in the arts, as well as in life, which
we could now define as the beginning of modernism. “In or about December, 1910, human nature
changed” she writes in “Mr. Bennett and Mrs. Brown” (1966: 320). In Partial Magic (1975), Robert
Alter links this year to the first “London exhibition of Post-Impressionist paintings organized ... by
Roger Fry and Desmond McCarthy. More generally, it has been associated with the signal innovations
in psychology, philosophy, anthropology, physics, and most immediately, the shift in sexual morality”
(138).
7
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opinion, Lukács’s emphasis on the underlying ideology or Weltanschauung in

fiction is partial as well. For instance, it makes him characterize Thomas Mann’s
fiction as “fruitful critical realism,” while he describes Franz Kafka’s work as
“aesthetically appealing, but decadent modernism” (92). 9

Considering this example, I follow Theodor Adorno, who defends

practically the opposite of Lukács’s opinion. In Adorno’s point of view, as he

expresses it in Aesthetic Theory, the power of Kafka’s fiction lies precisely in its

“negative sense of reality” (28). Adorno argues that art is not social because of its
content, but “primarily because it stands opposed to society” (321). Yet, as
Astradur Eysteinsson makes clear in his thorough study The Concept of

Modernism (1994), “Adorno’s complex dialectics, by no means rests on one-sided
purism, for the qualities of art that promote its ‘autonomy’ also arrange
themselves in such a way that they reflect social conditions” (41).

Several theorists, such as Marshall Berman or Sjef Houppermans,

emphasize the engaged, political character of modernist literature. They take

André Gide as their protagonist for his critique of colonialism and the taboo on
homosexuality, in comparison to which Proust’s work might appear as

exclusively aesthetic. However, while the beauty of Proust’s meandering

sentences might divert from the engaged character of his work, it is not non-

existent. In Axel’s Castle (1959), Edmund Wilson points out that Proust critiques
the social hierarchies of his time. In Proust Among the Stars (1998), Malcolm
Bowie also dedicates a chapter to politics in Proust’s work; in Stuck in a

Revolving Door (2006), Yolande Jansen analyses Proust’s criticism and irony
regarding the expected assimilation of the Jews in France.

Eysteinsson keenly remarks that the analogy between a novel and its

sociocultural circumstances can reduce modernist art to a “unilaterally

reproductive or symbolic act.” He continues: “The latter tendency, in fact, is
clearly exemplified by critics who see in the formal fervor of modernism a
reflection of fascist discipline or totalitarian ideologies” (21). It is not my

intention here to defend either one of these interpretations. On the contrary, I am
interested precisely in the Janus-faced character of the discourse on modernism,
Lukács: “The distinctions that concern us are not those between stylistic ‘techniques’ in the
formalistic sense. It is the view of the world, the ideology or Weltanschauung underlying a
writer’s work, that counts” (19).

9
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“looking simultaneously inwards, towards form and language, and outwards,
towards the changing material circumstances in which fiction was being
produced and consumed,” as Wallace phrases it (15). 10

Around the turn of the nineteenth century discussions about the

reinvention of art bloomed. Artists gathered, wrote manifestos and pamphlets;
new movements arose such as the Surrealists, Expressionists, Dada-ists or

Futurists. Discussions were stirred up by social changes, the war, the defeat of

old protestant morality, but also by the increase of factories, industrialization of

production and by technical developments, such as new forms of transportation,
fast cars, airplanes, as well as the commodification of the telephone and

discoveries like Röntgen’s rays or the advance of photography and film. The

writers that we today call modernists each in their own way respond to these

developments. Although they did not gather as a movement, this does not mean

that they were less self-conscious about the developments in art and literature. 11
In The Ghosts of Modernity (1996), Jean-Michel Rabaté argues that

modernism is haunted by history, by loss and the repressed, and is therefore not
a-historical. At the same time, his book is evidence of how modernism haunts
theorists still today, or to put it otherwise: how we continue haunting

modernism. That is exactly my topic here: the enduring and yet expanding

fascination with modernist literature, articulated by theorists as well as popular
media. Rabaté’s approach of ghostliness refers to Derrida’s hauntology that he
develops in his book Spectres de Marx (1993), arguing against the priority of

being and presence, for which the ghost forms the ultimate alternative; being
neither present nor absent, neither dead nor alive.

10 There are also theorists that recognize the engaged character in the formal or aesthetic
representation without having to defend the importance of either one of the sides of modernist
literature. Marshall Berman, for instance, argues that modernist literature mirrors social
modernization, of which the first phase, according to Berman, should be located in the sixteenth
century. Also, in the article “Notes toward and Anatomy of ‘Modernism’” (1982), Kenner shows
that new transportation forms and industrial sounds did not only influence the content of James
Joyce’s Ulysses, but also influenced the formal side of the novel, the structure and rhythm of his
writing. Eysteinsson points out that the influence of urban rhythms and sounds also can be found
in Döblin’s Berlin Alexanderplatz or Dos Passos’s Manhattan Transfer.
11 According to Douwe Fokkema and Elrud Ibsch, the modernists were too “intellectualist” to
identify with unilateral manifestos (1984:10-11). However, instead of being too intellectualist
compared to other writers, in my opinion, it seems more likely that the modernists were too
individualist to organize themselves in groups.

17

In addition to the concepts of ghosts, ghostliness and hauntology, I look at

modernists works as a form of afterlife. 12 Especially in the last chapter, I connect

the issue of ending to that of “afterlife.” The appropriation of Kafka by the Prague
tourism industry can be read as granting him and his work an afterlife in the

shape of mass-produced souvenirs and the walking tours to his former lodgings

and the places that supposedly figure in his work. In the first chapter, however, I
rather complicate pre- and post- by making use of Mieke Bal’s concept of
“preposterous history” (1999: 6-7).

While the title of my dissertation might raise the expectation that I will

analyze the simultaneous development of popular culture and modernism in the
beginning of the twentieth century, this is not my main focus. I study the

representation of modernist literature today. Thus, my point of departure is

different from that of Juan A. Suárez’s fascinating Pop Modernism: Noise and the
Reinvention of the Everyday (2007). Suárez studies the “structural similarities
between modernism and mass culture” in the early years of the twentieth

century. He reveals how “modernism often arose from a selective appropriation
of popular expressive forms” (3). Suárez, like Michel de Certeau, focuses on the

practice of the everyday, arguing that “modernism is a form of everyday practice
parallel to that of anonymous consumers everywhere” (6).

What my dissertation adds to the studies on the relation between

modernism and mass culture is that it deals with the interactions between
present-day popular culture and modernist novel. This allows me to reach

conclusions about the role of literature in contemporary western culture. With
regard to Rembrandt’s paintings, Bal writes: “These works may be part of the

elitist culture, but the responses they elicit are not” (7). The same could be said

about modernist novels. Moreover, one can come to similar conclusion about the
different periods to which the works belong: the novels may be part of

modernism, but the responses they continue to elicit are not. The responses I
study are part of contemporary cultural phenomena, such as films, self-help
books and literary tourism.
12Afterlife

motives.

– Nachleben – is a term that Aby Warburg uses for the continuity of images and
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Narration
Perhaps I could have included modernist poetry among my objects of study; yet,

the thread that connects the separate questions in my thesis pertains to issues of
fiction and narration. As Stephen Dowden writes, “the novel is European

modernity’s most characteristic narrative medium” (1986: 5). He continues:
[I]t has risen to its place of prominence for two main reasons. The first

reason is the ascendancy of the bourgeoisie, a broad social class with the

education, leisure time, and financial wherewithal necessary to make use
of the books that the relatively new craft of printing had made available.
The second precondition of the novel’s widespread popularity is its

characteristically “realist” mode. The genre began by distinguishing its

themes and forms from fantasies and mannerisms of courtly romance. In
contradiction to romance, the novel emphasizes the individuality of

plausible characters and events, and abandons the standardized plots,
settings and figures of the chivalric world (5). 13

Dowden mentions several of the early aspects of literary writing that I address
separately in the chapters. For example, I address the question of the realist

mode with regard to Michael Cunningham’s novel The Hours (1999), for which

Cunningham took Woolf’s life as well as her novel Mrs Dalloway (1992 [1925]) as
a source of inspiration. Furthermore, I connect the question of individuality to
concepts like authenticity, originality and the initial moment of writing by

studying Marcel Proust’s prose and the film Adaptation (Spike Jonze, 2002). I
also reread Proust’s work through the framework of contemporary self-help

literature that deals with the ambition of becoming a writer.

According to publishers, who receive stacks of manuscripts daily, a

rapidly growing number of people cherish the hope to get their work published.
In the Netherlands alone, hundreds thousands of people quietly work on their
novels, plays, poetry or memoirs. 14 People are aware of the competition and

attempt to write the perfect book by reading self-help writing books, by visiting
13
14

See also Ian Watt, Rise of the Novel: Studies in Defoe, Richardson, and Fielding (1967).
See Arie Storm, De X-Files van de literatuur (2005: 12).
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websites that advise them in successful publishing, or by following creative

writing courses or workshops. The growing interest in writing and publishing is
something of which Walter Benjamin observed the start at the beginning of the
twentieth century. In his seminal essay “The Work of Art in the Age of
Mechanical Reproduction” he writes:

For centuries a small number of writers were confronted by many

thousands of readers. This changed toward the end of the last century.
With the increasing extension of the press, which kept placing new

political, religious, scientific, professional, and local organs before the
readers, an increasing number of readers became writers – at first,

occasional ones. It began with the daily press opening to its readers space
for “letters to the editor.” And today there is hardly a gainfully employed
European who could not, in principle, find an opportunity to publish

somewhere or other comments on his work, grievances, documentary
reports, or that sort of thing (1985: 231-232).

The development that Benjamin observes is continued in blogs and other forms
of writing today, which largely take place on the Internet. This development is

related to other changing social circumstances, such as increasing literacy and
leisure time, which Dowden also mentions. Nowadays, in the western world,
almost everyone can read and write. Compulsory education was introduced
around 1900 in most western countries. 15

The writer has become an exalted figure: someone who is intelligent,

gifted, original and famous. The role and function of the author, as well as the

various perspectives on what an author is, forms the topic of the third chapter, in
which I study how the modernist idea of the irrelevance of the author’s

Walter Benjamin is famous for his extensive use of footnotes. In footnote number 13 to “The
Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction,” he writes: “For every page of print and
pictures published a century ago, twenty or perhaps even a hundred pages are published today.
But for every man of talent then living, there are now only two men of talent. It may be of course
that, thanks to universal education, many potential talents which in the past would have been
stillborn are now enabled to realize themselves. Let us assume, then, that there are now three or
even four men of talent to every one of earlier times. It still remains true to say that the
consumption of reading – and seeing – matter has far outstripped the natural production of gifted
writers and draughtsmen (248).
15
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biography relates to the famous texts by Michel Foucault and Roland Barthes, as
well as to the recent literary hoax of the author JT LeRoy. JT LeRoy’s work was
initially believed to offer a truthful representation of the author’s life and only
later had to be reconsidered as fiction. Many readers felt deceived when the
fictional status of the author JT LeRoy was revealed.

Why people prefer true stories above fictional stories is a difficult question

to answer, but the fact that books or films that are based on a true story sell
easier is undeniable. The book by James Frey. A Million Little Pieces, which

caused much turbulence when the author admitted that large parts of it were

fabricated, was originally envisioned as fiction, but according to Frey’s publisher,
it was unable to sell as a novel. Kathleen Rooney writes, “thus, ... Frey had bowed
to market pressure to bill the book as a memoir” (2005: 216). This case shows
that the artistic criteria are less demanding when it concerns a “true” story.

Together with the growing interest in writing that manifests itself in

various kinds of publications and of which Benjamin describes the beginning, the
importance of language and literature in the constitution of social structures was
recognized by the philosophers who were part of the “linguistic turn.” Central to
the different forms of what is understood as the linguistic turn – logical

positivism, logical empiricism, structuralism, poststructuralism, postmodernism
– is the belief that nothing can be known independently of language. 16 If all
thought is determined by language, it is language we should analyze. As a

consequence, the analysis of various phenomena becomes first of all an analysis
of the language that belongs to these phenomena. For Martin Heidegger, and

later also for Jacques Derrida or Michel Foucault, this often includes following

etymological traces in the development of a word. The meaning of every word

travels through time, surroundings, contexts and discursive frameworks. Yet, to
conclude that one should rather analyze those contexts is not a solution either.

In the article “What Was the Linguistic Turn?” (2000), Kerwin Lee Klein writes that some hold
that the linguistic turn was initiated in German philosophy already in the eighteenth century in
the work of Johann Georg Hamann, Johann Gottfried von Herder, and Wilhelm von Humboldt, and
that in the early years of the twentieth century it was further developed by Martin Heidegger and
Hans-Georg Gadamer, whose influence extended to contemporary philosophers such as Karl-Otto
Apel and Jürgen Habermas. According to others the linguistic turn was started by analytical
philosophy, and first used as a term by Gustav Bergmann, who credited Ludwig Wittgenstein’s
Tractatus with having initiated “a linguistic turn” in philosophy. Yet, for historiographers, the
linguistic turn has largely meant French structuralism and poststructuralism as filtered through
American literary criticism (80).
16
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As Jacques Derrida convincingly argues in Limited Inc (1995), the context is no
more stable or transparent than the intention or the meaning of an utterance.
The conditions of a context are neither determinable. 17

In Framing the Sign (1988), Jonathan Culler summarizes the problem with

context as follows:

context is not fundamentally different from what it contextualizes; context
is not given but produced; what belongs to a context is determined by

interpretive strategies; contexts are just as much in need of elucidation as
events; and the meaning of a context is determined by events (xiv).
Not just the context of a popular phenomenon changes the meaning of a

modernist work, nor does that context singularly frame the work; the modernist
novel reframes the popular culture phenomenon. Each interpretation or

approach of the novel and its contemporary return frames the works from a

different angle, by which it establishes a new relation between the two works
and the viewer and/or reader.
Sightseeing
In The Tourist (1999), Dean MacCannell argues that the tourist is a perfect model
for modern man. “[S]ightseeing is … a way of attempting to overcome the
discontinuity of modernity, of incorporating its fragments into unified

experience. Of course, it is doomed to eventual failure: even as it tries to

construct totalities, it celebrates differentiation,” he explains (13). In my last
17

Martin Heidegger’s theories of language have been of significant importance to
poststructuralist theory. In the lecture “Language,” given in 1950, Heidegger argues that man
does not only, along with other faculties, possess the faculty of speech, but that “speech enables
man to be the living being he is as man” (1975: 189). Heidegger calls language the “house” of
being. In Holzwege (1977), he argues that we always live and move around in this house: we
never leave this house. If we walk through a street, we move through the meaning of the word
“street” (310). This is even the case if we do not consciously think of the word “street,” because,
according to Heidegger, all human thought is governed by language. In Hölderlins Hymne “Der
Ister” (1993), Heidegger amplifies this statement by explaining that man does not differ from
plant or animal because s/he can say “I,” as Kant said – which proves that man is conscious of
him/herself – but because man can say “is” (112). If we would not understand what is meant by
the word “is,” or the verb “to be,” there would not just be a word less, but according to Heidegger
there would be no language at all. Heidegger emphasizes that men can only say “I,” because men
can say “is,” and not the other way around.
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chapter, I analyze literary tourism in relation to Franz Kafka’s work and the
question of ending—or rather the impossibility of ending a literary text.

I connect the question of ending a writing process with the ending of

modernism. In The Decline of Modernism (1992), Peter Bürger writes that the

waning of modernism is complemented by a change in the area of perception:
Among younger persons today one can often notice a way of dealing with
literary works that can only be characterized as low-brow from Adorno’s

standpoint. I mean the widespread renunciation of any discussion of
aesthetic form in favor of a discussion of the norms and patterns of

behavior which are the basis of the actions of the characters portrayed.

The questions which are asked of the work then do not read: How are the
aesthetic form and content of the work communicated? but: Did this or

that character act correctly in this situation? How would I have behaved
in a comparable situation? (41).

The change in approach of literature that Bürger describes is apparent, for
instance, in Oprah’s Book Club, in which readers attempt to understand

Faulkner’s books through relating the motivations of the fictional characters to

their own experiences. However, as Bürger also makes clear, this way of reading
was already common when modernism just started. Bürger translates from a

German appendix to Adorno’s Minima Moralia: “The ultra-modern is already no
longer modern, so his argument went, the stimuli which I was seeking had

already become dull, the expressive figures which excited me belonged to an old-

fashioned sentimentality” (33). It is perhaps the re-appearing search for

universal criteria, norms and emotions that denies the scattered and fragmented
experience and newness of modernism, and thus always already makes the
distinction between high and low culture fluid.

Beckett and Kafka are often regarded as the writers whose texts

announce the end of modernism. In Mazes (1989), Hugh Kenner calls Beckett’s

Waiting for Godot modernism’s last masterpiece (34). In Samuel Beckett and the

End of Modernity (1996), Richard Begam argues that Beckett’s work anticipated
and even helped shape some postmodern themes and ideas. Brian McHale also
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characterizes Beckett as a writer who makes the “transition from modernist to

postmodernist poetics” (12). For Begam, however, postmodernist ideas are not
opposed to modernism; rather, they form an extension of what was started in

modernity. Rabaté distinguishes Beckett from earlier modernism, at least from

Joyce, who still thought he could master language, while Beckett “explains that he
is looking to ‘discredit’ language and that, since he cannot eliminate it

completely, he aims at boring it, at piercing it” (1996: 230). Rabaté translates a
sentence from Beckett’s Disjecta (1983) as follows:

Bore a hole after the other in [language], until that which hides behind,

whether it be something or nothing, begins to leak out – I cannot imagine
a higher purpose for the writer today (230).

Even though it is unclear to Beckett what will seep out, something or nothing, the
highest purpose of the writer should still consist of the attempt to bore a hole, to
reach through language and forge a small space where language is no longer
language, a hole through which something else can leak out. 18

The hole pierces language, but it does not deny language, nor literature.

After all, it is shaped by literature. It is neither the opposite of language, nor a

form of muteness. The intention to pierce a hole in language and to escape it goes
hand in hand with an obsession with language. Kafka’s work shares this

obsession. Kafka, as much as Beckett, appears to deconstruct his own writing. In
Kafka’s work, the narrator is aware of the ambiguity of the thoughts of the

protagonists, as well as of the words they use. When trying to peal off layers of

meaning, precisely this act of pealing off creates more layers. This process gives

Kafka’s work a sense of endlessness. Modernism is endless in a similar sense. For
as long as we continue analyzing the meaning of modernism – what it consists of,
In “This Strange Institution Called Literature,” an interview with Jacques Derrida, Derek
Attridge asks Derrida why he never wrote about Beckett: “Is there a sense in which Beckett’s
writing is already so ‘deconstructive,’ or ‘self-deconstructive,’ that there is not much left to do?”
Derrida answers: “No doubt that’s true. … [Beckett] is nihilist and he is not nihilist” (1992: 61). It
is not completely clear what Derrida understands by this nihilism that is no nihilism, however, I
interpret it as indicating the loss of objective morality in Beckett’s work, as well as each possible
objective rule or logical standard that a fictional character believes in and that helps him/her to
know which action should be preferred over another.
18
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whether it is dead or not, how it transforms, what it means today – modernism
survives.
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Chapter 1

Beginning: Marcel Proust and Charlie Kaufman

A first sentence must be good. It determines the tone and character of the text.

Struggling to find the perfect first line can drive writers to despair. How does one
find the right beginning, a beginning that is original, that says something about
one’s perspective on literature, and is yet smooth and catchy? Overthinking,

every beginning starts to look contrived or banal. In this chapter, I analyze two
writers that suffer from the fear of beginning to write. The first is Charlie

Kaufman in the film Adaptation (Spike Jonze, 2002), for which the real-life

Charlie Kaufman wrote the screenplay; the second is the narrator, Marcel, of

Marcel Proust’s A la recherche du temps perdu (first published in 1913 – 1927).

Although almost ninety years passed between these two works, I see remarkable
similarities in their joint anxiety and their choice to turn this anxiety into the
subject of the work. I bring these two works in dialogue with one another to

study not only the question of beginning, but also the protagonists’ self-reflexive
thoughts on what it means to write.

In Adaptation, the protagonist Charlie (played by Nicolas Cage) is a

screenwriter who struggles with a severe writer’s block. 19 To be a screenwriter

is, of course, different from being an author of literary fiction. Yet, Charlie’s ideas
about what it entails to write resemble the narrator’s ideas about writing in

Proust’s novel. While Adaptation is instantly recognizable as a postmodern work,
self-reflexive in countless ways and knowingly commenting on the art of film-

making as well as Hollywood clichés, the monologues of Charlie conform to early
modernist self-conscious monologues. The screenwriting teacher Robert McKee,
who wrote a critical commentary for Adaptation: The Shooting Script (2002),
observes the same:

There are numerous other films in which writers are portrayed with writer’s blocks, for
instance Barton Fink (Coen brother, 1991), Shakespeare in Love (John Madden, 1998), Ask the
Dust (Robert Towne, 2006), or Federico Fellini’s classic 8 ½ (1963), and Rob Marshall’s film Nine
(2010), a musical which is based on Fellini’s 8 ½. However, Adaptation is the most relevant for
my analysis as the protagonist repeatedly reflects on the act of writing, the difficulty of finding a
right beginning and what it means to be a writer.
19
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[Kaufman] may use the disorienting techniques of Postmodernism, he draws

upon an older, deeper creed. Charlie Kaufman is an old-fashioned Modernist.

He writes in the palaeo-avant-garde tradition that runs from the dream plays

of Strindberg and inner monologues of Proust through the tortured identities

in Pirandello and the paranoia of Kafka to the rush of subjectivities in Wolfe,
Joyce, Faulkner, Beckett, and Bergman – that grand twentieth-century

preoccupation with the Self (131).

McKee mentions nine modernists in the same breath—all literary authors, except
for Bergman, suggesting that Kaufman’s perspective on writing, as represented
in the film, does not merely apply to screenwriting but to writing in general.

McKee states that all of these authors share what he defines as a “preoccupation
with the Self.” Although self-reflexivity not necessarily implies reflection on the

self, McKee is right that the two are inextricably bound up with one another in
Adaptation. Moreover, in Adaptation and La Recherche, the protagonists

repeatedly comment on their selves and the indistinct frontier between their
selves and the selves of the authors, thus making the works explicitly self-

referential; a self-referentiality that becomes self-reflexive as they obsessively

reflect on the process of writing. 20

Self-reflexive writing is often defined as the most important feature of

modernist literature. For instance, in “Early Modernism” (2007), Peter Brooker

claims that modernism is “understood as a self-referential mode, alert to its own

formal composition and the constructedness of the ‘real’” (33). Critics frequently

distinguish between early modernist works, in which highly self-conscious minds
are presented, and late modernist works, which leave behind the individual mind
to foreground the structure of the text or the particular use of language. 21 In

I encountered one other text in which Adaptation and Proust’s work are discussed together.
However, this text concerns not Proust’s novel, but Raoul Ruiz’s film adaptation Le Temps
Retrouvé (1999). In “Once Upon an Adaptation” (2005), Karen Diehl compares the two films
because they both bring in the author of the book that is adapted. I refer to Ruiz’s film as well;
yet, my main interest is not that of film adaptation, but of literary writing: how it is represented
in Proust’s work and how it relates to contemporary representations.
21 In The Struggle of the Modern (1963), Stephen Spender also observes that in modernist
literature and visual art “the mode of perceiving itself becomes an object of perception and is
20
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other words, late modernist works tend to break free from the perspective of a

protagonist, revealing the text itself as a meaning system. As Eysteinsson writes,
“the whole notion of the self-consciousness of literary artifacts, complex as it is,
would seem to be one of the chief links between the two ‘modernisms’” (109).
Considering the distinction between early and late modernism, Proust’s work
belongs to the early part and, although Adaptation historically belongs to the
postmodernist era, Charlie’s interior monologues also conform to the early
modernist self-conscious writings. 22

While self-reflexive writing expresses an uncertainty about the self,

modernist authors favored descriptions of subjective experience over an

assumed objective reality. The writer should concentrate on the spirit, as

Virginia Woolf argues, and interpret the book that hides in oneself, as Proust’s

narrator believes. In this chapter, I also study another kind of preoccupation with
the self, namely that of self-help culture, with which Charlie is confronted when
he visits a writing seminar. Self-help literature developed in the same period as
modernism. Both modernist writing and the genre of self-help literature can be
interpreted as resulting from the general distrust of the idea that reality can be
represented objectively. Elisabeth Herion-Sarafidis argues that even science,

which used to represent objective knowledge, started to teach that “man was the
measure of things” (1992: 220). After the horrors of the First World War, old

Protestant morality did not seem credible any longer, and neither did it seem to

fit the materialistic ambitions that started to flourish. Moreover, Herion-Sarafidis

argues, psychology gained in popularity, having a decisive influence on the

growth of self-help books, which started off as success manuals. Some of the self-

help writing books published today still read as success manuals, for instance

Judith Appelbaum’s How to Get Happily Published (1998). Written in 1978, the
book sold over five hundred thousand copies. 23

included as part of the thing perceived” (134-35). Not all critics are charmed by such selfreflexivity; Peter Keating, for example, concludes from Henry James’s astonishment about the
absence of “life” in certain novels that “in the saddest possible way … the modernist novel was
ruthlessly determined to be about nothing but itself” (1991: 358).
22 One could say that self-reflexivity is the chief link between modernist and postmodernist
literature as well. Charles Russel, for instance, argues that postmodernist literature above all is “a
construct that explicitly says something about the process of creating meaning” (1980: 183).
23 “The Freudian theories became well-known to the American general public in the 1920s; as
was the case in Great Britain, the publication of The Interpretation of Dreams had an enormous
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With regard to Charlie’s resorting to the self-help course, I look at how his

modernist ideas about writing and originality relate to the psychological

principles in self-help literature. 24 One of the returning topics is writer’s block.
Charlie is often depicted at moments when he feels he is not able to write
anything. Similarly, Marcel feels unable to start writing. I analyze the

contemporary idea of the writer’s block and the way it relates to the impasse that
the narrator describes in La Recherche. In course, Proust demonstrates that the
writer has often already begun when he believes that he will never be able to

write anything of value. Thus, the representation of the writing process proves
that “to identify a point as a beginning is to classify it after the fact,” as Edward
Said formulates it in Beginnings (1985: 29).

This is partially due to our temporal understanding of cause and effect. As

Friedrich Nietzsche famously argues, a cause without an effect cannot

legitimately be identified as a cause. An effect has to be distinguished as an effect
before a cause can be distinguished, which makes him conclude that effects

precede their cause (1995: 34). 25 Correspondingly, the beginning of a story only
becomes recognizable when a story has been identified. Even if one does not

succeed in writing more than a first sentence, it can only be recognized as the
first sentence of a larger story if it at least suggests a continuation. Hence, a

definite beginning can only be determined in retrospect, just as a source text only
becomes a source text after the creation of an adaptation. 26

impact in the United States, as had psychoanalysis, ‘the miracle cure,’” Herion-Sarafidis writes
(220). The combination of psychological theories and religion resulted in the most famous selfhelp book; The Power of Positive Thinking that was published in 1952. This book has been a
bestseller for decennia, and has influenced all other self-help books; Ralph Keyes for instance
entitles one section in his book “The Power of Positive Anxiety” (1995: 14).
24 In “Consciousness as a Stream” (2007), Ann Fernihough argues that novels like May Sinclair’s
Mary Olivier (1919), D.H. Lawrence’s The Rainbow or James Joyce’s Portrait of the Artist as a
Young Man follow a “trajectory towards the unfettered ego,” an expression that is frequently used
in the genre of self-help literature as well (76).
25 Concerning cause and effect, see Nietzsche’s Human, All Too Human (1995 [1878]) and The Gay
Science (1975 [1887]).
26 By placing La Recherche and Adaptation in a shared context, I do not intend to claim that these
works both essentially are about this one question regarding the beginning moment of writing. I
am aware of the fact that, as Fredric Jameson writes, “the constructional problem posed by any
totality is not that of inclusion but that of the inevitable and necessary leaving out of content, and
thereby that of the masking of those omissions” (2007: 172). The nature of a book or film, in that
case, is not very different from the character of a protagonist in Proust’s work, in which each
person has multiple faces, each of which also could be reduced to projections of the narrator.
Jameson discusses the problem of interpretations that reveal a totality of a “deeper meaning” of a
work in view of Proust’s description of the mechanisms by which the various aristocratic figures
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Proust’s multivolume novel A la recherche du temps perdu arose from

numerous attempts to write a long essay that would have been called Contre
Sainte-Beuve. Charles-Augustin Sainte-Beuve (1804-1869), one of the most

authoritative literary critics of the nineteenths century, believed that one could
not understand a literary work without knowing the background, habits and

character of the author. Proust never finished his essay proving Sainte-Beuve

wrong. Yet, each of the various sketches of this essay forms a possible beginning
for a thesis about the relation of the author to his or her work. 27 One can trace

several scenes and dialogues in these attempts that have found a place in the

different volumes of A la recherche du temps perdu. Consequently, Contre Sainte-

Beuve is often called the polymorphous source from which La Recherche arose.
Following Mieke Bal, I approach Proust’s novel and Jonze’s film

predominantly as textual objects that “theorize” a particular part of cultural
history. 28 The act of bringing these two works into a shared context can be

defined as what Bal calls “preposterous history” (1999: 6-7). It is not the relation

between the film and the novel in itself that is an example of preposterous
history, but rather my act of combining these works that might be called

preposterous. In other words, I complicate pre- and post- by reading Proust
through the framework of Charlie’s ideas about writing, and thus hope to
produce what Bal calls “productive uncertainties” (7). 29

By bringing these two works into dialogue with one another,

contemporary-modernist perspectives on beginning, originality, authenticity, as

well as adaptation are brought to the fore. In Adaptation, the question of

originality is inextricably bound up with reflections on what it means to write an
and salons later are misperceived and misinterpreted. Especially because omissions, the absence
of the true aristocratic figures in a certain salon, are not remembered, they leave no gap in
history; while less aristocratic persons that were present gain in importance, only because they
are registered as having been present. Jameson argues captivatingly that similar mechanisms can
be observed in interpretations that explain a work from one particular angle and thus necessarily
leave out certain aspects of the work.
27 These sketches are published in the collection Contre Sainte-Beuve (1971).
28 In The Mottled Screen: Reading Proust Visually (1997), Mieke Bal in a captivating way reads
Proust’s images.
29 With regard to contemporary art works that quote Baroque art, Bal writes: “They do, however,
demonstrate a possible way of dealing with ‘the past today.’ This reversal, which puts what came
chronologically first (‘pre-’) as an aftereffect behind (‘post-’) its later recycling, is what I would
like to call a preposterous history. In other words, it is a way of ‘doing history’ that carries
productive uncertainties and illuminating highlights” (1999: 6-7).
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adaptation. One irony lies in the fact that the topic of the book Charlie wants to
adapt is orchids, which, according to its author Susan Orlean, “are the most
cleverly adaptable living things on earth,” as she writes in her foreword to
Adaptation: The Shooting Script (vii). The fact that the book is about those

cleverly adaptable things makes Charlie’s fate of not being able to make a clever
adaptation of the book more poignant, forcing him to reflect on writing as a

process of adaptation. I confront Charlie’s ideas about originality and adaptation
with T.S. Eliot’s exposé on individual talent as well as with theories about
originality in contemporary adaptation studies.

To conclude, I take into consideration the possibility that Marcel is

perhaps more of a postmodernist than Charlie. He ultimately decides that all

writing is a process of “interpreting.” His claim for authenticity is intrinsically
connected to this view and his ideas about the divided self. I discuss Samuel

Beckett’s, as well as Fredric Jameson’s and Frank Kermode’s readings of Proust,
whom in different ways connect the scattered selves with Proust’s

representation of time. To round off this chapter, I look at how Marcel’s

conclusions about writing relate to advice offered in contemporary self-help
literature. From this preposterous reading, it becomes clear that the

characteristics that we have defined as modernist today appear to function as

standards for general expectations of what writing should be. To begin, however,
I look at the beginning of Adaptation, in which the modern anti-hero Charlie
struggles with the question of how to begin.
Do I Have An Original Thought in my Head?
Although one might argue that a book or a film finds its origin in the cultural and
discursive milieu in which it is created, a book or film reel can only have one

material beginning, which consists of the first shot of film or the first words in a
book. The first shot of Adaptation does not show an image, but a black screen.
One hears a gloomy yet humorous monologue in voice-over as the opening

credits appear in typewriting-style letters at the bottom of the screen. This is the
actual beginning of the film. However, in the process of writing, the film shows,

the actualized moment is only one of many possible beginnings. By beginning the
31

film without a “real” shot, except for a screen with typewriting, the film
emphasizes the importance of writing for film. 30

Charlie’s monologue begins with the question I chose as a title for this

section: “Do I have an original thought in my head?” These words set the tone.

Charlie is desperate to find an original beginning for his screenplay. It becomes
clear that originality is of existential importance:

Do I have an original thought in my head? My bald head? Maybe if I were
happier, my hair wouldn’t be falling out. Life is short. I need to make the
most of it. Today is the first day of the rest of my life… I’m a walking

cliché. I really need to go to the doctor and have my leg checked. There’s

something wrong. A bump. The dentist called again. I’m way overdue. If I
stop putting things off, I would be happier. … (2002: 1). 31

For Charlie, originality is important for his personal wellbeing; being a “walking
cliché” is the worst. Originality not only guarantees a good screenplay, but also

happiness and health. At least, that is what he wants to believe. The film seems to
ridicule this belief by the portrayal of his twin brother, Donald, who, to Charlie’s
horror, has decided to become a screenwriter as well. Donald does not care for

artistic originality. It appears that precisely the lack of that aspiration makes him
a happy person: Donald nonchalantly finds success in his career as well as his

love life. Thus, the wish to be original appears counterproductive for success. 32
Charlie, however, believes that a writer should write something

unexpected, that he should strive for absolute newness; must be absolutely

modern, to use Rimbaud’s famous line (1966: 209). 33 The opinion that literary

writing should be reinvented with each text and that the writer should strive for

“something new,” as Charlie formulates it, is particularly cultivated by modernist
In Film Fables (2006), Jacques Rancière, following Gilles Deleuze, complicates the idea of the
moving image, arguing that breaks or ruptures, for instance between subsequent shots, also
should be understood as images. Thus, the black screen, if not a “shot,” is an image that is crucial
to the narrative in the film.
31 When quoting from the film, I refer to pages from the screenplay Adaptation: The Shooting
Script (2002).
32 Donald, also played by Nicolas Cage, looks identical to Charlie. Yet, his opinions are mostly
opposite to Charlie’s, as we will also see later in this chapter.
33 “Il faut être absolument moderne” (1984: 208).
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authors (12). 34 The term “modernism” refers to change and the wish to produce
something new, signifying the “dividing line between a henceforth classical

culture and a present whose historic task lies in reinventing that culture,” as
Fredric Jameson writes (2002: 17). 35

While Charlie confirms the modernist wish to write something original,

now a cliché of artistic writing, T.S. Eliot already criticized this inclination. In his

seminal essay “Tradition and Individual Talent” (1934 [1920]), Eliot writes, “our
tendency [is] to insist, when we praise a poet, upon aspects of his work in which

he least resembles anyone else. In these aspects or parts of his work we pretend
to find what is individual, what is the peculiar essence of the man” (48). Eliot,
however, discovers a paradox in this tendency:

We dwell with satisfaction upon the poet’s difference from his

predecessors, especially his immediate predecessors; we endeavor to find
something that can be isolated in order to be enjoyed. Whereas if we

approach a poet without this prejudice we shall often find that not only

the best, but the most individual parts of his work may be those in which
the poets, his ancestors, assert their immortality most vigorously (48).
With his emphasis on tradition, Eliot underlines continuation rather than the

radical break with history that other modernists prefer. Yet, as Nancy K. Gish has
pointed out, “Eliot’s ‘tradition’ was European, white, and male,” whereas the

really new art was women’s; a point of view that Sandra Gilbart and Susan Gubar
have expressed as well (1990: 140). That does not, however, deny Eliot’s
argument that newness is related to literary history. 36

On the one hand, Charlie is an example of the tendency that Eliot presents

as naive. On the other hand, however, he is also aware of what has been written
before. That awareness adds to the inability of finding a right beginning, as he

For instance, in one of Virginia Woolf’s most anthologized essays “Modern Fiction” (2003
[1919]), Woolf argues that novelists should no longer attempt to describe the world as we know
it. Instead, the novelist should be concerned with the individual mind and the myriad
impressions on the spirit.
35 In A Singular Modernity (2002), Jameson discusses the complexity of historicity concerning
modernity.
36 Gish writes that Eliot in general experienced woman writers as a threat; however, he
supported, published and praised Djuna Barnes and Marianne Moore.
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feels incapable to contend with a history of brilliant literature and screenplays.
Charlie also worships the originality of Susan Orlean’s style of writing, which

moves between the genres of historical fiction, journalism and autobiography.

Thus, one could say, even today Charlie confirms Gish’s argument that the new
writing is women’s. Charlie not only worships her writing, he also desperately
admires Orlean as a person, an admiration that mutates into a fear of
disappointing her, adding to his impasse. 37

One might wonder why Charlie is worrying so much about the beginning,

since he is adapting an already written text, The Orchid Thief (2000). Why does
Charlie not simply follow that book’s opening? Apart from his wish to write an

adaptation that offers an original perspective on the book, the problem is that the
book consists of Orlean’s reports on her expeditions with the orchid hunter John
Laroche, mixed with myths and histories about orchid hunters from a century

ago. In other words, the book does not offer a narrative with one beginning, but
several beginnings, none of which easily accomodating a plot.

As Charlie becomes increasingly desperate, he is shown perspiring above

his typewriter. One overhears his voice-over trying out several first sentences.

Nothing is good enough. Suddenly, in a bewildering epiphany, he is convinced he

should begin at the very, very beginning: the beginning of life on planet Earth. He
I agree with Gish that Eliot’s emphasis on tradition appears conservative, yet, the point he
raises about the reciprocal relationship between heritage and newness remains relevant.
Moreover, Eliot emphatically argues that he does not mean that a writer should simply “conform”
to tradition; that would deny the work to be a work of art.
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remembers Darwin, who argued that we all stem from single cell organisms. Yet,
here we are, here he is, having to write a script, trapped in his body in a moment
of history. The solution is to tie all history together. He grabs his tape recorder
and yells:

Start right before life begins on the planet. All is... lifeless. And then, like, life

begins. Um... with organisms. Those little single cell ones. Oh, and it’s before

sex, ’cause, like, everything was asexual. Uh, from there we go to bigger things.

Jellyfish. And then that fish that got legs on it and crawled out on the land. And
then we see, you know, like uh, uh, dinosaurs. And then they are around for a

long, long time. And then, and then an asteroid comes and, and “Phwark!”. The
insects, the simple mammals, the primates, monkeys – The simple monkeys,
the old-fashioned monkeys giving way to the new monkeys. Whatever. And

then apes. Whatever. And, and men. And then we see the whole history of

human civilization: Hunting and gathering, farming, uh, Bronze Age, war, love,
religion, heartache, disease, loneliness, technology (41).

Instead of recreating the book, as adapting it for the screen, Charlie now wants to
recreate evolution. In this way, the fragment calls attention to another meaning
of the word adaptation: adaptation as evolution, the ability to adapt and attune

transgenerationally, leading to the evolution of a species. It also suggests another
meaning of the word beginning: not beginning as an active (writing) process, but
beginning as “origin.” 38

Said distinguishes beginning from origin in the following way: “beginning

as having the more active meaning, and origin the more passive one: thus ‘X is

the origin of Y,’ while ‘The beginning A leads to B’” (6). In other words, origin has
a sense of necessity to it: it carries the essence of what follows; just as a seed
carries the essence of a tree. In contrast, a beginning is a matter of selection,

hence, contingent. Whereas Charlie wants to write something new, he finds it
hard to accept that the beginning of his story will always be marked by his

For a detailed analysis of the homology between biological and cultural adaptation see “On the
Origin of Adaptations: Rethinking Fidelity Discourse and ‘Success’ – Biologically” (2007) by Gary
R. Bortolotti and Linda Hutcheon.
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fallible choice. Opening with the origin of the world seems ideal: the origin of the
world is the summit of newness, as it precedes any possible tradition as well as
any arbitrary beginning. Charlie dissimulates the contingency of his story’s

beginning by associating it with the absolute beginning, the origin of everything.
However, evolution in fact denies originality, since it is dependent on

attunement and adaptation rather than originality. Moreover, even the

representation of the origin of life is bound to become arbitrary. To represent the
beginning and evolution of life, Charlie is forced to make choices about what to

show and what to leave out. The hopelessness of this task is well represented by
the randomness of what follows the absolute beginning: “The simple monkeys,

the old-fashioned monkeys […] Whatever. And then apes. Whatever […] Bronze
Age […] love, religion, loneliness,” and so on. The arbitrariness of what Charlie

mentions is best symbolized by his repetition of the word “whatever”. He could
specify whatever, any-thing. Yet, this anything must represent everything.

On the one hand, a beginning that shows how infinitesimal the intentions

of a writer are in the scope of the evolution makes the writer feel redundant; on
the other hand, however, such a beginning forms an escape from writing; an
escape from language, hence relief for the tortured writer. Seen in this way,

Adaptation shows the struggle with “the limits of language as communicative
system, limits of the subjective and naturally the sexual identity, limits of

sociality,” as Kristeva writes with regard to postmodernist literature (1980:
137). Charlie’s remark that his script should start “before sex, ’cause, like,

everything was asexual,” also refers to a starting point that would relieve his

sexual frustrations. Apart from being an incompetent writer, Charlie sees himself
as a loser in love. He uses the act of writing to evade the advances his girlfriend
makes. Writing is responsible for the breakdown of his relationship—just as
writing is hindered by his sexual desires, which repeatedly distract and

disappoint him. Even his erotic dreams and imaginations are interrupted, mostly
by his brother. Hence, an asexual beginning would level the playing field: there
would be nothing that would refer to either writing or sexual desire. 39

39 Like Charlie, Marcel is also often kept from writing by his preoccupation with women and his
sexual desire.
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Although origin and originality are related etymologically, Charlie’s

desperate attempt to conflate the beginning of his script with the origin of life

shows that origin is not a relevant concept for writing. A beginning can be called
original, but it cannot be the origin. Furthermore, one has to take into

consideration that originality is never purely original, but, as Eliot argues, always
part of a certain discourse and tradition. However, Charlie’s choice can also be

explained as a way to divert from the frustrating task of having to adapt someone
else’s work. Many critics, among whom Timothy Corrigan and Thomas M. Leitch,

have argued that one of the classical prejudices about film adaptations is that the
source text should serve as the touchstone of value for its adaptation. That point
of view would deny Charlie’s task of an original writer, since it would make
originality into a quality that is attributed only to the source text.

The definition of a “source text” is inherently problematic, since it

assumes a model of comparison between the source text and its adaptation. In

the article, “Literature vs. Literacy: Two Futures of Adaptation Studies” (2007),

Leitch argues that the criterion of fidelity is based on a marketplace of competing
models; a competition of course always won by the original book. This makes
Leitch conclude that one should approach the book as a text that should be

rewritten, since “every text offers itself as an invitation to be rewritten” (9). One
can also shift focus and argue that the work of the later writer is “an active

intervention in the material handed down to him or her,” as Bal summarizes

Michael Baxandall’s argument. Bal continues: “This reversal, which also affects
the relation between cause and effect, complicates the idea of precedent as

origin, and thereby makes the claim of historical reconstruction problematic”
(1999: 9). 40

Moreover, intertextual references to other films and books have become

an inherent part of the way a film brings across meaning, humor and context.

The difference between original and adapted screenplays is also a source of discussion for
prizes that are based on this distinction. Sergio Rizzo recounts a controversy among Academy
Award voters in 2002: “They found that year’s nominees, including Adaptation, unsettled the
Academy’s traditional distinction between “original screenplay” and “adapted screenplay,”
debating whether a nominee for best original screenplay, such as My Big Fat Greek Wedding (Joel
Zwik, 2002), was more like an adaptation, while Adaptation, a nominee for best adapted
screenplay, was more like an original screenplay” (2007: 1). Adaptation shows a similar
argument, as Donald in fact is the one who eventually writes a screenplay that is usually called an
“original screenplay,” while it is also clear that his script is full of clichés.
40
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Taking into account the filmmaker’s and the spectator’s awareness of

intertextuality, the word “adaptation” becomes almost anachronistic, in the way
Jameson calls the word “remake” anachronistic41:

to the degree to which our awareness of the pre-existence of other

versions, previous films of the novel as well as the novel itself, is now a
constitutive part of the film’s structure: we are now, in other words in
“intertextuality” as a deliberate, built-in feature of the aesthetic effect
(2004: 204).

While Adaptation is full of intertextual references to other movies, for instance

Being John Malkovich (Spike Jonze, 1999) and various film genres, Charlie takes

his task of adapting Orlean’s novel seriously. The film challenges the criterion of
fidelity precisely through Charlie’s wish to be faithful. Paradoxically, in view of

his wish to write something new, Charlie is simultaneously determined to remain
faithful to the book and its topic: flowers. This wish is so overwhelming that it

forces him to write a screenplay with no compelling narrative. “I’d want to let the
movie exist rather than be artificially plot driven,” Charlie confides, just like the

orchids “exist” (5). In that scenario, fidelity would be applied to something other
than narrative: to an intention, an atmosphere, or a specific perspective on life.
Those outcomes would be difficult to judge as either faithful or unfaithful

representations. However, perhaps it is a mistake to think that storylines are

easier to compare than the atmospheres or worldviews presented by different
works. Leitch asks:

Given the myriad differences, not only between literary and cinematic

texts, but between successive cinematic adaptations of a given literary

text, or for that matter between different versions of a given story in the
The Soviet philosopher of language Mikhail Bahktin introduced the term “intertextuality.”
Other thinkers, like Julia Kristeva, Roland Barthes and Jacques Derrida have written extensively
on the intertextual character of cultural phenomena and communication in general, arguing in
different ways that the meaning of a text is not transferred directly from writer to reader but is
mediated through other texts and discourses. Each text is dependent on a larger web of other
texts, which excludes the existence of a first or purely original text.
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same medium, what exactly is it that film adaptations adapt, or are
supposed to adapt? (2003: 150)

This is the question with which Charlie struggles. Which part of the book, or

which aspect of Orlean’s style of writing, which part of her approach to orchids,

should he adapt? Moreover, how can Charlie be faithful to the book while
transforming it into a screenplay, which relies on such different forms of
narration and visualization? 42

Eventually Charlie’s screenplay becomes a double adaptation, not only of

the book, but of the entire writing process, including all his doubts and

perspectives on adaptation. I would like to suggest that every possible beginning
considered in the film represents a potential adaptation. All ideas for opening
sequels that Charlie dismisses demonstrate in how many directions the story

could have gone off. If he had pursued any of the other beginnings, the film would
have become a different adaptation of Orlean’s book, as well as of his own
experiences. In that sense, eventually Charlie is successful at indicating

everything, gesturing towards the endless possibilities he envisioned—the very
possibilities that made him feel he had nothing original to say. 43

Adaptation probes the question whether the process of adaptation is

different from writing a new story. On the one hand, it shows that any story, even
an adaptation, can be approached as a new one. On the other hand, however, the
film shows that also new stories are themselves adaptations: even the origin of

the world is an adaptation of what we consider to be the origin of the world and

presents an arbitrary choice. In a certain way, source texts should be approached
as adaptations as well, since they inevitably respond to other texts, offering

contingent interpretations of historical periods and cultures. Consequently,
42 Because film and literature are “regarded as narrative acts,” Karen Diehl argues, “narrativity
was established as the definitive shared feature,” and thus became a focal point in the study of
adaptation (2005: 90).
43 Although Charlie dismisses his earlier idea of beginning the script before life exists on the
planet, the film not only shows Charlie as being inspired by this idea, it also depicts a sequence
representing evolution long before Charlie is shown as inspired by the idea. This cinematic
depiction involves an unexpected montage of shots: bubbling lava, underwater organisms,
jellyfish, a fish with legs crawling out on the land, oceans drying up, plants growing, dinosaurs
grazing, the ice-age, a fox, and a child being born. Likewise, the orchid hunter Laroche is
introduced early on in the film in a situation that Charlie later in the film thinks through as a
possible scene. Thus, the film undoes clear chronology of the narrative and the writing process.
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originality is not opposed to adaptation; on the contrary, adaptation forms the

condition of originality. Hence, it does not surprise that Charlie is struggling with

similar anxieties that a writer faces who does not have to adapt a book: Marcel in
La Recherche.

Marcel’s Beginnings
The first chapter of La Recherche, titled Ouverture, denies its own status as

ouverture, since the subsequent chapter could be interpreted as the real opening.
As Murat Aydemir writes, “the book starts twice over, which suggests that its

origin is suspended between two places, two chapters, or that the book cannot be
said to originate properly at all” (2006: 249). The defiance of a clear opening also
takes place on the level of its sentences, as we will see below. Moreover, the

narrator defines numerous other moments as beginning moments of writerly

thought. In Swann’s Way (1992), Proust portrays the narrator, Marcel, as a young
boy who wishes to become a writer:

[S]ince I wished, some day, to become a writer, it was high time to decide
what sort of books I was going to write. But as soon as I asked myself the
question, and tried to discover some subject to which I could impart a
philosophical significance of infinite value, my mind would stop like a

clock, I would see before me a vacuity, nothing, would feel either that I

was wholly devoid of talent, or that perhaps, a malady of the brain was
hindering its development (203).

Marcel is caught in a trap that is similar to Charlie’s. While Charlie thinks his

screenplay should embrace the entirety of evolution, Marcel wishes to locate a

subject of infinite philosophical value. In light of infinity, every detail or moment
turns into an insignificant dot, just as any detail seems arbitrary in the face of
evolution. Marcel blinds himself with his wishes; the wishes Fredric Jameson
defines as desires that are “crystallized” into obsessions (2007: 189). While

desire knows a sense of continuity, Jameson argues, the wish replaces another
wish. Jameson writes that the wish is “no longer some omnipresent fluid or

element but rather the childish fetishization of some impossible whim, on which
40

the whole of existence henceforth depends” (emphasis added, 189). Jameson’s

description seems particularly appropriate, offering a link between Marcel’s wish
to find a subject of infinite philosophical value and Charlie’s wish to embrace “the
whole of existence.” Precisely the enormity of the wish causes him to see before
him a vacuity. 44

Apart from this moment, the narrator frequently describes that Marcel

flees from his writing and postpones the beginning, while promising his mother,
grandmother and his girlfriend Albertine that he will soon start. 45 When Marcel
eventually does begin, he does not begin with an introduction to a thesis of

“infinite philosophical value”; instead, he starts his life story with a narration of
falling asleep. As is well known, A la recherche du temps perdu begins with the
remark: “For a long time I used to go to bed early” (9). In the sequence that

follows, Proust describes how young Marcel, after reading a book in bed, dozes

off, but does not enter complete unconsciousness: “half an hour later the thought
that it was time to go to sleep” would awaken him (9). When Marcel tries to
sleep, he is half awake and half asleep. Accordingly, the sentences murmur,
mirroring a logic of daydreams rather than rational thought. 46

The reader is immediately welcomed to Proust’s unique style of writing; a

quality that Julia Kristeva has meticulously analyzed in Time and Sense (1996),

According to Maurice Blanchot, the writer in fact has no choice; every writer faces the potential
of embracing everything. In his collection of essays on literature and writing, The Work of Fire
(1995), Blanchot suggests that “the realm of the imaginary is not a strange region situated
beyond the world, it is the world itself, but the world as entire, manifold, the world as a whole”
(316). Paradoxically, this everything, or the “world as a whole,” cannot be described: it
continuously escapes when attempting to capture it in words. “Everything” can only remain
everything as long as it is not represented in language.
45 See, for instance: “When I still did not know the Swanns I thought that I was prevented from
working by the state of agitation into which I was thrown by the impossibility of seeing Gilberte
when I chose. But, now that their door stood open to me, scarcely had I sat down at my desk than
I would rise and run to them. ... Had I been less firmly resolved upon setting myself definitely to
work, I should perhaps have made an effort to begin at once” (Within a Budding Grove, Part One:
215-216). Or: “She remembered all the years in which my grandmother and she had refrained
from speaking to me of my work, and of a more wholesome rule of life, which, I said, the agitation
into which their exhortations threw me alone prevented me from beginning” (Cities of the Plain,
Part Two: 227). Or: “I had promised Albertine that, if I did not go out with her, I would settle
down to work, but ...” (The Captive, Part One: 102).
46 In Poetics of Reverie (1969), Gaston Bachelard makes a distinction between dreams and
reveries. He claims that dreams can be recounted, whereas a reverie, or a daydream, cannot. “To
be communicated,” Bachelard argues, “it must be written, written with emotion and taste, being
relived all the more strongly because it is being written down” (7). Moreover, Bachelard argues
that the reverie, in contrast to the dream, is specifically poetic. Reveries connect associations of
different character, without turning into a narrative as real dreams tend to do. Following
Bachelard, Marcel’s dreams should be defined as reveries.
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particularly in the case of one of the first meandering sentences. According to
Kristeva, the Proustian sentence “delays closure of the logical and syntactical

totality” (291). This description of Proust’s style corresponds well with the topic
of La Recherche’s first sentences: the dreams in which a logic of beginning and
end, waking up and falling asleep, seems lost. 47

Like Marcel, Charlie also is repeatedly depicted lying in bed. Mostly, he

cannot sleep; sometimes his dreams are portrayed. On occasion dreams function
as a metaphor for inspiration, yet mostly sleep is a form of torture to Marcel as
well as Charlie. Marcel suffers from insomnia, bad dreams, and compulsory

sleeping schedules to benefit his weak physical constitution, and of course from

the painful waiting for his mother’s bedtime kiss; the first obsession in a pattern
of unfulfilled desires. In La Recherche, sleep has little to do with rest or physical

relaxation. The description of Marcel’s falling asleep resembles the twilight zone

between thought and unconscious dreams; a zone of involuntary memory, which
the narrator ultimately defines as the instigation of writerly thought. While the
Madeleine episode is the most famous example of the surfacing of involuntary
memories, there are numerous other moments that set in motion a string of

unexpected memories and associations. Beckett mentions five other objects that

incite involuntary memories: “The last five visitations – cobbles, spoon and plate,
napkin, water in the pipes, and François le Champi – may be considered as

forming a single annunciation and as providing the key to his life and work”
(1965: 38).

In the sentence from La Recherche that Kristeva dissects, Marcel describes

the various rooms he slept in during his life. The bedrooms illustrate his

confusion about waking up and feeling uncertain where he is. Kristeva points out
that the sentence “is structured around two clauses: ‘I had seen the rooms’ and

‘in the end I would revisit them all’” (283). With this last remark, Marcel connects
the rooms with the periods in his life he will try to remember, that he “would

revisit.” Yet, the process of remembering his impressions and experiences from

the chosen periods cannot be a conscious or intentional project, as, according to
Benjamin, in The Arcades Project, ignores Proust’s description of going to bed and falling
asleep, he states that “Just as Proust begins the story of his life with an awakening, so must every
presentation of history begin with awakening; in fact it should treat nothing else” (N4: 3).
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the narrator, only involuntary memory discloses the moments that inspire
literary writing.

Marcel describes how his falling asleep while reading a book affects his

dreams to the extent that the book continues to unfold in his dream. In his semiunconscious state, Marcel sees himself as the subject of the book he had been
reading 48:

I had been thinking all the time, while I was asleep, of what I had just been
reading, but my thoughts had run into a channel of their own, until I

myself seemed actually to have become the subject of my book: a church,
a quartet, the rivalry between François I and Charles V. This impression

would persist for some moments after I was awake; it did not disturb my
mind, but it lay like scales upon my eyes and prevented them from

registering the fact that the candle was no longer burning. Then it would

begin to seem unintelligible, as the thoughts of a former existence must be
to a reincarnate spirit; the subject of my book would separate itself from

me, leaving me free to choose whether I would form part of it or no; and at
the same time my sight would return and I would be astonished to find

myself in a state of darkness, pleasant and restful for the eyes, and even
more, perhaps, for my mind, to which it appeared incomprehensible,
without a cause, a matter dark indeed (9).

Marcel’s experience is not uncommon. Yet, one might read this passage as a mise
en abyme of Proust’s method of writing: his dreams bring up memories that

mingle with associations in the present time as well as the other way around. The
sudden impression that his thoughts are intelligible, as thought they are

“thoughts of a former existence,” sounds like the theory that he will later develop
in Time Regained. There, he argues that the reminiscences that are

“communicated to us unconsciously” are the memories that will transform into
material for his writing (1960: 225). In short, seemingly incomprehensible

48 Beckett writes, “there is no great difference, says Proust, between the memory of a dream and
the memory of reality” (33).
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associations, like the situation in which he finds himself, “a matter dark indeed,”
will prove more fruitful to a writer than conscious thought and memory.

In the last sentence of the passage, the impression of being “part of the

book” alternates with the feeling of being separated from it: “leaving me free to
choose whether I would form part of it or no” (9). This ability to choose also
resonates with his reflections on the relation between the writer and the

narrator, which I discuss below. Simultaneously, it applies to the writing process,
in which the writer/narrator is writing from and about his unconscious

memories, while the narrative develops a route as though it is about someone

else, an unknown self: a self that is part of the writing as it separates from him.

Numerous moments could be defined as the beginning of Marcel’s writing.

Aydemir, for instance, analyzes Marcel’s wet dream, which is described in the

opening chapter of La Recherche. In Marcel’s dream, a woman seems to be born

from one of his limbs. Aydemir suggests that perhaps this “giving birth concerns
the book as a product, whereas ejaculation involves the process of writing”
(254). Moreover, he argues:

Indeed, the wet dream that forms the starting place of Lost Time

concatenates masculine reproduction, punctual and virtual, with feminine
reproduction, durative and material, into an iterative series of nocturnal
emissions that entangle ejaculation and gestation, high creation and low

evolution (256).

Following Aydemir, one can read Charlie’s digression to evoluation as a desire

for low evolution, which would relieve him from his own demand for high artistic
creation. Malcolm Bowie also interprets Proust’s description of the wet dream as
a nocturnal reverie on which the novel opens. In Proust Among the Stars (1998),

Bowie writes that “the narrator encounters in a rapid associative sequence many
of the desirable objects and activities upon which his attention is later to dwell:
travel, reading, social advancement, personal and historical remembrance, the

countryside and artistic life” (210). Bowie concludes, “sexual energy, which was

on the point of producing a nocturnal emission, produces instead a long-drawn-

out chain of reaction” (211).
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Both Serge Doubrovski and Mieke Bal consider the description of the

ejaculation scene in Combray and its earlier counterpart in Against Sainte-Beuve,

in which the fragment is titled “Solitary Pleasure,” as a scene in which ejaculation
is compared to the act of writing. 49 With regard to the scene in Contre Sainte-

Beuve and in Combray, in which Proust describes the trace of sperm respectively
“like the thread of gossamer or the trail of a snail” and “a natural trail like that
left by a snail,” Bal writes:

the power of the trace remains: it is the power to leave a trace on a leaf in

defiance of mortality. The snail’s trail, with all it evokes of the volute form
of the animal and of the mother-of-pearl, mottled color of its trail, having
previously been identified with the devil, it now simply “natural.” The

diabolical opalescent liquid – which is black in a figurative sense – has
become natural, a source of life: ink (1997: 153).

By defining ink as a source of life, Bal not only reads the ejaculation scene as a

metaphor for writing, but also identifies writing as the origin of life for Marcel. Of
course, Marcel is a fictional figure and literally owes his life to ink; however, Bal
confirms Proust’s theory that through writing, as through involuntary

reminiscence, experiences appear as new, as though experienced for the first
time, and thus become worth living.

Ejaculation, like falling asleep, is a form of loss of control rather than the

enhanced control that Marcel otherwise seems to pursue. As we will see, Marcel
is obsessed with controlling his life, his reputation, as well as the women he

loves, and writing his life story could also be seen as a form of taking control.
However, the multiple beginnings, Marcel’s falling asleep, his wet dream, the

49 While masturbating, Marcel looks at the round clouds and breastlike hills, in which, as Aydemir
writes, “Doubrovsky recognizes the shape of the maternal Madeleine that haunts the narrator of
Combray. Masturbating, the subject seeks to break away from motherly influence, only to see it
return in the rounded clouds and hills” (169). Bal also calls the swelling forms “clearly maternal”
(101). Aydemir, however, emphasizes that the “masturbation it recounts is primary in the sense
that it does not center on an absent woman, maternal or not” (270). One is inclined to read the
absence of a woman as an absent presence, since Marcel will show to be prone to a pattern of
feeling desire only when he fears losing the woman he loves. However, with regard to this
fragment, Aydemir argues rightly that “the object to which the original knowledge brought about
by primary masturbation pertains is the male body itself, its desire, and its pleasure” (270). It is
in this sense truly primary, as this pleasure will later disperse in the complex mixture of love,
desire, jealousy, despise and anxiety.
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moment of ejaculation, or later moments of involuntary memory, are all

instances in which control is lost and images turn up unexpectedly. Although a

lack of restraint appears to scare Marcel, these instigating moments also arouse
an unexpected feeling of pleasure. Moreover, the loss of control is the condition
for authentic writing, as the narrator eventually argues in Time Regained. The
descriptions of the narrator’s reflections on the process of writing create a

double perspective, simultaneously from within and outside the narrative. This

often happens without having to leave the framework of the fictional narrative;
however, in Adaptation as well as La Recherche, at certain moments the

protagonists also refer to their real-life authors, stepping outside of the fictional
framework. Below I analyze several of such moments in Adaptation and La
Recherche.

Ourobouros
At a certain point, Charlie recognizes that he has included himself and his writing
into the screenplay. This circular narrative, in which the protagonist is portrayed
as the writer writing about the protagonist, can be compared to a snake

swallowing its tail. Charlie comments on this image after his twin brother Donald
has described his girlfriend’s tattoo of a snake:
Charlie:

Ourobouros.

Charlie:

The snake. It’s called Ourobouros.

Donald:
Donald:
Charlie:

Donald:
Charlie:

Donald:
Charlie:

I don’t know what that means.

I don’t think so. But anyway, ... .
I am insane. I’m Ourobouros.

I don’t know what that word means.

I’ve written myself into my screenplay.
Oh. That’s kinda weird, huh?

It’s self-indulgent. It’s narcissistic. It’s solipsistic. It’s
pathetic. I’m pathetic. I’m fat and pathetic.
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Donald:

(2002: 60). 50

I am sure you had good reasons, Charles. You’re an artist.

The protagonist Charlie Kaufman has written himself into the fictional

screenplay. Simultaneously, his comments hint at the real-life author, who also

has written himself into his script, if only by naming the protagonist after him. 51
Kaufman not only includes himself as a character in the screenplay, but also
other people, such as the author Susan Orlean (Meryl Streep) and the

screenwriting teacher Robert McKee (Brian Cox). In addition, Kaufman has
conflated fiction and reality in the opposite way, creating the fictional twin
brother, who is also credited as co-writer of the film and Adaptation: The
Shooting Script. 52

In the discussions between the two brothers varying views are worked

out. When Charlie calls his writings self-indulgent, narcissistic and pathetic,

Donald assures him: “I am sure you had good reasons, Charles. You’re an artist.”
Donald reminds us of the modernist idea of the artist that Charlie otherwise

seems to defend, which embraces self-referential writing and portrays the author
as a genius full of unfathomable motives. Thus the inclusion of the twin brother

allows the protagonist/author to create a dialogue, as if between two alter-egos,

and to ostentatiously reflect on self-referentiality.

This double perspective, from inside as well as outside the story, can be

found at a couple of instances in La Recherche as well. In Cities of the Plain for

instance, the narrator unexpectedly addresses the reader as well as the author of
the book:

50 In The Shooting Script, Charlie’s character is referred to as “Kaufman,” whereas his twin
brother is called by his first name. However, in order to distinguish between the protagonist and
the real-life author, I continue calling the protagonist “Charlie” and the real-life author
“Kaufman,” hence I write “Charlie” where The Shooting Script prints “Kaufman.”
51 Needless to say that the book or screenplay in which the protagonist goes by the same name as
the author, is not necessarily autobiographical; a matter to which I will return in my third chapter
in which I elaborate on the question of the author.
52 In an interview, included in The Shooting Script, Kaufman confides: “Even though you’re
watching the movie as a story that plays as a story, there’s this constant nagging thing that’s, ‘Is
this real, is this not real?’ I really like that” (128). However, Kaufman is known for evading
questions about his motives, his writing as well as his personal life. Rob Feld, who interviewed
Kaufman and Jonze, wrote that before the interview he “was nursing a nagging fear that [he]
would be returning to New York with a tape full of deflected questions, outright lies, and long
silences broken only be the occasional Pfftthhh! of a whoopee cushion” (116).
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“All this,” the reader will remark, “tells us nothing as to the lady’s failure

to oblige; but since you have made so long a digression, allow me, gentle
author, to waste another moment of your time in telling you that it is a

pity that, young as you were (or as the hero was, if he be not yourself), you
had already so feeble a memory that you could not recall the name of a
lady whom you knew quite well” (1961: 72).

This fragment interrupts a string of memories recounted by the narrator, who
admits that he cannot remember the name of a lady. Suddenly, the narrator

speaks not as the narrator in the book, but as the reader addressing the author of
the book. More precisely, the narrator imagines that the reader perceives his

memory of trying to remember a name as a “digression,” which allows the reader
to “waste another moment” of the writer’s time by pointing out to him that he

had “so feeble a memory.” In other words, the narrator first speaks as the author,
then he speaks as the reader addressing the author. Instead of a twin brother,
here the snake eating its own tail includes a reader, allowing for dialogue.

If the narrator were still speaking, he would be aware of the fact that he is

a character in a novel. Instead of emphasizing the fictive character of the story,

however, this fragment hints at the opposite. It seems to suggest that, at least in

this fragment, there is no distinction between the author and the narrator. The

author takes over for a moment and integrates himself into a monologue of the

narrator, while simultaneously anticipating this conclusion by having the reader
remark: “young as you were (or as the hero was, if he be not yourself).” 53

53 Such remarks, as well as the overlapping of certain events in Proust’s biography and his fiction,
apparently motivated the filmmaker Raoul Ruiz to present the writer of the scattered memories
in Le temps retrouvé (1999) as Proust himself. Karen Diehl observes that in Ruiz’s film: “The
biographical dimension is most obviously ascertained in the casting of Marcello Mazzarella as the
adult Marcel. Not only was he picked for his physiognomic resemblance to Proust, he also
imitates gestures of Proust’s taken from photos of the author” (96). Ruiz conflates fiction and
biography. Furthermore, he mixes facts from Proust’s biography with elements from the fictional
narrative, for instance, as Karen Diehl also observes, by using the name of Proust’s real servant,
Celeste, instead of the fictionalized servant, whom is called Françoise. In other words, Ruiz
emphasizes the autobiographical aspect of Proust’s novel. Correspondingly, Paul de Man writes
in his article “Autobiography as De-Facement”: “in the case of Proust, ... each example taken from
the Recherche can produce, on this level, an endless discussion between a reading of the novel as
fiction and a reading of the same novel as autobiography” (1984: 69). This discussion about the
relation between text and author, and the question of defining both, is the topic of the second
chapter of my dissertation.
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Allow me to quote another example from La Recherche that is quite

famous, for it is the only time the narrator’s proper name is mentioned. In The
Captive (1960), Proust writes:

As soon as she was able to speak she said: “My ---“ or “My dearest ---“

followed by my Christian name, which, if we give the narrator the same
name as the author of this book, would be “My Marcel,” or “My dearest
Marcel” (Part 1: 91).

The narrator is once more aware of the existence of the author of the book, while
he makes a clear distinction between the two by saying that “if we give the

narrator the same name as the author of this book.” Also, the narrator uses the
plural “we,” which can refer to the author and the narrator, also including the

assumed reader. This creates the impression that the narrator and author step

outside of the story for a moment, while yet remaining part of it, and consider the
option of naming the narrator after the author as partners.

In The Struggle of the Modern (1963), Stephen Spender sketches a history

of the use of the personal pronoun in fiction, arguing that “I,” “we,” “thou” or “he”
traditionally are “the sign for a fusion of experienceable values shared by writer
and reader in a situation in which the writer’s consciousness ‘stands in’ for the
reader and enacts experience created in the work” (135). For the modernist
writer, however, “I” no longer represents certain values of a particular

community. According to Spender, “I” undergoes a transformation. “What is

eliminated,” he writes, “is the subjective self-consciousness that comes between

receptive sensibility and events acting upon it” (141). Thus the “I”

simultaneously represents the different aspects of receptive sensibility as well as
outer events acting upon it. This might be the case in streams of consciousness in
the work of, for instance James Joyce, whom Spender takes as his main example.
Proust’s narrator, however, does not eliminate subjective self-consciousness;
rather, his narrator hyper-consciously observes the process of events acting
upon his receptive sensibility. In this sense, Proust is more traditional than

modernists like Joyce or Djuna Barnes, who can be understood to be part of late
modernism.
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With regard to this distinction, the early-modernist “I” is still quite

coherent, while the later is scattered, tending towards the postmodern “I” of

experimental literature. In Continuities (1968), Frank Kermode makes a similar

distinction between what he calls paleo- and neo-modernism (8). For Kermode,

the main difference lies in the distinctive attitudes to the past: “to the older it is a

source of order; to the newer it is that which ought to be ignored” (1967: 115). In
other words, later modernism is a-historical, resulting in a scattered “I,” while

early modernism finds its material in the past. Kermode illustrates his argument
with the help of Beckett’s and Proust’s writing. While Beckett only presents

order with “a sign of cancellation,” in Proust, “the order, the forms of passion, all
derive from the last book; they are positive” (115).

Bowie, however, finds such a reading of Proust limited. He argues that the

“opulent affirmative ending” of the novel has been wrongly interpreted as a
dialectical counterweight, which would imply that the last volume is

“mysteriously truer than the rest of the book” (1990: 47). For my part, I tend to
agree with Kermode, as Proust’s novel does find an order in his past, however
associative and dreamlike, implying a certain consistency of the “I.” From this

perspective, Charlie is also more of an early modernist: instead of emphasizing

the fragmentation of the self, he argues that people do not really change. “They
struggle and are frustrated, and nothing is resolved” (68).

In both cases, the traditional “we” or “I,” which Spender understands as

representing shared values, is left behind. Descriptions of the outer world and

community are continuously accompanied or substituted by an investigation of

the inner world: the narrator’s emotions, reveries, desires, anxieties and doubts.
Yet, this singular and partial portrait still mirrors a certain milieu, as well as a
specific idea about what a writer should be. The narrator of La Recherche

imagines how the reader is disappointed by his feeble memory and inability to
keep to the point. Thus, the narrator excuses himself for his digressions.

However, he does not excuse himself for including his own experiences and

thoughts, something that Charlie does when he calls his inclusion into his own
writing narcissistic and self-indulgent.

Many critics today are convinced that one should never read a work

biographically or assume that a text reveals a truth about the author’s
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experiences, emotions and beliefs. This point of view finds its roots in the idea
that high literature, particularly modernist literature, is predominantly

preoccupied with form. As Spender writes: “The quality which is called modern
shows in the realized sensibility of style and form more than in the subject

matter” (71). Charlie reflects that opinion when he condemns his inclusion of

himself in his writing. However, that conviction denies the multiple layers of the
self-referentiality we find in Adaptation as well as La Recherche, which present
the struggle of the writer, referring to the narrator as well as the author of the
work.

In a sense, we all remain New Critics, as Jonathan Culler writes in The

Pursuit of Signs (1981). Proust also argues against biographic interpretation in
Contre Sainte-Beuve. Nonetheless, the narrator of La Recherche claims that the

true book a writer must produce hides in him or herself, in his or her own

memories. While writing might tell us something about the author, Proust makes
clear that one should not try to explain literature the other way around, using

facts and anecdotes from the author’s life to explain the work. The facts of the

author’s life do not disclose anything essential, Proust argues, since the author is
drawing from a different “self,” of a deeper and more intimate nature. This

deeper self is the seat of authenticity, harboring the memories brought to live by
unconscious associations, which the writer must interpret.
The Writer as Interpreter
After thousands of pages, during which the narrator apparently feels unsure as to
what he should write about, he decides to turn his memories, especially his

unconscious memories, into a novel. In the last volume of La Recherche, the

narrator declares that the true book a writer must produce does not have to be
invented:

to write that essential book, which is the only true one, a great writer does
not, in the current meaning of the word, invent it, but, since it exists

already in each of us, interprets it. The duty and the task of a writer are
those of an interpreter (1960: 240).
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It strikes me that Marcel describes the tasks of the writer as “those of an

interpreter,” whereas Charlie, who in fact has to interpret someone else’s book,
describes writing as “a journey into the unknown” (12). If the writer is an

interpreter, as Marcel claims, originality should not be understood as newness,
uniqueness or novelty; rather, it incorporates a binding relation to something
else that precedes the work.

The matter that has to be interpreted, however, does not consist of a

literary tradition, as Eliot would like to see it, and neither does it consist of other
facts that can deliberately be studied. On the contrary, unconscious memories
provoked by unexpected sensations or perceptions create a link with past

moments, as, for instance, described in the famous episode of the madeleine

steeped in tea. Those memories do “not contain an earlier experience but a new
truth,” Marcel argues (224). Consequently, these memories are not

autobiographic in a strict sense. Rather, they represent a new insight in a

situation that one did not perceive as such when living it. The reminiscence has
come to mean something different and thus offers a new truth.

The narrator continues to dwell on unexpected memories: “their first

characteristic was that I was not free to choose them, that they had been given to
me as they were. And I felt that must be the seal of their authenticity” (226). For
Marcel, authenticity cannot be the product of artistic choice, but is the result of

images that are “given” to him. If we bring Charlie’s frustration about his fallible
choice back to mind, Marcel seems to have an answer. Still, even if involuntary

memories are authentic, the emergence of those memories is not necessarily less
arbitrary than a conscious thought.

Following Marcel, the spontaneity of involuntary memories is crucial for

the authenticity of the work. Paradoxically, however, Contre Sainte-Beuve shows
that this conclusion is part of one of the first texts that Proust worked on. One

can conclude that the process of writing, ignited by involuntary memories, is less
involuntary and more controlled than Marcel’s conclusion suggests. 54 Thus, the

Still, the volumes of La Recherche are not a result of a plan that was entirely structured before
hand. Jameson recounts that “Proust’s first volume – Du côté de chez Swann – is published in
1913 and a modest two volume sequel (Le côté de Guermantes and Le temps retrouvé) stands
ready and waiting as its completion. The immediate war crisis then brings an acute shortage of
paper, which will last for the duration. Publication is accordingly postponed indefinitely: yet
Proust does not use this time to start new projects, but rather to add new details and even new
54
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ending of the book, which contains the discovery of the entrance to his oeuvre,
embraces the other volumes in a circular structure claiming an inherent

authenticity incited by spontaneous memories on the one hand, while on the

other hand it confirms the structuring thread that keeps the volumes together.

Correspondingly, Marcel’s point of view about authentic writing contradicts his
point of view about writing as interpreting: “interpretation” and “deciphering”
oppose authenticity, while precisely the process of interpreting should lead to
the true book a writer should write. 55

Marcel’s view of the writer as an interpreter resembles postmodernist

theories about intertextuality. In “Signature Event Context” (1995), Jacques

Derrida discusses a quote by Étienne Bonnot de Condillac, in which Condillac

connects memories with language: “Memory ... consists in nothing but the power
of recalling signs of our ideas, or the circumstances that accompanied them; and
this power only takes place by virtue of the analogy of the signs” (Derrida’s

emphasis, 6). The analogy of signs is intrinsically connected to memory. As

Condillac argues, memories already consist of signs we can interpret because of
their interdependent analogy. Hence, following Derrida, authenticity as well as
personal memory are caught in the web of analogies, representations and

interpretations. Such citationality, or iterability as he calls it, belongs to the

structure of language. 56 Although Marcel does not claim to give an explanation of
language in general, his argument that his writing is an act of interpreting,

especially that through the act of interpreting a reminiscence is re-created,

differently, yet authentically, makes Marcel more of a postmodernist than a
classical modernist.

For Marcel, authenticity above all belongs to what occurs without plan, to

coincidence. Eliot also makes a distinction between what can be controlled in
writing and what cannot. He wittily summarizes the complexity of this

episodes to the proof of the existing volumes, at the same time that he fills in the temporal gap
between them with wholly new and unexpected material …. Thus, when paper again becomes
available an immense new novel has taken the place of the two-volume original …” (2007:195).
55 The narrator also speaks of deciphering the inner book: “That book which is the most arduous
to decipher is the only one which reality has dictated, the only one printed within us by reality
itself” (227).
56 In “Signature Event Context,” Derrida expands on the assumed difference between writing and
speech, and argues that even a personal signature, the symbol of unique individuality, can only
function if it can be repeated, although always in a slightly different form.
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distinction: “The bad poet is usually unconscious where he ought to be conscious,
and conscious where he ought to be unconscious” (58). This remark could well
be applied to Donald’s screenwriting, at least from Charlie’s perspective. Eliot
argues that the author’s relation to his memory and experiences requires a

special concentration, “which does not happen consciously or of deliberation,”
resembling Proust’s description of the appearance of unconscious memories.

Thus Eliot and Proust agree that the literary value and authenticity of a text is

never the product of a fully deliberate act of writing. However, they also differ: in
the vein of Proust to the effect that concentration is found in the appearance of

involuntary but personal memories; in the vein of Eliot to the effect that art is at
its core impersonal and finds its source in tradition.

Charlie confirms the idea that writing cannot be a controlled act. When

Donald tries to convince him of the use of McKee’s screenwriting seminars,

Charlie answers: “Look, my point is that those teachers are dangerous if your

goal is to try to do something new. And a writer should always have that goal.
Writing is a journey into the unknown. It is not… building one of your model

airplanes!” (12). True writing, Charlie believes, cannot be taught: it should be a

confrontation with something other, something unknown. 57 Although he has to
write an adaptation, Charlie finds it hard to give up his ideas about originality.

Marcel, on the other hand, does not strive for originality in the sense of newness;
he stresses the importance of authenticity. While originality for Charlie is

connected to the unknown, Marcel’s authenticity comes from his inner self. 58

57 The idea that artistic creation asks for an encounter with something new or radically other, is
an opinion that various philosophers have expressed as well. Martin Heidegger dedicated many
lectures to the need of openness (Entschlossenheit) to the unknown and the foreign in relation to
poetry and literature. In the lecture series collected in the book Hölderlins Hymne Andenken
(1982), Heidegger describes for instance the importance of a moment of openness that breaks
the force of our habits of thinking and living, and makes something other appear that places all
with which we are familiar in a different light. Derek Attridge, in an article on innovation in
literature, also argues that “[the] coming into being of the wholly new requires some
relinquishment of intellectual control, and the other is a possible name for that to which control is
ceded” (1999: 21).
58 In De Romantische Orde (2004), Maarten Doorman gives a wonderful account of the rise of the
authentic self in romanticism; the pursuit to know one’s authentic self and the impossibility of
reaching it; how the idea of the unique individual arose in the late eighteenth century, and how it
is connected to contemporary discussions about personal identity.
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Each Day another Self
Samuel Beckett stresses that we should not overlook the importance of the

distinction that Proust makes between habit and involuntary memory. This

distinction, according to Beckett, implies that the self as a permanent self can
only be “apprehended as a retrospective hypothesis,” since the individual is

the seat of decantation, decantation from the vessel containing the fluid of
future time, sluggish, pale and monochrome, to the vessel containing the
fluid of past time, agitated and multicoloured by the phenomena of its
hours (1965: 15).

Whereas habit suggests continuity, the self is changing from day to day: “The
aspirations of yesterday were valid for yesterday’s ego, not for today’s” (13).

Beckett denies the order of the past and understands each present moment as a
multicolored instant that scatters previous ones. 59

Jameson finds a comparable focus on the present in Proust’s work. He

emphasizes that involuntary memory does not open up the past, but makes it
present “for the first time” (2007: 185). Consequently, there is no experience

outside of writing. Jameson writes, “we must therefore insist on the presence in
his work …, namely that there is no immediacy, that we never experience

anything for the first time, but that it is in the present of writing and only then

that we come to experience it” (185-6). For Proust, however, the present is not a

tiny interval, on the contrary, it stretches itself into the past and the future. Early
in his essay, Beckett quotes the last sentence of Proust’s novel:

But were I granted time to accomplish my work, I would not fail to stamp

it with the seal of that Time, now so forcibly present to my mind, and in it
I would describe men, even at risk of giving them the appearance of

monstrous beings, as occupying in Time a much greater place than that so
sparingly conceded to them in Space, a place indeed extended beyond
measure, because like giants plunged in the years, they touch at once

Eliot, in contrast, argues that the writer “is not likely to know what is to be done unless he lives
in what is not merely the present, but the present moment of the past, unless he is conscious, not
of what is dead, but of what is already living” (59).
59
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those periods of their lives – separated by so many days – so far apart in
Time (quoted by Beckett 12).

It is space, rather than time, that seems limited to Proust. Beckett emphasizes

that habit is connected to space, whereas involuntary memory is connected to

time. He does not mention Henry Bergson. Yet, one cannot fail to recognize the
resemblance to Bergson’s theory in Proust’s last sentence. In the collection of

lectures and articles The Creative Mind: An Introduction to Metaphysics (2004),
Bergson argues that time is not exterior to us as physical objects are, not

measurable like spatial things. Time is an essential part of our subjective relation
to the world and is experienced differently by each person. In Bergson’s

subjective sense of time, durée (duration), the past is prolonged into the present,
which means not only that memory intermingles with perception and mind with
bodily experiences, but also that it is difficult to determine chronology.

Novels by other modernist writers, like William Faulkner or Woolf, have

been connected to Bergson’s theory of time. Jeff Wallace observes: “the opening
pages of Woolf’s Mrs Dalloway ([1925]), with their subtle manipulation of tense

and careful ambiguity surrounding the question of ‘now’, vividly suggest a sense
in which Clarissa Dalloway is simultaneously a menopausal and a teenage

woman” (2007: 26). The simultaneity that Wallace observes assumes continuity,
which contrasts with Beckett’s argument that each day we transform into
another self. Beckett emphasizes the false construction of the unitary and
continuous self that is only sustained by habit.

Beckett discusses the different persons of which Albertine consists in

Marcel’s perception, and quotes the narrator’s remark after her death: “I would

have to forget, not one, but innumerable Albertines” (60). Furthermore, Beckett
argues “for any given Albertine there exists a correlative narrator and no

anachronism can put apart what Time has coupled” (60). He emphasizes that
each self is scattered over time. Wallace comments that Beckett’s theory of

“constant, creative unfolding of new selves … resonates through Beckett’s own
oeuvre and on into deconstructive philosophy” (27). 60

60 In Postmodernist Fiction (1987), Brian McHale argues that “Beckett makes the transition from
modernist to postmodernist poetics in the course of this trilogy of novels of the early 1950s,
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In The Mottled Screen (1997), Mieke Bal argues that Albertine’s character

is inseparable from the “I,” since Albertine “is a projection of the narrator.”

However, Bal continues: “like [Swann, Saint-Loup and Charlus] she remains
nonetheless unknowable to him. For although the other is ‘I,’ I remains

irreducibly other” (6). I concur with Bal that Albertine is a projection and

nonetheless unknowable, since Marcel is unknowable to himself. The singularity
of an individual cannot be completely fathomed and thus always remains other,
just as the other remains singular: both terms refer to that which is

untranslatable. This seems to confirm Beckett’s theory. However, in my point of
view there is also a constant that remains unbroken through time, and this

constant connects all different selves. Instead of emphasizing the scattered and
fragmented self, as Beckett does, I prefer to look at the self as alienated from

itself, constantly other to itself, as Bal writes, yet in various and changing ways
identical to itself. 61

According to Bowie, the cohesion between multiple selves is “the cult of

scientific precision that [the narrator] adheres to even as he records his losses

and confusions” (1998: 11). Bowie stresses that Proust’s “countless sudden

excursions into natural science, …, do not exert an integrative and centralizing
force upon his phenomenology of selfhood” (13). He resists the improbable

construction of a coherent selfhood. Still, a constant is represented by the style of
writing and reflecting, which develops gradually and not as sudden as Beckett
suggests. In Marcel’s elaboration on involuntary memory, he finds a constant

factor in his emotions, which brings him satisfaction, “because it proved that I

was the same then and that it represented a fundamental quality of my nature,”

as well as sadness, “in the thought that since then I had made no progress” (224225). These remarks suggest continuity rather than change. Yet, this self need

not be single. It is a self that is confirmed repetitively, differently, the product of
the process of remembering while writing, experienced as if for the first time

Molloy (1950), Malone Dies (1951), The Unnamable (1952),” distinguishing a shift in
preoccupation with epistemological to ontological questions (12).
61 In “Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism” (2004), Jameson writes with regard to the modernism
and postmodernism: “This shift in the dynamics of cultural pathology can be characterized as one
in which the alienation of the subject is displaced by the fragmentation of the subject” (199).
Following Jameson’s distinction, Beckett would also be more of a postmodernist than a
modernist.
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each time. Thus, the narrator connects the different phases the self goes through
in his writing.

I would like to suggest that the narrator offers a possible beginning to the

story for each self. The focus on the self, its impressions and various aspects

reflects the idea that a plot is not essential. The notion that literature should

represent minute impressions on subjective minds rather than a story consisting
of a string of exciting events, concluding in an enlightening or staggering

denouement, is one of the principles that are connected to modernism. Charlie
shares this opinion with the modernists, as he believes that a story in which

“nothing much happens” more truthfully reflects the real world than most films

do in which people are overrun by a vertiginous succession of events. However,
when he eventually betrays his artistic principles by visiting a writing-seminar,
he is resolutely freed from that ideal.
Writing Seminar
After weeks of depression, feeling incapable of writing anything decent, Charlie

resorts to attending a writing seminar by Robert McKee. Listening to McKee, one
overhears Charlie thinking:

I'm pathetic, I'm a loser. ... I have failed. I am panicked. I have sold out. …I

am worthless. I… …Eh, what the fuck am I doing here? …What the fuck am
I doing here?! Fuck! … It is my weakness………my ultimate lack of

conviction that brings me here… (66-7)

In the meantime, McKee argues precisely against the use of voice-over, which

demonstrates that the real-life screenwriter Kaufman disagrees with McKee’s

principles despite Charlie’s eventual conversion. Attending the writing seminar
first makes Charlie feel worse than ever, suffering a betrayal of his artistic,

modernist principles. His aversion to the seminar strengthens the portrayal of
Charlie as the highbrow writer, in contrast to his twin brother Donald, who

represents lowbrow self-help culture. Charlie feels ashamed for having resorted

to the self-help seminar, which his brother recommended him. His shame adds to
his shame for not being able to adapt a book about adaptation. His resolve to
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write a screenplay without cramming in “sex or guns or car chases” or

“characters learning profound life lessons, or growing, or coming to like each

other, or overcoming obstacles to succeed in the end” makes him ask, timidly (6):
Sir, what if a writer is attempting to create a story where nothing much

happens? Where people don’t change, they don’t have epiphanies. They

struggle and are frustrated, and nothing is resolved. More of a reflection
of the real world (68).

McKee replies that, first of all, “you’ll bore your audience to tears.” Secondly,
McKee notes, his voice rising in anger:

[N]othing happens in the world?... Are you out of your fucking mind?

People are murdered every day. There’s genocide, war, corruption. Every
fucking day somewhere in the world, somebody sacrifices his life to save

somebody else. Every fucking day someone somewhere makes a decision

to destroy someone else! People find love! People lose it! For Christ’s sake,
a child watches a mother beaten to death on the steps of a church!

Someone goes hungry! Somebody else betrays his best friend for a

woman! If you can’t find that stuff in life, then you, my friend, don’t know
crap about life! … (69).

Charlie realizes McKee is right. The lives of people are perhaps different from

those of flowers. Considering the two sides that the orchid symbolizes, stillness
and the ability to change, perhaps he should focus on people’s ability to evolve
instead of dwelling on their apparent stillness. After all, orchids are the most
dramatic of flowers, inasmuch as they can change their way of living: their

“identity,” if one can use this word in relation to flowers. 62 After Charlie has
listened to McKee’s impassioned monologue, the film changes in style.

The idea that nothing really happens in the world suddenly seems a

decadent point of view. While Charlie first stresses the importance of originality,

Proust also repeatedly compares human behavior and humanity to vegetal organisms. Beckett
writes in this regard: “Flowers and plants have no conscious will. They are shameless, exposing
their genitals” (89).
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suddenly Adaptation shows a different perspective: McKee’s and Donald’s.

Showing McKee’s point of view, the film offers the opinion that critics have

formulated with regard to the supposed incompatibility between elite literary

minds and the masses. Paul de Man argues that continental criticism at the time
when his book appeared can be summarized as representing a

methodologically motivated attack on the notion that a literary or poetic
consciousness is in any way a privileged consciousness, whose use of

language can pretend to escape, to some degree, from the duplicity, the
confusion, the untruth that we take for granted in the everyday use of
language (1983: 9).

De Man addresses the inherent problem of such a critique, since the critique of

privileged language is often still part of a privileged discourse. By disconnecting
the text from the subject, as the New Critics proposed, one seems to get around
the problem of the privileged mind; however, one does not get around the

problem of privileged discourse. 63 The film is liable to the same problem, as it
presents the distinction between the assumed superior ideals of the literary

mind and the ideals of the masses and Hollywood. However, the film deploys

different norms of narration belonging to different genres, thus also commenting
on the discourses it traverses.

Parts of the film present McKee and Donald as though they are right,

confirming McKee’s opinion that those arrogant, yet naïve writers miss insight in
how the world functions: “Then you, my friend, don’t know crap about life!”

From this perspective, Charlie’s ideas about writing are old-fashioned and have
become cliché and romantic, represented by Charlie’s old typewriter, while

Donald produces his new writings on a laptop. The parts of the film that favor

Donald’s and McKee’s perspective argue that success asks for the ability to adapt,
and that being able to adapt to one’s habitat necessitates strategies that achieve

De Man discusses Edmund Husserl’s lecture “The Crisis of European Philosophy and Humanity”
in which Husserl describes philosophy as a “universal critique of all life and all the goals of life”
(15). Yet, de Man argues: “The privileged viewpoint of the post-Hellenic, European consciousness
is never for a moment put into question; the crucial, determining examination of which depends
Husserl’s right to call himself, by his own terms, a philosopher, is in fact never undertaken” (16).
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desired outcomes. For a filmmaker, this means one must write a narrative with
standard Hollywood elements, a compelling plot, attractive actors, sex and

violence. It also means that the portrayal of characters should be consistent and

that the characters should not be too complex or outlandish. Being able to adapt

means being able to follow what one shares with others, in opposition to the idea
that each individual is singular.

Actually, McKee does not help Charlie to find a compelling beginning; he

helps him to find an ending that makes the beginning irrelevant. His final advice

to Charlie is: “The last act makes the film. Wow them in the end and you got a hit”
(70). The film follows this advice: it wows the spectators in the end with car

chases, Donald’s violent death, sex, sensations enhanced by drugs extracted from
orchids, and passionate love between Orlean and the orchid hunter Laroche

(Chris Cooper). Charlie’s decision to follow McKee’s principles is made in a state
of panic. He confesses: “I’ve got pages of false starts and wrong approaches. I’m
way past my deadline” (70). Thus, even while he adapts, he is still presented as
the frustrated writer of the first part of the film.

In the article “The Implicit Soul of Charlie Kaufman’s Adaptation” (2006),

David L. Smith argues: “While Charlie drowns in the sea of life, Donald swims.
Thus, it becomes increasingly clear that, in evolutionary terms, Charlie is

maladapted – a wanker, no less – while Donald represents the genius of nature
itself, the tautological triumph of what works” (432). However, as Sergio Rizzo

argues, Charles Darwin’s work on natural selection shows that “nature’s ‘losers’

vastly outnumber nature’s ‘winners’” (2007: 2). Both Laroche and Donald die in

the end, while Charlie emerges as the only survivor. Unable to change, remaining
the tormented soul, Charlie is the only real winner, if one reads survival as a

token of evolutionary success. This “makes the violence at the movie’s end an

ironic device within Charlie’s personal and artistic evolution,” Rizzo concludes, “a
way for him to maintain a critical distance on the Hollywood conventions he has

resisted while simultaneously incorporating them into his art” (2). Charlie might
adapt to McKee’s advice, but his artistic ideas survive, represented by his own
character, his survival, as well as by the films satiric deployment of the

Hollywood elements. Thus, one can conclude that the film actually never leaves
the privileged discourse from a meta-perspective, as it continues to critique
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Hollywood elements, satirizing Charlie’s conversion to the self-help principles.

Moreover, retrospectively, his writer’s block emerges as the most fruitful

condition for writing, as the film turns out to be chiefly about his frustrations
regarding his inability to find a beginning.

While the portrayal of Charlie on the one hand turns him into a

contemporary Marcel, conforming to a modernist image of the writer, the film on
the other hand also shows that self-help gurus can offer a solution when being
stuck in a writing process; after all, the film does follow McKee’s advice. By

including McKee’s seminar in the film, Charlie’s modernist ideas about writing

are opposed by present-day self-help ideology. To round off this chapter, I look at
how Marcel’s perspective on writing relates to self-help literature that offers

advice on how to deal with the inability to find a suitable beginning. Although

Proust’s writing is one of the most canonic examples of high literature and self-

help books are part of contemporary popular culture, I find that certain
principles in self-help literature resemble Marcel’s opinions.
Writer’s Block

The role of anxiety in La Recherche has been studied by many critics and

philosophers, among whom Blanchot, Bowie and Kristeva. Writing and anguish,
or language and anxiety, are often connected, not only by philosophers but by

self-help literature as well. 64 In this section, I discuss how these dissimilar genres
and their divergent approaches relate to Marcel’s and Charlie’s anxieties.

Marcel’s feelings of anxiety are, however, not only connected to his writing, they
concern almost everything he cannot fully control. 65

In “The Experience of Proust” (2001), Blanchot argues that few books

assign so large a role to anguish as La Recherche. Often Marcel’s fear of loosing

64 See for instance Judith Appelbaum How to Get Happily Published (1998), John Gardner On
Becoming a Novelist (1999), Ralph Keyes The Writer’s Book of Hope (2003), Caroline Sharp A
Writer’s Workbook (2000).
65 The fact that his beloved cannot be completely fathomed is, for instance, the cause for his
desire for her and simultaneously for his extreme distrust, which turns into mental self-torture. A
self-torture that, as Kristeva points out, turns into a “torture of the other in which the self and the
other both remain inaccessible” (26). Kristeva also emphasizes that Swann’s love for Odette is
imaginary, that he does not love the real woman but his imagination. However, Marcel
continually distrusts even his own imagination and never stops his epistemological investigation
into the “truth” about Albertine, which of course always escapes him, compelling him to write
about all his hypotheses.
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control blinds him to everything but the predicament he fears most, for example,
his beloved Albertine caressing girls. Since Marcel suffers from a persistent lack
of trust her presence cannot bring any form of reassuring information: even in

her presence she is absent. Consequently, Blanchot argues that Marcel is forced

to know things in absence. For Blanchot anxiety and absence, as well as writing,
absence and death, are all related. Thus, he connects Proust’s writing with
metaphysical questions concerning anxiety and language with, alluding to
Heidegger’s theories on anxiety, vacuity and language. 66

In the lecture “What Is Metaphysics?” (1993 [1929)), Heidegger argues

that a sudden anxiety is a condition in which we feel as if everything slips away

into nothingness. He describes that condition as an existential crisis in which one
looses hold of everything one thought was familiar. In a sense, this might be
compared to Marcel’s feeling of vacuity as he looks for a topic of “infinite

philosophical value,” or, for that matter, with Charlie’s desperation when he
wants to account for the entirety of evolution: in these moments the subject

matter grows to such proportions that it becomes ungraspable. Its totality comes
close to nothingness, leaving no specific thing that represents anything sensible.

Precisely because one senses the disappearance of everything, Heidegger argues,
one realizes that there “is” something, and that we “are.” 67

Heidegger distinguishes between fear and anxiety: Furcht and Angst

(1993: 32). Fear is fear of something, whereas “angst” has no specific cause or
object. In Blanchot’s reading of Proust, Blanchot clearly deals with anxiety.

However, when looking into the genre of self-help literature, anxiety is rather
66 In the essay “From Anguish to Language” (2001 [1943]), Blanchot argues: “The writer
sometimes seems strangely as if anguish were part of his occupation, even more, as if the fact of
writing so deepens anguish that it attaches itself to him rather than to any other sort of person”
(4). On the one hand, Blanchot argues, language can never completely capture the object it wishes
to describe. On the other hand, the unfathomable that causes such anxiety can only be made
present by being described in words. Consequently, writing forms the ultimate way of controlling
what the writer fears, whereas it simultaneously causes anxiety and confirms the inability of
catching reality in language.
67 In other words, in transcendence, we find ourselves opposed to everything that is, and
therefore also opposed to ourselves. Heidegger holds that, only because we can transcend
ourselves, we can relate to ourselves and to the world. He argues that we can only understand
what it means “to be,” because we can experience what “nothing” means. Through the
nothingness we experience in our anguish, in which everything slips away, we are able to relate
to that which “is”. This relation is necessary for reflection on language, since our understanding
of what the verb “to be” means, is, according to Heidegger, necessary for all understanding of
language and writing (35).
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approached as various forms of fear, which easily result in writer’s blocks. This
distinction is crucial for the difference between the philosophical approach of

anxiety and notions of anxiety as present in self-help literature. In the self-help

book The Courage to Write: How Writers Transcend Fear (1995), Ralph Keyes
quotes various literary authors who all comment on their anxieties. These

comments mostly embody different forms of fear of failure: for example, fear of
being revealed “as an impostor: someone who said he could write a book but
couldn’t” (7). While Keyes’s descriptions do not address any metaphysical
questions, they resonate with Marcel’s and Charlie’s insecurities. 68

In Writing Down the Bones (1986), Natalie Goldberg defines anxiety as

insecurity, which is the result of our habit to live in “the realm of second and

third thoughts, thoughts on thought” (9). According to Goldberg, these thoughts

are led by politeness, fear, embarrassment and other internal censors that arrest

the mind and cause a writer’s block. She gives a set of rules to fight these censors
of the mind: “1. Keep your hand moving. 2 Don’t cross out. 3. Don’t worry about

spelling, punctuation, grammar. 4. Lose Control. 5. Don’t think. Don’t get logical.
6. Go for the jugular” (8). Most important are the fourth and the fifth rule.

According to Goldberg, the mind is not to be trusted in the creative process.

When you get your hand to write without minding second or third thoughts, you

can write what your mind “actually sees and feels, not what it thinks it should see
or feel” (8). Goldberg claims that at that moment the unencumbered self is able
to express its inner feelings without shame. 69

68 Heidegger does not refer to psychoanalysis and presents his theory as a metaphysical concern.
However, one can compare his argument with that of Sigmund Freud, who makes a similar
distinction in his Vorlesungen über die Psychoanalyse (1918). Freud argues that people can
experience fear of, for example, spiders, heights or open spaces; these are all phobias that have
clear causes. The experience of pure anxiety, however, according to Freud, leads back to the
experience of being born. The word angst stems from the Latin “angustiae,” which means
“narrowness” or “tightness.” Angst manifests itself in a tight feeling in one’s chest and in being
short of breath, just when one was born and separated from one’s mother, Freud claims (388).
Heidegger does not refer to Freud. Yet, both connect angst with the absence of an object that
incites fear and with the experience of a primal initiation: Freud with birth, and Heidegger with
the understanding that precedes all other understanding; the realization that there “is”
something rather than nothing (1993: 110).
69 Self-help literature offers advice not only as how to overcome one’s anxiety concerning writing;
writing is promoted as a good medicine for other psychological problems as well as for physical
illness. On the CFIDS website, Lisa Norden writes that “recent research shows that the simple act
of writing down thoughts and feelings can help people with chronic illness improve their health”.
See: www.cfdsselfhelp.org. Also, the April 14, 1999 issue of the Journal of the American Medical
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Similarly, Keyes argues that honest writing is the most authentic and,

consequently, the best writing: “The more honest and alive our writing, the more
we show ourselves. The more we show ourselves, the greater danger we’re in,
the more scared we are. Hence fear is a marker on the path to good writing”
(122). Keyes’s discussion of the writer’s fears also hints at a philosophical

perspective on language. A destructive, negative force of language is highlighted,
since each word, due to the generalizing force of language, appears to deny the

existence of the particular object it names. In a paragraph on page fright, Keyes

quotes the author Anthony Burgess, who said that he “thought every book was a
failure from the moment its first sentence was written, because this sentence

destroyed forever the dream of what that book might be” (25). This notion can

be compared to Charlie’s and Marcel’s feelings of incompetence. As long as one
cherishes an idea for a book, without actually having started writing, the book

might be the ideal book. Yet, the sentences that eventually begin the book close
off that potentiality. 70

Did Marcel’s anxieties cause a writer’s block? In A Writer’s Workbook

(2000), Caroline Sharp argues that a writer’s block can be caused by a large

variety of sources, ranging from a lack of ideas to a burn-out. From looking at
Adaptation and reading various self-help texts the impression rises that a

writer’s block has become a symbol of the true intellectual writer. It is tempting

Association reported that patients with asthma or rheumatoid arthritis who wrote about stressful
experiences in their lives experienced reduced symptoms.
70 Words have a propensity to refer to general meanings, thus destroying the uniqueness of one’s
imagination. This aspect of language has been described as a destructive mechanism by several
thinkers, among others G.W.F. Hegel, but also by poets like Friedrich Hölderlin and Stéphane
Mallarmé, and later by Blanchot and Derrida. From different perspectives, these thinkers and
writers observe that when we verbalize the things we see, think or feel, those things immediately
become part of general concepts and deny the singular reality of existing objects. In the essay
“Literature and the Right to Death,” Blanchot quotes Hegel, who writes: “Adam’s first act, which
made him master of the animals, was to give them names, that is, he annihilated them in their
existence (as existing creatures)” (1995: 323) (The quote stems from a collection of essays by
Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel titled System of 1803-1804 .) According to Hegel, the things we
describe and call by their names in a sense vanish and die as they are to be understood as “ideas”.
Blanchot argues that a word gives meaning by suppressing it: “For me to be able to say, ‘This
woman,’ I must somehow take her flesh-and-blood reality away from her, cause her to be absent,
annihilate her. The word gives me the being, but it gives it to me deprived of being” (322). A word
is always general, never as singular as the woman herself. Stéphane Mallarmé expresses
something similar when, in “Crise de vers,” he writes that the moment he says ‘a flower’, all
contours of this flower are banished to oblivion, and something other than all known flowers
originates, namely the idea itself, the sweet absence of all bouquets: “Je dis: une fleur! et, hors de
l’oubli où ma voix relègue aucun contour, en tant que quelque chose d’autre que les calises sus,
musicalement se lève, idée même et suave, l’absence de tous bouquets” (1993: 196).
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to speak of Marcel as suffering from a writer’s block. Yet, I doubt whether his
endless procrastination, his search for diversion and his time-consuming
obsessions should be defined as such.

Charlie is repeatedly shown as sitting down behind his typewriter or with

a recorder in his hand hoping to get something done. If we look at other films in
which writers are portrayed who suffer from writer’s blocks, they are all

depicted when sitting down at their desk, scribbling and angrily throwing away

the piece of paper with their failed attempts, thus conforming to the present day

idea of a writer’s block. See, for instance, Barton in Barton Fink (Joel Coen, 1991),
Aturo Bandini in Ask the Dust (Robert Towne, 2006), or Will in Shakespeare in

Love (John Madden, 1998). While in each of these films the protagonist

undergoes a state of panic when attempting to write, Marcel hardly sits down at

his desk or attempts to write in another fashion. He mainly daydreams about his
writing and postpones his beginning by thinking of numerous social obligations
and formulating other excuses that keep him from working.

This distinction mirrors their different conditions, milieus and historical

periods. Charlie has a deadline; he works under time-pressure, while Marcel

does not seem to be in any hurry. This divergence also bears on the medium. A
screenwriter has to reckon with a producer who is waiting, as well as with the

length of shots, montage and the expected duration of the movie, while a novel

allows for digressions more easily. The cause of Marcel’s endless postponements
is often a combination of insecurity and laziness rather than panic caused by

stress. After he has described how he endlessly puts off his writing, Marcel also

confides: “Even my laziness itself, beneath the novel forms that it had assumed,

how was I to recognize it?” (1960 Part 1: 102). In short, while today the writer’s
block is associated with stress and panic, Marcel does not seem to acknowledge
the sort of stress that contemporary time-pressure is likely to bring. Hence, it

remains uncertain if Marcel had a writer’s block as understood today. However,
his inability to start writing cannot but be called a writer’s block, since that has
become the general term for the impasse felt by writers who cannot get
themselves to work. 71

71 Considering the different connotations of the writer’s block, it is also revealing that Marcel
starts with falling asleep, not a sleep of exhaustion, but a dreamy, early bedtime sleep.
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When considering self-help literature and Proust, one cannot avoid Alain

de Botton’s book How Proust Can Change Your Life (1997). On the cover of de

Botton’s book a quote from The New York Times Book Review reads, “A self-help

manual for the intelligent person … witty, funny and tonic.” De Botton claims that
Proust’s novel is “far from a memoir tracing the passage of a more lyrical age, it

was a practical, universally applicable story about how to stop wasting time and
start to appreciate life” (9). De Botton, however, makes the mistake of reading
Proust as earnest writing. He highlights the moments of wisdom in Proust’s

writings, taking the views expressed in La Recherche as the author’s personal
views, for which de Botton uses turns of phrases like for instance: “a point

[Proust] puts in the mouth of his fictional painter Elstir” (67). Thus, De Botton

overlooks the self-reflexivity of Proust’s writing and its countless inconsistencies,
especially regarding perspectives on life, not to speak of his irony. If the

character Elstir, for instance, argues that acquiring wisdom via life is superior to

acquiring wisdom via a teacher, one can easily find moments in La Recherche that

contest this point of view.

Charlie, who is portrayed as suffering from a stereotypical writer’s block,

looks down on people who believe in the possibility of learning to write by

following self-help gurus. In general, self-help literature does not have a good

reputation amongst writers, mostly due to the cliché that real writing originates
in solitude and bubbles up from an authentic source of genius, as Charlie also

seems to believe. Charlie’s modernist ideas of what it means to be a writer clash
with the self-help principles proclaimed by his brother. Yet, if we compare

Keyes’s and Goldberg’s advice about writing as honestly as possible and trying to
loose control, it resembles Marcel’s conclusion.

Marcel speaks of “that book of unknown signs within me,” from which he

keeps running away, and from which most writers would turn away, because “no
one could help me read it by any rule, for its reading consists in an act of creation
in which no one can take our place and in which no one can collaborate” (226).
While Marcel defies guidelines for writing, he underscores the belief that one

should write from one’s inner self: “Only that issues from ourselves which we

ourselves extract from the darkness within ourselves and which is unknown to

others” (227). The writer needs to let go of intellectual control, Marcel argues, he
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needs instinct and intuition rather than experience and intelligence. Thus, it

appears he would agree with Goldberg where she claims that one should write

what one’s mind “actually sees and feels, not what it thinks it should see or feel”
(8).

Although Proust is one of the most canonical modernists, it does not

surprise me that certain principles in self-help literature resemble certain

aspects of Marcel’s opinions. After all, the genre of self-help literature matured at
the beginning of last the century and was part of a changing attitude that can be

found in modernist literature as well: the turning away from objective reality and
society, turning towards the subject. This might explain why the focus on inner,
hidden thoughts and sensations of the individual, often defined as a crucial

feature of modernist literature, is so essential to self-help literature. Moreover,
self-help literature also presents modernist techniques, as for instance the
stream of consciousness, as general literary techniques.

It strikes me, however, that self-help literature approaches anxiety as a

result of honesty and openness, while philosophers like Blanchot connect it with
a lack of trust, an almost opposite trait. Beckett, Bowie and Kristeva emphasize
Marcel’s feeling that nobody and nothing can be completely trusted. Even the
present cannot be trusted, because time teaches that everything can be

understood in a different light at another instant. Beckett summarizes this as

follows: “The object evolves, and by the time of conclusion – if any – is reached, it
is already out of date” (85). The most familiar persons and things appear

mysterious, hiding their true presence behind outer coverings. Each miniscule

detail has the propensity to transform into a meaningful sign, which then again
cannot be trusted. With regard to Marcel’s obsession with his beloved, Bowie

argues “the trouble is always that the beloved has mental processes of her own;
to make matters worse she has a past and, still worse, she thinks, desires and
performs actions when she is not in his company” (1990: 54). Moreover:

Desire thrives upon the threat of disappointment, and can positively

shrivel when the possibility of satisfaction comes too plain into view.
Proust’s description of things going wrong and getting in the way is
hugely insistent and overdetermined (1998: 252).
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The same could be said about Marcel’s writing: writing is only fascinating as long
as it is a struggle, it has to be difficult, or even impossible in order to be
worthwhile, to promise anything good.

The emphasis on Marcel’s inability to believe in the honesty of what he

perceives contradicts his agreeing with the self-help principle that one should

write from one’s instinct, without minding the censors of the mind. This

incongruity underscores the paradoxical character of Marcel’s conclusion and
confirms his multiple voices, which always are in transformation. While the

resemblance between Marcel’s perspective on writing and the advice of self-help

literature might create the impression that for Marcel anxiety is a sign of honest

writing, La Recherche actually shows that frankness is not to be trusted. Even his

own opinions are not reliable; they change over time and with regard to varying
companionships. Moreover, sometimes they unite almost opposite standpoints.
Just as the paradoxical conclusion that authentic writing is a result from

deciphering and interpreting. Honest writing, resulting from instinct instead of
intellect, is always muddled by self-reflexive thoughts, comments and reviews.
The different connotations that the inability to start writing have in

different genres as well as in different time periods shows the preposterous –

using Bal’s definition – and anachronistic character of my analysis. I have argued
that the portrayal of Charlie conforms to principles associated with modernist

writers. In this chapter, however, it has become clear that Charlie’s ideas about
writing unite and confirm even more modernist characteristics than the ideas
expressed by Marcel himself. This shows not only that modernism is part of

contemporary times, but also that it is partly a contemporary construct. The

other way around, Marcel’s conclusion about writing as interpretation rather

makes him into a postmodernist, occasionally agreeing with certain aspects of

contemporary self-help culture. Yet, it is not likely that Marcel would have been
alleviated by self-help advice, or would have started writing sooner if he had a

twin brother who persuaded him to visit a writing seminar. After all, if that had
been the case, we would not have been able to enjoy the long novel, with all its
digressions and possible opening sequences.
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Conclusion
Since a proper beginning can only be pointed out when a continuation has been
created, many provisional beginnings become lost. In Adaptation, as in La

Recherche, superfluous beginnings are recounted as possible beginnings or entry
points. Adaptation comments on the illusion of clear chronology in the writing

process: the illusion that the beginning of a story is also its origin. The blurring of
the moments of writing and the visualization of Charlie’s ideas resemble the way

the narrator in La Recherche recounts sudden reminiscences in several phases of
his life before he declares he should start writing about his memories.

Yet, by studying the resemblances between the two protagonists, a

growing amount of differences within these similarities has surfaced. Charlie

strongly believes in principles that have become clichés of high literature, for

instance, his idea of writing as a journey into the unknown. While the principles
of high literature stem from modernist ideals, Marcel, who should be a genuine
modernist, does not always share Charlie’s opinions. Marcel does not speak of

the wish to explore unknown territory, to create something entirely new or the
wish to break with tradition; he rather focuses on what is authentic. While

authenticity and originality are often connected, originality does not need to be
authentic, nor the other way around.

Whereas for Marcel authenticity is related to one’s deeper self and

unconscious memories, for Charlie originality represents the discovery of

something new that is inclined to change the self rather than being produced by
it. At least that is what he claims; the film, however, shows that Charlie, like

Marcel, turns to his own life in order to find an original entrance to his script.

Marcel would probably approve, as he finds that one should not look outside of
oneself, one should look inwards. Yet, the interpretation of one’s unconscious

memories in a sense also is a journey into the unknown, since those memories
reveal a new truth, as Marcel claims. Thus, while taking different routes,
eventually Charlie’s and Marcel’s ideas tend to meet.

Charlie’s search for an original beginning comments on the relation

between originality and origin, as well as on the relation between originality and
newness, beginning and origin. These terms all overlap and come together in the

connotations of modernism. Whereas modernism stands for a new beginning, my
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two protagonists seem incapable to begin writing. In Adaptation, the modernist
emphasis on originality, newness and innovative writing is commented on by

Charlie’s interior monologues, which at the same time are a result of his inability
to find an original beginning. Thus, on the one hand, Charlie presents modernist
principles as values of high literature, while, on the other hand, the film depicts

them as impossible idealist criteria that cause a writer’s block. The ending rather
confirms the postmodern character of the film, as it combines different genres

and satirizes the various codes of filmmaking it deploys. Meanwhile Charlie, the
anti-hero, remains the cliché modernist, while Marcel proves to be more of a

postmodernist, emphasizing that true writing is a form of interpretation and
deciphering.

Adaptation confirms that early modernist ideas have become clichés of

what the literary author and his or her writing should be. As those principles
have become clichés, they also have become stronger and less complex and
ambiguous in comparison to the ideas from which they stem. In Proust, all

principles are ambiguous, Janus-faced and liable to change, hence always partly
disagreeing with the principles proclaimed by Charlie. Thus, my analysis of the
relation between Proust and Adaptation shows that what we consider to be
modernist characteristics today often conforms to contemporary literary

paradigms rather than to ideas presented in modernist texts. On the one hand, I
argue that modernist paradigms have become paradigms of literary writing in
general, while, on the other hand, these paradigms are the products of recent

history and offer an image of modernism that has been developed after the fact.
As the following chapters will show as well, the term modernism travels and is

redefined in new, popular contexts, changing the idea of what modernism is and
was.
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Chapter 2

Time: Oprah’s Faulkner
In the present chapter, I continue studying the assumption that today modernism
has become exemplary for literary writing in general by analyzing the

reappearance of another icon of modernist literature: William Faulkner. In 2005,
Oprah Winfrey selected three novels by Faulkner for her book club. As Catherine

Gunther Kodat writes, “the summer 2005 reading selection for Oprah Winfrey’s
book club is probably the strongest (if not also the strangest) indicator that

something is afoot” (added italics, 2007: 180). Kodat’s remark aptly illustrates
the mix of wonder, praise and disdain in the reactions of scholars and literary
critics to Winfrey’s book club.

As early as 1996, Winfrey started Oprah’s Book Club, for which she

monthly selected a work by a contemporary writer until she cancelled the club in
2002. In 2003, after a break of one year, Winfrey announced that she would

resume the club; only now she would select the “great” books from the canon of
world literature. The first classic she chose was John Steinbeck’s East of Eden

(1952), followed by novels such as Gabriel Garcia Marquez’s One Hundred Years
of Solitude (1967) and Leo Tolstoy’s Anna Karenina (1877). Faulkner’s three
novels were the last selection of Winfrey’s turn to the classics.

In Reading with Oprah (2008), Kathleen Rooney argues that Winfrey’s

decision to turn to the classics was perhaps partly motivated to contest the

prejudice that she chose too many feel-good books and that her audience could

only digest light weight literature. It is tempting to define Oprah Winfrey as the
personification of popular culture, or of what Theodor W. Adorno calls the

“culture industry,” which transforms everyone into an anonymous customer;
thus taking Winfrey’s selection of Faulkner’s work as a starting point for a
discussion on high and low culture (2005: 200). However, instead of
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emphasizing the dichotomy, I prefer to analyze how low and high culture merge;
in what way Faulkner’s work becomes part of Winfrey’s format. 72

The three novels for the book club’s “A Summer of Faulkner” – The Sound

and the Fury (1990 [1929]), As I lay dying (1990 [1930]), Light in August (1990

[1932]) – are not the most accessible ones in Faulkner’s oeuvre. 73 Especially The

Sound and the Fury is known for its unparalleled dense beginning. Faulkner’s use

of various narrators and streams of consciousnesses shows a fascination with the
subjective experience of time, which often clouds clear chronology and flusters

reader’s expectations. In The Sound and the Fury measurable time is challenged,
for instance, by the opening narration of Benjy, a mentally retarded boy, who
does not make understandable distinctions between what happens in the

present and what he remembers from the past. Time is also a recurring theme in
the section narrated by the older brother Quentin, who is preoccupied with

watching shadows and speculating what time these shadows indicate; he listens
to clocks striking and destroys his watch, which nevertheless keeps on ticking.
Frequently, the obsession with temporality has been defined as a

characteristic of modernist literature. According to Fredric Jameson the

obsession marks an epochal change: he argues that the modernists were focused
on time, while the postmodernists focus on space (2003: 696). Paul de Man also
argues that modernists are preoccupied with time; yet, he defines this

preoccupation as an inclination to forget the past and affirm the present, which
concurs with the modernist wish to be radically new (1983: 148). However, de
Man also emphasizes that precisely the wish to re-invent literature is

accompanied by a sense of loss and mourning, which Jean-Michel Rabaté also

points out as central to modernity. Like de Man, Rabaté argues that modernism is

72 The complexity of Faulkner’s work has been analyzed by a vast amount of scholars and
thinkers. Arthur F. Kinney states that “in the past few years, critical work on Faulkner has
exceeded that of any author in English save Shakespeare” (1982: 34). Twenty-five years after
Kinney wrote this, numerous other studies of Faulkner have appeared, and Faulkner’s work is
still undergoing re-examination. Commentary on Faulkner’s use of stream of consciousness and
his representation of time is too extensive to mention fully. Here follow three of many titles:
Humphrey, Robert. Stream of Consciousness in the Modern Novel. Berkely: University of California
Press, 1954. Kawin, Bruce F. The Mind of the Novel: Reflexive Fiction and the Ineffable. Princeton,
NJ: Princeton University Press, 1982. Weinstein, Philip M. Faulkner’s Subject: A Cosmos No One
Owns. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1992.
73In Reading with Oprah (2008), Kathleen Rooney observes that the responses of “belletrist
‘professionals’” to Oprah’s Book Club after her turn to the classics “have remained far more in the
realm of sincere curiosity than self-righteous condescension” (192).
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by no means a-historical; on the contrary, modernism is haunted by history

(1996: 4). While Rabaté analyses the phantoms that haunt modernist writings
and art, I study how modernism itself has become a ghost, or a collection of
ghosts, haunting contemporary culture.

In this chapter, I particularly focus on the modernist obsession with time

in Faulkner’s work and on the manner in which Oprah Winfrey deals with this

matter. I will not analyze the various tenses on a linguistic level; rather, I look at

the role of time in Faulkner’s narration and the representation of the awareness
of its passing. Winfrey’s focus on the present moment, which she propagates in
her show and on her website, seems contradictory with the reflections on the
passing of time and the ever looming past in Faulkner’s fiction. Winfrey’s

presentism, however, conforms with the temporality generally associated with

pop culture. Like postmodernism, Jameson argues, pop culture reduces the past
to mere citation. Jameson claims that the postmodern era can be defined by “a

consequent weakening of historicity, both in our relationship to public History
and in the new forms of our private temporality” (2004: 193).

Yet, it appears that Winfrey’s selection of Faulkner is largely based on a

historical and political interest in a particular part of American history; the

history of the segregated South. While studies such as Cecilia Konchar Farr’s

Reading Oprah: How Oprah’s Book Club Changed the Way America Reads (2005)
argue emphatically that Winfrey is a passionate reader and that she promotes

the importance of reading, Winfrey’s choice for Faulkner does not have much to

do with the enjoyment of his unique style of writing, nor with his literary voice or
the rhythm of his sentences, nor his use of multiple narrators, but mainly with

his portrayal of racism in the southern states of America. This could be read as an
affirmation of Pierre Bourdieu’s well known observation that working class taste
is focused on content rather than form (2010: 172 / 289). However, Winfrey’s

approach of Faulkner represents a way of reading that might be associated with
popular culture, but which is certainly not limited to a working class way of
reading.

Although Faulkner made up a fictional state that he called

“Yoknapatawpha,” he confided that he would always write about the “little

postage stamp of native soil” that he knew so well (1980: 255). Consequently, his
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novels largely show the virulence of prejudice and the violence of racism and

sexism in the southern states of America. 74 On the webpage “The South and the
Fury,” on Oprah.com, Thadious Davis argues: “In the best-case scenario, we can
say that Faulkner, born in 1897, was a product of his time and place, the

Mississippi of his birth and heritage.” 75 By beginning this sentence with the

cautionary words “in the best case scenario,” Davis refers not only to the racist
characters in his work but also to Faulkner’s biography. 76 Similarly, Winfrey

often focuses on the life and hardships of the author or the fictional characters

instead of on the literary qualities of the books. Consequently, she has often been
blamed for integrating the books of her book club too much into the rhetoric of
the rest of her show. 77

Though Winfrey includes his novels in her passionate rhetoric about

literature and American history, his work nevertheless reappears as a ghostly
figure in the unfamiliar surroundings of her format. In Faulkner’s work

reflections on time are inextricably bound up with harsh confrontations with

death or memories of the dead. For Winfrey, however, death is a highly sanitized
event, which generally does not intrude upon her presentism; perhaps only as a

reminder that one should live in the present because one never knows when life
will end. If a ghost is something that is present and not present, dead and alive,

Faulkner’s work may be seen to take on precisely such a role on Oprah.com, as if
the work itself is reluctant in the face of its own representation. The novels

remain radically other in the context of Winfrey’s show and website, almost as if
Simultaneously, the most memorable and goodhearted characters in his books, the few persons
in Faulkner’s oeuvre that are not corrupted, are mostly black; for instance, the nanny and servant
Dilsey in The Sound and the Fury, about whom Faulkner said in an interview: “Dilsey is one of my
own favorite characters because she is brave, courageous, generous, gentle and honest. She’s
much more brave and honest and generous than me” (1994: 232).
75http://www.oprah.com/oprahsbookclub/Faulkner-101-Race-in-the-Novels-of-WilliamFaulkner
76 Davis continues: “He did not believe in the equality of black people, and during the school
desegregation battles, he sided with those who would prevent blacks from gaining access to
‘White Only’ schools. He knew black people as servers and laborers, but not as equals. And yet,
being a product of his times also meant that he shared intimate space with black people,
including his childhood nanny, whom he called ‘Mammy’ until her death in 1940.” As I will discus
in chapter three, author’s lives are increasingly exposed in relation to their work; a tendency
from which long-dead authors are not excluded.
http://www.oprah.com/oprahsbookclub/Faulkner-101-Race-in-the-Novels-of-William-Faulkner
77
In “Faulkner and ‘Faulkner,’” Kodat discusses the tendency among a former generation of literary
scholars to dismiss Faulkner as “simply racist” or as the “Dead White Male of the so-called culture
wars” (2003: 189).
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they are only there because a book club cannot avoid modernist literature if it
takes itself seriously. Hence, Faulkner’s work appears as this phantom of
modernism, the symbol of high literature. 78

After Winfrey announced her book club selection “A Summer of

Faulkner,” on June 3rd 2005, she decided not to dedicate the usual televised

segment to this particular reading. Instead she offered extensive background
information on her website Oprah.com, including video lectures by Faulkner

scholars Thadious Davis, Arnold Weinstein and Robert Hamblin. 79 In one of those

video lectures, the Director of the Center of Faulkner Studies, Robert Hamblin,
gives advice about how best to approach a Faulkner novel. His first tip is “Be

Patient.” He starts by comparing Faulkner’s work with a suspense or mystery

story or a jury trial. Considering the framework of Winfrey’s website, his advice
fits Winfrey’s habit of absorbing the erratic into the general, combining

uniqueness and normality, individuality and mass audiences. However, Hamblin
succeeds in anticipating at least two senses of time: firstly, the reader’s

experience of time – one should be patient and “willing to suspend the need for
instant gratification” – and secondly, Faulkner’s use of time, which includes
“varying and sometimes contradictory testimonies” of the same event. 80

The idea that one should imagine to be a detective or a juror, as Hamblin

argues, “knowing that finally you’ll have to make up your own mind about what
actually happened and who is and is not telling the truth,” touches on another
aspect of Faulkner’s work: the epistemological dominant. In Postmodernist

Fiction (1987), McHale distinguishes between a modernist and a postmodernist
dominant, arguing that the modernist dominant is preoccupied with

epistemological ways of relating to the world, concerning questions such as:
78 In studying the role of death in Faulkner’s work I make use of Martin Heidegger’s theory, as
well as of Walter Benjamin’s; especially Benjamin’s relevant analysis of the connection between
the changing face of death and the decline of storytelling.
79 The website also provides numerous links to other pages where the curious reader can find
more information on the book or the author. In line with the mode of presentation my focus is on
Winfrey’s website instead of her show. Unfortunately, however, a large part of the Faulkner
archive on Oprah.com disappeared when Oprah.com was restyled in July 2008. Before its
restyling, the web visitor could also engage in a Q&A with the professors on the website, where
long and thorough answers of the professors to earlier questions could be read as well.
80 The video lectures disappeared after the restyling of Oprah.com in 2008. However, the text by
Hamblin can still be read at the website: http://www.oprah.com/oprahsbookclub/Faulkner-101How-to-Read-William-Faulkner/2
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“How can I interpret this world of which I am a part? And what am I in it?” (9). 81

The postmodernist dominant, instead, focuses on the mode of being of the world
itself: “Which world is this? What is to be done in it?” (10). Epistemological

questions are inescapably interconnected with questions of time, at least with
the interior experience of time, represented by streams of consciousness.

Faulkner’s use of streams of consciousness has frequently been associated with
the French philosopher Henry Bergson’s concept of subjective time. However,

McHale, like Hamblin, compares Faulkner’s novels with detective stories, arguing
that the logic of the detective is primordially concerned with questions of
knowing. 82

While modernist writers turned away from realist descriptions of an

assumed objective reality, Jameson argues that postmodernists return to the
object world, the “exterior reality” (2003: 697). Yet, after the exploration of

interior logic in modernity the world is transformed into a scattered exteriority.
In this fragmented world, the present consists of a being present with oneself,
something that Winfrey calls the “most important gift you can have.” This

presence does not concern a thorough understanding of the self; rather, it entails
a conscious presence with the space one inhabits, one’s body. The “now” should
be experienced as new at each moment. Such a frantic focus on the present not
only implies a particular take on time, but also the ability to switch from one

opinion to the next, from one belief or identity to the next. It implies that one can

leave one’s past behind, as Winfrey recommends we do, and change opinion,

taste, and identity from one moment to the next. Hence, it is not a contradiction
when, on the one hand, Winfrey advertises for products and on the other hand
dedicates shows and lectures to spirituality, convincing her audience not to

attach oneself to material acquisitions. Likewise, she can praise Faulkner’s books

81

Debrah Raschke writes: “Repeatedly, within a variety of venues, modernism has been defined as
manifesting epistemological uncertainty” (2004: 103). Michael Levenson also defines modernism by
the “disintegration of stable balanced relations between subject and object” (1984: 22).
82 McHale argues that Faulkner’s novel Absalom, Absalom! is verging from modernist to
postmodernist fiction. He writes that the novel “has been designated to raise just such
epistemological questions …; Its logic is that of a detective story, the epistemological genre par
excellence” (9). However, in chapter 8 of Absalom, Absalom!, McHale observes a shift in the
dominant, moving from “problems of knowing” to “problems of modes of being” (10).
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as enthusiastically as self-help books. 83 Such transitory values are emblematic

for what Giorgio Agamben calls the disappearance of “experience,” referring to
Walter Benjamin’s analysis of modernity (2007: 15-17).

Akin to Winfrey’s ability of combining almost opposite topics, she

succeeds in simultaneously propagating her presentism and foregrounding the

history of slavery and racism in the founding and developing of the United States.
Hence, I start this chapter with an analysis of the different historical periods that
Faulkner and Winfrey represent and of how Winfrey relates to the history with

which Faulkner’s novels are concerned. Through my discussion of their different
temporalities, connected to their historical periods and the varied relations to
the passing of time and death, the subjective experience of time repeatedly
appears as an essential part of texts that belong to the realm of literature.
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In Oprah Winfrey and the Glamour of Misery, Eva Illouz argues that if Oprah’s talk show is amoral
it is so “not because it has forsaken morality but, to the contrary, because it contains all moralities”
(2003: 76).
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Live Your Best Life
Oprah Winfrey’s best-known slogan is: “Live Your Best life.” If one accesses her
website or receives her newsletter, this slogan appears at the top. 84 This

immediately creates a curious contrast with the presentation of Faulkner’s

novels. For, in Faulkner’s novels, the characters are utterly unable to escape from
the forces in their lives – political, racial and economical. The entrapment of the
characters in their conditions is the result of rigorous social categories that do
not allow for ambiguity. If there seems any possibility to escape in Faulkner’s
fiction, or if there is any uncertainty considering a character’s race, sexual

preference, descent or moral standards, it leads to severe distrust and often to
violence.

The protagonist Joe Christmas, in Light in August (1990 [1932]), for

instance, does not know if he is white or black. He looks white, yet rumors have it

that he has black blood. Eventually he is killed as an “uppity nigger.” In The Sound
and the Fury (1990 [1929]), the suffocation of the proper rules of conduct is

represented by Caddy, who is callously sent away by her mother after she has

given birth to a child without being married. Caddy is not allowed to ever see her
child. 85 What interests me is how Winfrey includes her discussion of Faulkner’s
work and the fate of the fictional characters in her rhetoric of change and selfimprovement. 86

Winfrey propagates her belief that in order to live one’s best life, one has

to take responsibility and live in the “now.” On her website, she writes:

At least, the slogan used to appear at the top until 2009. Now, it is often included in a text or
announcement.
85 Faulkner’s presentation of women has often been called misogynist. Caroline Carvill sums up
the responses of critics, who argue that “he negatively presents women who move outside their
‘proper role,’ that he uses the traditional views of the Old South and Southern women to uphold
the system” (2004: 218). However, I concur with Carvill when she resists any simple
categorization and argues that the large amount of different opinions about the representation of
women in Faulkner’s work actually shows how varied his portrayals of women are. Furthermore,
Carvill argues, “the paradoxical position of women in the South (both on the pedestal and
inferior) creates similarly paradoxical patterns of representation in Faulkner’s fiction” (231).
86 The election of Barack Obama as president was an immense support for and a strong
confirmation of Winfrey’s decree that one should never give up hope and her belief in change, the
word that dominated Obama’s campaign. The message that Winfrey sent around via her Mission
Calendar Inspiration on November 5th, 2008, one day after Obama was elected, was an aphorism
by the Buddhist woman monk Pema Chödrön: “This very moment is the perfect teacher, and,
lucky for us, it's with us wherever we are.” If the moment in which we live indeed is the perfect
teacher, the day that Obama was elected was an extraordinary example and provided Winfrey
with even stronger motives to propagate the idea that the past will be redeemed.
84
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You will notice that there’s a resounding theme I often speak of in this

column: Live in the moment and treasure every breath. I know for sure

that to be present with yourself is the most important gift you can have.
Appreciate now, so that the next hour and the next year don't slip away
unnoticed. Every moment matters. 87

For Winfrey the now is not a tiny present: on the contrary, it is an everlasting
moment. On the one hand she claims that being present with yourself adds a

value to life that enhances the experienced present time; on the other hand, she

promises, slightly paradoxically, that through being present to yourself “the next

hour and the next year don’t slip away unnoticed.” The appreciation of the “now”
stretches into the future, consisting of an endless now that has to be valued as

such. This shows that there is a hierarchy in Winfrey’s temporality: the present is
granted the most important place, followed by the future, consisting of present
moments to come, whereas the past lags behind, having lost all potentiality of
becoming present.

Since Winfrey’s presentism can hardly be seen as a preoccupation with

time, rather as an attempt to forget time, her choice for Faulkner is hard to
understand. Yet, what clearly interests Winfrey is the specific history that

Faulkner’s novels represent: the history of the segregated South. In Faulkner’s
work one can read how racism operated on different levels: the way in which

white people talked about black people becomes dreadfully clear. In that sense,
Winfrey’s selection of Faulkner cannot be seen separately from the role of Toni

Morrison’s appearances on Oprah. On Oprah.com, Philip Weinstein writes: “The
novels of Toni Morrison and William Faulkner join together to form the most

remarkable meditations on race written by American novelists in the century
just ended.” 88 Winfrey’s discussion of Morrison’s books has been frequently

analyzed as an “important merger of ‘high’ art with ‘low’ media,” as well as a

merger of separate white and black readerships, John Young argues (2001: 182).
While Morrison’s novel Paradise “generated some of the lowest ratings for any
87
88

http://www.oprah.com/omagazine/May-2005-What-Oprah-Knows-for-Sure
http://www.oprah.com/oprahsbookclub/Faulkner-101-Toni-Morrison-and-William-Faulkner
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‘Oprah’ book,” Young writes, Winfrey selected another book by Morrison, The

Bluest Eye, reassuring her audience that this book is the “’shortest’ and ‘simplest’
of [Morrison’s] books” (2001: 194).

The question of race in Faulkner’s work is inextricably bound up with the

protagonists’ incapacity to undergo or accept anything unexpected or unknown.

Regarding Faulkner’s representation of the Civil War, Cleanth Brooks argues that
the issues of this war were “too complicated to be accommodated under the

rubric ‘a crusade to free the slaves’” (1979: 271). He quotes Faulkner’s character
Isaac McCaslin in Go Down, Moses, who observes that the Southerners

had fought for four years and lost to preserve [slavery] ... not because they
were opposed to freedom as freedom but for the old reasons for which

man (not the generals and the politicians but man) has always fought and
died in wars: to preserve a status quo ... (271)

This fragment suggests that racist thought is a symptom of the fear of change.

When fearing change, one fears the unknown future, wishing that the future will
be similar to the past, a wish that is dominant in the lives of many of Faulkner’s
protagonists. In The Sound and the Fury, for instance, Quentin’s obsession with

time and his inability to cope with the deflowering of his sister can be explained
as an inability to manage any sort of change, which enhances the sense of
entrapment in his state of being. 89

One of the earliest reflections on the dominance of the past in Faulkner’s

work is Jean-Paul Sartre’s essay “On The Sound and the Fury: Time in the Work of
Faulkner” (1994 [1947]). Sartre argues that “in Faulkner’s work there is never
any progression, never anything which comes from the future” (266). He

contests Faulkner’s focus on the past by referring to Heidegger, who describes
the future as “the silent force of the possible” (271). Sartre argues that we can

only understand the present by projecting what it will be in the future. Whereas

Sartre in his essay uses Heidegger’s philosophy to tackle what he calls Faulkner’s
“metaphysics,” I am inclined instead to read the reflections expressed in

As Richard C. Moreland discusses in Faulkner and Modernism (1990), Faulkner’s temporality
has largely been analyzed as focused on and disturbed by the past, represented, for instance, by
Faulkner’s frequent use of repetition.
89
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Faulkner’s fiction as agreeing with Heidegger’s philosophy of time and being, as
we will see below.

Though Faulkner’s characters often are obsessed with the past and “an

interesting and, indeed, symptomatic lack of discussion has dwelt upon the

construction of the future in [Faulkner’s] novels,” as Patrick O’Donnel writes in

his article “Faulkner’s Future Tense,” the future is not as categorically absent in

Faulkner’s work as Sartre suggests (2003:107). In The Sound and the Fury, Jason,
for instance, secretly saves the money he steals from Quentin for a future

purpose, and in As I Lay Dying the daughter Dewey Dell is extremely worried

about her future, since she is pregnant and attempts to find a doctor who can

perform an abortion. However dark and prone to failure and unhappiness, both
examples imply projections of the present into the future. Hence, in my point of

view, it is not so much the future but rather the hope of and the belief in a better
future that is absent. 90

Brooks argues that Sartre’s analysis might well apply to Quentin in The

Sound and the Fury, but not to most of Faulkner’s characters. Brooks suggests a
more “accurate way of stating the truth that inheres in Sartre’s view ... : man’s

very freedom is bound up with his sense of having some kind of future. Unless he
can look ahead to the future, he is not free” (1963: 329). He continues that, for
instance, the impeded brother Benjy who “is locked almost completely into a

timeless present, ... has not much more sense of time than an animal has, and
therefore he possesses not much more freedom than an animal does” (329).

Brooks is right to associate awareness of time with freedom. 91 In fact, this sense
of freedom, the ability to reflect on the future and the past and to create one’s

90According to O’Donnel, Agamben’s theory of the modern experience of time is reflected in
Faulkner’s future tense. O’Donnel interprets Faulkner’s sense of time and future as one that
Agamben describes in “Critique of the Instant and the Continuum” (1993). In this essay, however,
Agamben analyses how the Greek experience of time has dominated Western representation of
time. However, as I see it, the representation of atomized instances that O’Donnel finds in
Faulkner’s work is disconnected from a clear perspective on the future. Moreover, even if
Faulkner’s characters project a simulation of an epoch against the screen of atomized instances,
as O’Donnel argues, Faulkner’s characters remain entrapped by their past, while the modern loss
of experience that Agamben defines is a result of the immersion in everyday meaningless events;
in the “’banality’ of the quotidian” (16). Because of the engagement with rather meaningless
everyday events, experience has become “something one can only undergo but never have” (38).
In my point of view, Winfrey’s show and website mirror this dedication to the everyday far more
than Faulkner’s novels. However, this might also be a point where Winfrey and Faulkner meet.
91 Brooks’s comments on Sartre’s essay in fact come closer to Heidegger’s theory than Sartre’s
own use of Heidegger.

82

own stories, is crucial not only for man, but especially for literature. 92

As we will see later in this chapter, Walter Benjamin argues that

ambiguity and amplitude of meanings in a story also entails a form of freedom:

the openness that is needed to find with each reading a different truth. Although
Benjamin observes a lack of such freedom in novels, I venture to say that fiction

is necessarily preoccupied with such an openness and the awareness of changing
meanings in time, since fiction always includes various modes of time at once. To
mention a few senses of time that merge in literature: the narrator’s presence in
a particular period of time, the narrator’s perspective on a certain time, the

story’s temporality, the reader’s presence in (historical) time that is passing

while reading. In short, literature cannot be reduced to Oprah’s presentism. On

the contrary, it is necessarily preoccupied with the past, as each story, even those

taking part in the future, is told as if the events, at least partly, already have taken
place; how would the narrator otherwise be able to recount anything in depth?
Yet, Sartre is concerned about the lack of future in Faulkner’s work. He

writes that while Faulkner’s characters have no sense of future at all, “the nature
of consciousness implies, on the contrary, that it projects itself in the future”

(271). Heidegger argues similarly that such projection in the future is a basic

constitution of Dasein, as Dasein is always “ahead-of-itself” (1962: 279). Sartre

concludes his essay with the statement that Faulkner is wrong when he portrays
his characters as being obsessed with the past, since, as Heidegger makes clear,
even hopelessness is a way of relating to the possibilities that come from the

future. However, instead of underpinning Sartre’s point, his use of Heidegger

makes clear that even those who seem completely desperate still relate to the
future: their turning away from the future is still a mode of “being towards”
future potentiality, though it does not include a better future. 93

To be sure, the complete lack of hope and belief in change stands in stark

contrast to Winfrey’s decrees. Their different perspectives on life can be

The connection between the absence of a future and the absence of freedom, the experience of
feeling free to choose, seems appropriate considering Sartre, as his work time and again concerns
a quest for the possibility of freedom within the human condition.
93 Sartre ends his essay with the following quotation from Heidegger: “Even when [Dasein] still
exists but has nothing more ‘before it’ and has ‘settled [abgeschlossen] its account,’ its Being is
still determined by the ‘ahead-of-itself.’ Hopelessness, for instance, does not tear Dasein away
from its possibilities, but is only one of its own modes of Being towards these possibilities” (1960:
279).
92
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connected to the history of the United States and the division between the North
and the South. While Winfrey’s show represents the modern, developed country
of the United States, Faulkner’s characters are entrapped in the frustrations of

the South, where there is not much hope. In “The Irony of the Southern History”
(1994), C. Vann Woodward writes that as “a standpoint from which to write
American history” the South is regarded as “something of a handicap to be

overcome” (241). Vann Woodward explains that the South does not really take

part in the American legend of success and victory – strengthened by abundant
resources, technological developments, and force of arms – as it is the region

where most people met frustrations and failures that are unknown to the rest of
the country.

With her selection of Faulkner’s books Winfrey foregrounds this painful

history. Thus, while she repeatedly emphasizes the importance of living in the

present, her interest in literature betrays her own preoccupation with the past.

Perhaps this seems an incongruity and perhaps an inappropriate motive to select
Faulkner’s novels for her book club reading; on the other hand, however, it saved
her book club. Although she propagates the belief that presentism will enhance

one’s life, her choice for Faulkner’s, as well as Morrison’s novels, proves that she
is able to merge her wish to enjoy the present with a genuine interest in history

and literature; literature which is directed to a painful past, without offering any
hope for a better future.
Exposure
The obsession with the past is not the only characteristic of Faulkner’s work that
contradicts Winfrey’s principles. Also, Faulkner’s ideas about press and publicity
stand in contrast to her show and her approach of literature. In his essay “On

Privacy” (2004 [1955]), Faulkner argues that the exposure of one’s personal life
deprives one of one’s identity. Faulkner is clear about what he thinks of articles
that describe authors’ lives: they help reducing the author to “one more

identityless integer in that identityless anonymous unprivacied mass which

seems to be our goal” (71). Faulkner connects the tendency to write about the

private life of authors with a failure of the American Dream, which according to
him stands for the condition that “every individual man – not the mass of men
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but individual men – has inalienable right to individual dignity and freedom”
(62). 94

Winfrey shows a different interpretation of the American Dream. Jaap

Kooijman argues that Winfrey’s show presents America as the Beacon of

Freedom and Opportunity, emphasizing “the values of meritocracy such as

individual agency and self-reliance” (2008: 52). For Faulkner individual freedom

includes a reciprocal respect for each other’s choices and privacy. For Winfrey,
however, individual freedom is mainly connected to the possibility of personal
success and the opportunity of climbing the social ladder. When success is

achieved, it becomes public property, just like her own life story has become a
public example of the American Dream, being a “formerly overweight African
American woman who became one of the most powerful individuals in the
American media industry,” as Kooijman writes (48).

The process through which the private becomes public and the highly

personal becomes impersonal is closely connected to her perspective on

temporality. Winfrey’s message that one should live in the moment and be

present with oneself appears to affirm individuality. However, precisely this
cherishing of the present moment and the forgetting of one’s troubled past

makes the present into a general moment. Whereas Winfrey argues that one
should learn from one’s past experiences, this learning includes a sense of

overcoming and “letting go.” She repeatedly emphasizes that the past has no
power over the present moment. 95

Her advice to let go of the past that controls your life assumes that one

can decide oneself what one remembers and what not, as if one’s memory can be

organized the way one chooses, while one is often haunted by memories that one

94 The subtitle of the essay, printed in between brackets, is: “(The American Dream: What
Happened to It?).” The essay opens as follows: “This was the American Dream: a sanctuary on the
earth for individual man: a condition in which he could be free not only of the old established
closed-corporation hierarchies of arbitrary power which had oppressed him as a mass, but free of
that mass into which the hierarchies of church and state had compressed and held him
individually thrilled and individually impotent” (62).
95 In her comments on her book club selection of Eckhart Tolle’s A New Earth (2008), she says:
“The only thing that matters is the present moment. The past is just a thought in your head. It has
no power over what is happening right now. Loose the thought; you loose this power that
controls your life from the past. The past has no power over the present moment. The only thing
that matters is what happens right now.” See:
http://www.oprah.com/package/oprahsbookclub/anewearth/pkganewearthwebcast/2008013
0_obc_webcast_anewearth
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would prefer to forget. The emphasis on the “unique subjectivity and unique

existence in the present,” using Jameson’s words, creates the impression that the
realization of one’s uniqueness is naturally connected to the “now” (2003: 709).
Yet, it is not the present that makes one unique, on the contrary, it is one’s past.

The “now” is the only moment that one can directly share; as such it is the most
communal moment, if one can speak in such terms.

One could say that the emphasis on the “now” ignores one’s privacy, in the

sense of having a personal past, and stresses the moment in which everyone “is.”

If one was able to isolate the now from the past, the now would be the tiniest and
most general moment, which would only consist of sharing that precise moment
with everyone who lives at that same instant. In short, the way in which the

private becomes public is mirrored by the emphasis on the uniqueness of the
present moment that becomes part of a shared uniqueness that ends up
neutralizing itself. 96

Winfrey has often been blamed for integrating the books of her book club

into the rhetoric of the rest of her show to too great an extent, effectively

discussing the ethical and psychological issues of the fictional characters rather
than the literary qualities of the books. Although the period in which Winfrey
turned to the Classics was initially seen as an exception to her approach of
literature that had a self-help therapeutic message to it, the motives and

problems of the fictional protagonists are still analyzed as if they were guests on

her show. This approach to literature can be seen as part of a larger change in the
literary landscape. In reaction to Theodor W. Adorno’s analysis of modernism,
Peter Bürger argues:

96 Winfrey’s belief that everyone is unique is a message that she also emphatically brings across
via her “Mission Calendar Inspiration” mailing list. On June 4th 2008, for example, I received such
an e-mail containing the following quote by Lee Damsky: “My beauty comes from having my own
style, living my own way and knowing my own mind.” The quote apparently promotes
individuality; yet, the receiver who should be inspired by this quote shares his/her source of
inspiration with millions of people who read the same quote on the same day. Again, it reaffirms
how Winfrey propagates that uniqueness is desirable, yet, preferably under the reassuring guise
of shared thoughts. As I mentioned in the introduction, Oprah.com tries to seduce readers by
comparing Faulkner’s novels with general known phenomena, such as suspense stories or jury
trials. By linking the particular with the general, the particular appears to be less odd and less
difficult. This strategy makes some critics fear that literature will be framed as massentertainment.
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Among younger persons today one can often notice a way of dealing with
literary works that can only be characterized as low-brow from Adorno’s
standpoint. I mean the widespread renunciation of any discussion of
aesthetic form in favor of a discussion of the norms and patterns of

behavior which are the basis of the actions of the characters portrayed.

The questions which are asked of the work then do not read: How are the
aesthetic form and content of the work communicated? but: Did this or

that character act correctly in this situation? How would I have behaved
in a comparable situation? (1992: 41).

Many critics decry Winfrey’s way of discussing literature precisely because of
what Bürger describes, she does not spend enough attention on the aesthetic
form and content and analyzes rather if and how a character acted correctly.

Following Adorno, Bürger argues that this can be judged as a cultural decline.

Yet, he continues: “one can also ask whether the reading of a realistic novel that

is interested mainly in procedures of narrative technique does not miss precisely
its specific achievement” (41). This is a relevant question that touches on the
discussion about highbrow and lowbrow literature, which accelerated when

Jonathan Franzen’s novel The Corrections was selected for Winfrey’s book club in
2001.

In the Philidelphia Inquirer, Franzen appeared concerned about the

selection of his book, saying that it is “first and foremost, ... a literary book,” with
which he “had some hope of actually reaching a male audience,” assuming that

Winfrey’s book club would mainly reach woman readers, about which Franzen
said it “is a hard book for that audience” (Rooney, 2008: 44). Furthermore, he

said that it “heightens this sense of split I feel. I feel like I’m solidly in the high-art

literary tradition, but I like to read entertaining books and this maybe helps

bridge the gap, but it also heightens these feelings of being misunderstood” (41).
Shortly after these remarks, Franzen was disinvited from the Oprah Winfrey
Show.

In his remarks, Franzen confirms the cliché image of lowbrow culture. In

After the Great Divide (1986), the German literary scholar Andreas Huyssen

argues that as early as in the 19th century mass culture is associated with women,
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“while real, authentic culture remains the prerogative of men” (47). With regard
to modernity, Huyssen describes Flaubert’s character Emma Bovary as the

stereotype of how people thought of the female reader: a reader of inferior

literature, naïve, emotional, driven by irrational desires, believing in the kitsch of
cheap novels. Franzen’s distinction between on the one hand a woman audience
and entertainment, and on the other hand the literary high art tradition, raises

the impression that there has not changed much regarding the connotations of
high and lowbrow readerships.

Franzen clearly did not want to be associated with Winfrey’s therapeutic

approach of literature. His objections relate to the distinction that Bürger makes:
Franzen prefers a discussion about aesthetic narrative techniques instead of

psychological discussions of the right or wrong of the actions of his protagonists.
Yet, The Corrections is a realistic family story, to which many people can relate

and in which many will recognize their own dilemmas. Moreover, Rooney argues
with regard to an article Franzen wrote for the New Yorker about his experience
with Oprah that

Television, [Franzen] suggests – and rightly so – is frequently sappy,

sentimental and emotionally false. Nonetheless, he still seems willing to
disclose a lot more, specifically a lot more emotionally intimate

information and almost human interesty detail to the audience of the New
Yorker than he was to that of the Oprah Winfrey Show (64).

In short, not the information itself, but the context determines if a certain piece
of information is sentimental or not. The context of the New Yorker allows
Franzen to disclose private information without appearing sappy and

sentimental. Still, disclosure of intimate information is all too easily associated

with lowbrow media. Rooney argues against such “book snobbery,” and writes

that “more than any other cultural authority, Winfrey promoted the bridging of
the high-low chasm that cleaves the American literary landscape” (14). 97
97

For an analysis of the way in which the audience feels intimate with Oprah in spite of “the distance
created by television as a mass medium,” see Laurie L. Haag’s “Oprah Winfrey: The Construction of
Intimacy in the Talk Show Setting” (1993: 115).
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Faulkner does not distinguish between different forms of publicity,

perhaps due to the fact that there were not as many different media in his days.
More important are his principled objections to the disappearing border
between public and private life. Different from Franzen, Faulkner is not

concerned with the type of publicity, but with the topic that receives attention.

He writes that every author “must accept whatever the public wished to say or

do about them from praise to burning” (66). Whether books are praised for the

wrong reasons, as they are, always, burnt for the wrong reasons, does not seem
of any concern to Faulkner. Exposure is simply part of the choice to publish.

However, the author does not choose to make his private life public and this
should in turn also be respected, Faulkner argues.

Faulkner does not judge the journalists who wrote about his life, but he

interprets their articles as a sign that the dream that once formed the foundation
of the United States has failed. Faulkner argues that the American Dream was
born from the wish to have the opportunity to lead one’s life as an individual

without having to be part of a certain mass, a nation or religion. By writing about
private lives, the basis of this dream is being destroyed; individuals become part
of an unprivacied mass, whether they like it or not (2004: 62).

On the one hand, the emphasis on Faulkner’s life and background on

Oprah.com seems to confirm Winfrey’s incapability to escape from lowbrow
culture; regardless whether she discusses Faulkner or a self-help book, her

attention will first go out to the lessons for life. Yet, on the other hand, Winfrey’s
choice for Faulkner and the texts on her website also show the narrow-

mindedness of the dichotomy of high and low culture. In general, the fading
distinction between private and public is probably most visible on Internet,

including a fading distinction between high and low culture. Perhaps this does

result in an “identityless anonymous unprivacied mass,” as Faulkner predicted.

However, it also shows the complexity of the cultural web through which we all
travel daily.

With regard to the topic of time, certain forms of culture demand time,

concentration and study, while pop culture in general focuses not only on the

now, but also can be consumed more easily; in a fleeting moment, after which it
disappears as fast as it appeared. However, simultaneously, cultural products
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become part of one another: modernist works are no longer only represented in

university courses, but also in tourist guides, museums and commercials, literary

magazines and on Oprah. In the Faulkner-archive on Oprah.com one can also find
links to university websites or literary magazines. Of course there exist

undeniable differences in talent, refinement, cleverness, intricacy, erudition,

style and taste, but the act of dividing all these differences in two poles denies

the complexity of the interconnected web of divergent cultural manifestations. In
the next section, I analyze a webpage of Oprah.com, on which various aspects of
culture and literature merge and collide, all concerning different approaches of
literature and time.

Tap into Your Stream of Consciousness
Although Faulkner’s stories reside in a traditional world and his characters

largely dwell in the past, Faulkner’s style of writing is directed to an unknown

future. In contrast to the characters in his novels his style of writing is groundbreaking, as it embodies a “new” perspective on literature. His use of multiple
streams of consciousness, from the viewpoint of varous narrators, sometimes
with overlapping focalizations, is still today viewed as highly innovative. 98
To give the reader a greater understanding of Faulkner’s literary

technique, and specifically the stream of consciousness, Oprah.com offers a page
titled “Tap Into Your Stream of Consciousness.” The page opens with the
following definition:

Stream of Consciousness: 1. A literary technique that presents the

thoughts and feelings of a character as they occur. 2. Psychology The

conscious experience of an individual regarded as a continuous, flowing
98 In “Modernity versus Postmodernity” (1981), Jürgen Habermas summarizes the connection
between the preoccupation with time and the striving to create something new as follows:
“Aesthetic modernity is characterized by attitudes, which find a common focus in a changed
consciousness of time. This time consciousness expresses itself through metaphors of the
vanguard and the avant-garde. The avant-garde understands itself as invading unknown
territory, exposing itself to dangers of sudden, shocking encounters, conquering an as yet
unoccupied future” (4). The rebelling and exploring character is neither something that ended
with modernity; in fact it is regarded to be an important trait of modern art in general. From
Habermas’s text one can also conclude that precisely the antimodernist tendencies of “young
conservatives,” “old conservatives” or “neoconservatives,” as Habermas defines them, prove that
cultural modernity has not at all ended but in fact still forms the framework for cultural disputes.
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series of images and ideas running through the mind. —The American

Heritage® Dictionary of the English Language, Fourth Edition. Copyright
© 2000 by Houghton Mifflin Company.

Juxtaposing the literary technique and the psychological definition one risks

mistaking the narrator for the author. At first sight, there does not seem to be a
great difference between the literary technique and the psychological term in

this definition. The psychological stream of consciousness, which concerns an

experience of an individual, implying a spontaneous stream, seems to equate the
“thoughts and feelings of a character as they occur.” Yet, an important difference
is that while the thoughts of a character might seem arbitrary or unsystematic,

this does not mean that the author’s writing has been unsystematic, jotting down
whatever came to his/her mind. While I not always agree with Georg Lukács’s

analysis of modernist literature, in this respect he rightly observes: “The stream
of association is only apparently free. The monologue is composed with the
utmost artistic rigor” (1964: 18).

However, it is not surprising that the psychological and the literary

definition are easily confused. Anne Fernihough argues that May Sinclair, who

was the first writer who used the phrase “stream of consciousness,” is “generally
thought to have taken the phrase from James” (2007: 68). William James was a

distinguished American psychologist, who in his Principles of Psychology (1890)
also used the phrase “mind wandering” to describe a “mental state in which we

open ourselves up to the swarm of sense data bombarding our consciousness at
any given moment,” Fernihough writes (66). The French philosopher Henri
Bergson was an admirer of James. In the preface that he wrote for James’s
Pragmatism (1907), he observes overlapping developments in the field of
psychology, literature and philosophy (2002: 268).
work:

The definition on the website is followed by an example from Faulkner’s

Faulkner uses a literary technique called “stream of consciousness” to

explore and expose the unspoken thoughts of his characters. For example,
Darl Bundren in As I Lay Dying thinks: "I am I and you are you and I know
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it and you dont know it and you could do so much for me if you just would
and if you just would then I could tell you and then nobody would have to
know it except you and me and Darl" (p. 51). … 99
The fragment stems indeed from a chapter that is narrated by Darl. However,

precisely in this part Darl imagines what his sister Dewey Dell might think. This
is also the reason for the last words “me and Darl,” as well as the reason for the

use of italics. One could say that it is a stream of consciousness within a stream of
consciousness, or that this part of the stream of consciousness is focalized by
Dewey Dell, though narrated by Darl. 100

Apart from this explanation, the webpage also provides an exercise that

starts with the announcement:

We think you can write just like Faulkner! Follow this step-by-step

exercise and see where your stream of consciousness takes you! 101

It is almost preposterous to claim that anyone – you! – can write just like

Faulkner, denying the particularity of his work. The announcement also confirms
Jameson’s opinion that the end of the modernist category of the individual

solitary monad implies the end of style: “in the sense of the unique and personal,

the end of the distinctive individual brushstroke (as symbolized by the emergent
primacy of the mechanical reproduction)” (2004: 200). Likewise, Adorno and
Bourdieu, each in different ways, repeatedly stress the tendency of people to
conform, causing the individual to disappear in its impersonal surroundings.

Indeed, the “you” in this sentence is as anonymous as the virtual “we.” “We” in

“we think you can write just like Faulkner!” indicates a group of people, at least

two, who are associated with Oprah Winfrey. Who they precisely are will remain
unknown to the “you” that reads the statement; similarly the “you” can be

anybody for the “we” who wrote the sentence. In short, this “we” does not really
http://www.oprah.com/oprahsbookclub/Faulkner-101-Stream-of-Consciousness-Journal
For clarification about the distinction between the narration and focalization see Mieke Bal’s
Narratology (1994). Bal argues that the narrator can inhabit perspectives of various characters;
hence the narrator cannot be identified with one voice. The terms focalization and narration
allows one to distinguish between visions of various characters narrated by one voice (142-60).
101 http://www.oprah.com/oprahsbookclub/Faulkner-101-Stream-of-Consciousness-Journal
99

100
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think anything specific about the “you,” who will always be unknown, yet it

asserts a general positive belief in the capacity of the visitors of Oprah.com.
The use of these personal pronouns strikes me as so general and

overarching because of its extreme contrast with the short Faulkner quotation. In
those few sentences of Darl’s and/or Dewey Dell’s interior monologue the “you”
is directed to the father. Darl imagines how his sister Dewey Dell speaks

inwardly to her father, who does not notice the intimate and essential meaning of
their presence in the room of her deceased mother. Darl thinks that Dewey Dell

thinks that their father is not really aware of the situation: “I am I and you are you
and I know it and you dont know it and you could do so much for me if you just

would and if you just would.” Whereas the website mentions an impersonal “we,”

Dewey Dell wishes that her father would see her as she is present at that very

moment. Thus, Darl makes the “I” and the “you” extremely personal, especially
because Dewey Dell, at least according to Darl, wishes that her father became
part of her secret (her pregnancy), if he just would see her.

In short, while Darl appropriates the “I” of Dewey Dell, his use of the

personal pronouns concern two concrete persons, whereas the “you” on

Oprah.com is an impersonal you, directed to an unknown public. Nevertheless,
perhaps the possibility exists that a yet unknown you can write like Faulkner.

Still, if this person exists, it remains questionable if s/he would benefit from this
exercise. Yet, I wish to take the exercise seriously and not, as easily done, read it

as a frivolous, but meaningless part of Winfrey’s website. The exercise is offered

as study material to learn to understand Faulkner’s work and I attempt to read it
as such:

What You'll Need:
20 minutes without interruptions

A timer—avoid using a clock since this can be a distraction.

Set your timer for 10 minutes and clear your head. Take a short walk,
contemplate the view outside your window, or browse our Breathing
Space Gallery.

When your time is up, find a peaceful place to log in to the Oprah.com
online journal (or if you feel more comfortable, use a pen and paper.)
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Relax, close your eyes and take a few deep breaths. Reflect on what you
saw during your walk or in the Breathing Space Gallery, but don't plan
what you're going to write!

Once you feel ready, set your timer for 10 minutes again. Begin writing as

soon as you start your timer, and write continuously until your time is up.
Don't worry about writing in complete sentences. Don't worry about

spelling, grammar or even making sense. Jot down any and all words,
images and ideas that come to mind.

Once your time is up, take a moment to review your writing. If your

thoughts seem to flow together in random ways, congratulations—you've

found your stream! Circle the words or phrases that stand out as the most
interesting and engaging. You may be surprised by what you find! 102
The first elements the exercise mentions is “twenty minutes” and a “timer;”

which both imply measurable time. The stream of consciousness as a literary

technique is usually interpreted as an expression of the subjective experience of
time that cannot be measured by the time of the clock, in correspondence with
Henry Bergson’s theory of time. According to Bergson, the time of the clock

presents a materialist approach of time, as if time were something tangible, a

substance that can be controlled and divided in similar intervals, which has little
in common with the way people experience time. The famous fragment in The
Sound and the Fury that describes Quentin’s act of destroying his watch,

attempting to arrest time, in which he does not succeed – the watch continues
ticking without its hands – can be read as a foreshadowing of his act of
committing suicide as well as an affirmation of Bergson’s view. 103

Whereas the exercise uses the word “time,” also as part of “timer,” no

fewer than eight times, it also stresses that one should not use a “clock,” since a

clock “can be a distraction.” Thus, one has to measure time without noticing what
http://www.oprah.com/oprahsbookclub/Faulkner-101-Stream-of-Consciousness-Journal
In an interview Faulkner says: “I agree pretty much with Bergson’s theory of the fluidity of
time” (1968: 70). Yet, this does not seem convincing to all scholars. In William Faulkner: Toward
Yoknapatawpha and Beyond (1978) Cleanth Brooks, for instance, comments: “I doubt that
Faulkner read Bergson very deeply or thoroughly. I believe that the influence of Bergson on
Faulkner has been generally overestimated and that its importance has been occasionally pushed
to absurd lengths” (255).

102
103
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time it is. That could interfere with one’s concentration on what one saw during
one’s walk or while browsing Oprah’s “Breathing Space Gallery,” in which one

can admire idyllic pictures of sun sets, landscapes, flowers and butterflies. The
exercise apparently seeks to stimulate a pleasant stream of thoughts; not

thoughts that concern work pressure, dinnertime or other moments in the

planning of a day that could be brought to mind by observing the clock. One

needs measurable time to control the exercise and, perhaps, not to loose too
much time on it. In other words, the twenty minutes on the timer concern a

measurable type of time that stands outside of the time of the clock that presents
the hour of the day and is connected to the week and month one is living in. Even
if the exercise stimulates one to free oneself for a moment from the ongoing time
of the clock by concentrating on time as an interval, following Bergson’s analysis
of time, one has to conclude that the website presents what he would call a
“materialist” perspective.

After having prepared for the exercise, one should “write continuously,”

without worrying about “spelling, grammar or even making sense,” just “jot
down any and all words.” Like the definition, this description leaves the

impression that the practice of writing a stream of consciousness is a highly

random and unstructured process, which most likely is unfair to Faulkner’s way
of writing. In addition, while the stream of consciousness describes inner life,
Faulkner’s narrators alternate and sometimes create more of a cacophony of
voices than a clear picture of one individual mind, as the exercise seems to

suggest. Darl imagines what Dewey Dell might think, but also what Jewel or their

father might think. Consequently the subjective perspective extends to a complex
jumble of impressions and focalizations. Moreover, in these multi-voiced streams
of consciousness temporalities also mix. Memories influence and merge with
perceptions that take place in the moment of thinking.

Concurring with Bergson’s analysis of time, Faulkner’s work shows how

different modes of thought mingle in our perception of the present moment.

While past and present, interiority and exteriority, memory and perception, are
often approached as oppositional pairs, Bergson discusses the crisscrossing

relation between those apparent oppositions. One could read his book Matter

and Memory (2004 [1896]) as an early attempt at deconstruction. By turning and
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twisting around the binary pairs, Bergson divests them of their fixed positions

and argues that our consciousness includes those apparent oppositions that are

as related as freedom and necessity, objectivity and subjectivity. Different modes
of thought, sensation and perception continuously mix, fight, influence, change
and contaminate one another. Bergson argues that from his insight in the

combined processes of memory and perception follows that soul and body, mind
and matter, or subjectivity and objectivity cannot be understood separately: the

one is always part of the other and always in the process of influencing, intruding
and transforming the other.

Taking into consideration Bergson’s perspective on the inner experience

of time, one can ask oneself whether it is even possible to “clear your head” for
ten minutes, as the exercise prescribes, after which one writes for another ten

minutes. Between these two sets of ten minutes, you can “reflects on what you
saw during your walk or in the Breathing Space Gallery,” but you are not

supposed to “plan” what you will write (“don’t plan what you’re going to write!”).
The remark indicates that the writing takes place in the “now,” as a direct

blueprint of one’s thoughts at that moment, in line with Winfrey’s presentism.

Furthermore, it suggests that a stream of consciousness is not concerned with
wishes or expectations, especially not of the text itself. To not allow oneself to

plan what one will write almost forces one to dwell on the past. However, when
thinking about the past and remembering a particular moment, the thought

might sneak in that one could perhaps write about that particular memory; thus
one starts planning. Whereas thoughts often come up by themselves while

writing, it is still impossible to completely block out the thought of what one will
write. As Bergson argues, our sense of time does not allow us to purely focus on
the present.

The present always “has one foot in [the] past and another in [the]

future,” he writes (2004: 177). More precisely, the moment of which the

“present” consists always already is gone the moment that one thinks of it – “the
moment in which I am speaking is already far from me” – and thus, while

disappearing in the past, it is always directed to the future (177). Following

Bergson, to ask someone to write during ten minutes, one cannot simultaneously
ask her or him to completely refrain from planning what to write about. That
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would be the same as not allowing one to think about what one writes while
writing.

Moreover, Winfrey’s website is otherwise filled with advice of how to

organize and plan one’s life better, concerning diet, stress, work and leisure time.
Besides, one could argue that the use of a timer does include planning, even if it
does not concern the content of writing. Of course it is only a small, perhaps
unimportant part of the exercise; yet, it again makes clear that it implies a

perspective on stream of consciousness that at first sight seems to focus on

literary writing, whereas it in fact mainly becomes a psychological exercise. In

order to shift the focus from the reader’s psychology to Faulkner’s work, I take a
look at a stream of consciousness fragment from As I Lay Dying. I continue to

focus on the reflection and presentation of time, which allows me to eventually
return to Oprah.com.

Wishing to Forget
In the fragment below one follows Darl’s thoughts in As I Lay Dying. Darl is one of
the Bundren children whose mother, Addie Bundren, has just passed away. To

briefly sketch the circumstances, I mention that Cash, the eldest of the Bundren

children, was already making the coffin while his mother was laying in her bed in
the process of dying. Cash finished the coffin shortly before Darl’s following

interior monologue. The next day the father and the children will take the coffin
on the wagon and bring the body of the deceased mother to Jefferson to be

buried. Jewel is a half brother, born from Addie’s extramarital relation with the
local priest.

In a strange room you must empty yourself for sleep. And before you are

emptied for sleep, what are you. And when you are emptied for sleep, you
are not. And when you are filled with sleep, you never were. I dont know
what I am. I dont know if I am or not. Jewel knows he is, because he does
not know that he does not know whether he is or not. He cannot empty
himself for sleep because he is not what he is and he is what he is not.

Beyond the unlamped wall I can hear the rain shaping the wagon that is
ours, the load that is not longer theirs that felled and sawed it not yet

theirs that bought it and which is not ours either, lie on our wagon though
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it does, since only the wind and the rain shape it only to Jewel and me,

that are not asleep. And since sleep is is-not and rain and wind are was, it
is not. Yet, the wagon is, because when the wagon is was, Addie Bundren

will not be. And Jewel is, so Addie Bundren must be. And then I must be, or
I could not empty myself for sleep in a strange room. And so if I am not
emptied yet, I am is.

How often have I lain beneath rain on a strange roof, thinking of

home (80-81).

The “strange room” Darl mentions at the beginning of this passage could be a
reference to the coffin that was just brought into the house and in which his

mother has to “empty [herself] for sleep.” Thus, sleep would be death, as sleep is

when “you are not.” However, sleep can also be Darl’s own night’s rest, just as the
room can be the room in which he himself is laying, although he is not in a

strange room in the sense of an unknown room. Perhaps he easily feels alienated
and even in a familiar room longs for home, which could be a sense of home that
he does not even find at home, as the last sentence of the fragment suggests.

Precisely because the words are linked up the way they are, they easily

signify different levels of thought, so that one does not have to choose between

one meaning and the other. Whether Darl thinks of death when mentioning sleep
or of sleep as a moment of rest, for Darl sleep is a condition in which one is

empty and in which one “is not.” In the first chapter I argued that the state of

falling asleep, waking up and lying half asleep, may be read as a metaphor for the
originating moment of writing. In this context, however, it can be recognized as a
moment that is perhaps the most natural condition for the stream of

consciousness. Emptying oneself can also be a form of letting go of rational

control. If one reads it thus, this passage is not only an example of a literary
stream of consciousness, but on a meta-level also has as its topic the

relinquishing of a controlling mind; hence describing a stream of consciousness
that within the fictional framework would comply with the psychological
definition.

Darl thinks not only about sleep, but also about being, when one is and

when one “is not.” The ultimate abandonment of thought is when one “is not,”
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when one sleeps or dies. In Being and Time (1962 [1926]), Martin Heidegger

famously argues that the human way of being – Dasein – distinguishes itself from
other beings because man not only “is,” he also observes that he is and questions
his own “being” (26-27). According to Heidegger the possibility of that

questioning is essential to Dasein and simultaneously forms the topic of the

questioning itself. The questioning of one’s own being includes a deep sense of

doubt, as is expressed by Darl, who is not only unsure about “what” he is, but also
whether he “is” at all or not: “I dont know what I am. I dont know if I am or not.”
In Darl’s point of view Jewel, however, knows that he “is” precisely because he

does not question his own being and does not reflect on his own mortality: “Jewel
knows he is, because he does not know that he does not know whether he is or

not.” According to Darl, Jewel lacks the awareness and reflection that forms the
essence of human being, as Heidegger describes it. If one applied Heidegger’s

definition of Dasein to Darl’s account of Jewel, his manner of “being” would come
closer to animal kind than mankind.

One must not forget that Darl’s opinion of Jewel is quite harsh and

influenced by feelings of distrust and envy, and probably tells us more about Darl
himself than about Jewel. For instance, in the thoughts that Darl attributes to
Dewey Dell in the fragment that serves as an example of a stream of

consciousness on Oprah.com, Dewey Dell thinks about their father in the same

terms as Darl thinks of Jewel. Dewey Dell’s thoughts, according to Darl, include:
"I am I and you are you and I know it and you dont know it...” The lack of

awareness and self-reflection that Darl attributes to their father and Jewel is a

characteristic that can be found in protagonists of other Faulkner novels as well,
for example the unscrupulous older brother Jason in The Sound and the Fury, or
the cold and ruthless Popeye in Sanctuary (1993 [1931]). 104

Jewel, however, is not necessarily a cold or ruthless character; he is rather

pragmatic and lives more in the present compared to Darl, who continuously

reflects on what has happened, is happening and likely to happen. Darl tortures
himself with his self-awareness and endless doubts and feelings of shame, guilt
and incapability; whereas Jewel appears to be a more clear-headed and free
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The villain’s name “Popeye” in Sanctuary is one of Faulkner’s references to comic-strips. For other
popular culture references in Faulkner’s work see M. Thomas Inge’s article “Popular-Culture
Criticism” (1984).
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character, less haunted by his past. If we relate As I Lay Dying to the context of

Oprah.com, we could say that Jewel is much more capable of “being present with
himself” and living in the moment than Darl is. The expression “being present
with oneself” puts the emphasis on one’s presence; however, in order to be

present with oneself, one also needs to “let go,” one needs to let go of worries

concerning the past and the future, worries with which Darl torments himself. In
short, being present with oneself demands a considerable talent for forgetting.
I already mentioned that the wish to forget and live in the now, an

attitude to life that Winfrey defends, is often distinguished as a trait of popular

culture. 105 The preoccupation with popular, mass and commercial culture within
highbrow literature in turn often has been called postmodernist. In “Literary

History and Literary Modernity” (1983), Paul de Man, however, discusses the

ability to forget and focus on the now as a symptom of modernity. In the article,
de Man discusses Nietzsche’s writings on history. He quotes Nietzsche’s
statement:

Man says “I remember,” and envies the animal that forgets at once, and
watches each moment die, disappear in night and mist, and disappear
forever. Thus, the animal lives unhistorically: It hides nothing and

coincides at all moments exactly with that which it is; it is bound to be
truthful at all times, unable to be anything else (146).

Like Heidegger, Nietzsche also associates a lack of awareness of time with

animality. Benjy’s way of perceiving the world in The Sound and the Fury is also
compared to that of an animal, as I mentioned above. De Man, however, argues
that

[t]his ability to forget and to live without historical awareness exists not

only on an animal level. Since “life” has an ontological as well as biological
In Jameson’s view the concentration on the present, which involves a “sense of unique
subjectivity and unique existence in the present,” is a form of reduction, as the present moment
seems to shrink, excluding as much as possible one’s awareness of the past and the future.
Jameson also connects the shift from destiny to the insistence on the present to the “modern
American concealment and sanitization of death” (2003: 709).
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meaning, the condition of animality persists as a constitutive part of man.
Not only are there moments when it governs his actions, but these are

also the moments when he reestablishes contact with his spontaneity and
allows his truly human nature to assert itself (146).

De Man connects this spontaneity with the spirit of modernity. For him the wish
to live in the present and forget the past is not typically postmodernist, as

Jameson has it, but rather belongs to modernism, since “modernity exists in the
form of a desire to wipe out whatever came earlier” (148).

Thus, De Man associates the wish to be original and mark a new departure

with the “hope of reaching at last a point that could be called a true present”
(148). However, he also argues that the desire to be absolutely modern,

absolutely original, is always caught in a paradox, because of its implied

historical awareness. With respect to Nietzsche, De Man makes clear that

“modernity and history seem condemned to being linked together in a self-

destroying union that threatens the survival of both” (151). Thus, the modernist
wish to forget is still different from the radical loss of historical awareness that
Jameson distinguishes as a postmodern trait. 106 Following Nietzsche, the

modernist forgetting is rather a conscious denial, a combination of a condemning
and destroying the past. As De Man writes, “The more radical the rejection of
anything that came before, the greater the dependence on the past” (161).

While Darl and Jewel both are modernist characters, Jewel could be seen

as a character that responds to the contemporary idea of living in the now and

leaving behind what can be left behind. Jewel would do well in Winfrey’s show,
while Darl would not fit at all. Darl is trapped in the vertiginous back and forth
movement of wishing to leave behind the past as well as the present, but time
and again finding oneself in it, simultaneously fearing and longing for a fresh

While Jameson defines the focus on the present as a crucial characteristic of postmodern
experience, he also defines a continuum between modernism and postmodernism: that of
capitalism. This might also explain why Georg Simmel’s observations of capitalist society
sometimes approach Jameson’s observations of postmodernist society. Already in 1900, Simmel
for instance writes: “We are supposed to treat life as if each of its moments were a final purpose;
every moment is supposed to be taken to be so important as if life existed for its sake. At the
same time, we are supposed to live as if none of its moments are final, as if our sense of value did
not stop with any moment and each should be a transitional point and a means to higher and
higher stages” (2003: 232).
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future. Darl’s thoughts of his mortality and the passing of time, his radical

questioning of being, whether he is or he is not, make the present into such a

compound experience that it hardly can be called an instant. For Heidegger the

possibility of reflection on one’s own mortality is central to one’s experience of
time. This is something that Darl thinks about as well. However, as we will see
below, such thoughts are often seen as a sign of insecurity; of cowardly fear.
Sanitization of Death
Walter Benjamin connects the decline of the presence of death in our lives with

the decline of storytelling. In his essay “The Storyteller” (1985), Benjamin writes
about the loss of experience in modernity, in relation to the shift from

storytelling to novel writing. He argues that we have lost “the ability to exchange
experiences” and defines the rise of the novel at the beginning of modern times

as one of the symptoms of the decline of shared experience (83). 107 He continues:

“The birthplace of the novel is the solitary individual, who is no longer able to

express himself by giving examples of his most important concerns, is himself

uncounseled and cannot counsel others” (87). I am not sure whether Faulkner’s
novels are good representatives of what Benjamin defines as novels. I tend to
think that Faulkner’s work is perhaps still part of Benjamin’s definition of

storytelling. To be sure, Faulkner’s multiple use of voices is indebted to the art of
storytelling. Davis recounts on Oprah.com:

[Faulkner] states that his writing was not coming together until he

remembered the black voices he has listened to as a youth, and with that
memory he could concentrate on writing his novel with the sounds of
those voices and stories in the background.

The plural voices in Faulkner’s work make it impossible to deduce a singular and
In Infancy and History: On the Destruction of Experience (1993), Giorgio Agamben also
describes modern time as being deprived of experience. For him “experience” signifies a certain
kind of knowledge that each generation used to transmit to the next. However, according to
Agamben, such experience does not exist any longer. He writes that “modern man’s average day
contains virtually nothing that can still be translated into experience” (15). He argues that the
primary feature of modernity is manifest in this change of experience and time, of which he finds
signs in the work of Charles Baudelaire, Walter Benjamin and Martin Heidegger.
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undeniable explanation of what happens in the story. According to Benjamin
such ambiguity is an important trait of storytelling. He explains his point by
discussing Leskov’s art of storytelling:

The most extraordinary things, marvelous things, are related with the

greatest accuracy, but the psychological connection of the events is not
forced on the reader. It is left up to him to interpret things the way he
understands them, and thus the narrative achieves an amplitude that
information lacks (89).

Benjamin formulates this observation with regard to the distinction between

information in newspapers and traditional storytelling. However, the distinction
he makes regarding ambiguity and amplitude, also counts for the difference in

the sharing of stories in for instance Faulkner’s work and a format like the Oprah
Winfrey Show. While in Oprah after each discussion a reassuring conclusion is
reached, storytelling is never univocal, but open to different interpretations.

Each time the story is told anew it reveals another meaning; another lesson for
life.

According to Benjamin, people are able to share experiences and give

counsel to one another precisely because of the openness of the stories they tell

each other. When ambiguity is lost, experience turns flat and looses its power to
inspire thought. Benjamin argues that the same happens to death. We no longer
share the experience and fear of death; it has become something that is avoided

in modern times. He writes: “It turns out that this change is identical with the one
that has diminished the communicability of experience to the same extent as the
art of storytelling has declined” (93). Instead, Benjamin argues, one searches for
a portrayal of death in the anonymity of novels. “What draws the reader to the

novel,” he writes, “is the hope of warming his shivering life with a death he reads
about” (101).

Death certainly is at the centre of many of Faulkner’s books, especially As I

Lay Dying. Yet, it is not death as a remembrance, or a certainty, as Benjamin
defines death in novel writing. In As I Lay Dying, Darl is the one who most

extensively reflects on what it means to die. In his eyes Jewel does not even
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understand what death implies, since he does not contemplate the difference

between being and death. For Darl dying is connected to his own condition, his

own being, as well as to his understanding of time and appearance of things. Let
us take another look at the last part of the fragment that I quoted above, from

“Beyond the unlamped wall I can hear the rain shaping the wagon that is ours”
until “thinking of home” (80-81).

Darl’s first thoughts about the absence of being concern sleep, but it

seems that the absence of being also is connected to perception. Darl thinks that
the rain and wind shape the wagon, as one can hear the rain and wind beating
against it, only for Jewel and himself, because they are the only ones who are

awake. When they fall asleep the wagon would not “be” any longer. Yet, precisely
this prospect proves that the wagon “is.” Thus, the underlying question could be:
when one does not perceive the world does it still exist? Following Darl’s

peculiar kind of logic, the wagon only “is” in the sense that it soon “was”: “the

wagon is, because the wagon is was.” For Darl this means that his mother, Addie
Bundrun, “will not be”. What this boils down to is the following: if persons or

things do not have a new past waiting for them they “are not.” The future thus

exists insofar as it is a past to come. This does not mean that the future does not
exist. It exists in the form of a paradox: it is as long as it is not yet and

simultaneously can only be known as it has already disappeared and no longer
belongs to the future.

In Darl’s interior monologue, he thinks: “rain and wind are was.” They

“are” in the sense that they will be gone. One can interpret this as a metaphor for
the present. The present always is “was,” sliding into the past the moment that
one thinks of it as present. Bergson takes this aspect of time as one of the

principles that show that a mathematical approach of time is false. One cannot fix
a moment and therefore cannot really measure time, one can only measure “a

number of simultaneities of a certain kind” (3). According to Bergson a number

of intervals do not tell us anything since these simultaneities are empty without
the experience of a person who lives through them.

The rain and the wind Darl mentions are appropriate metaphors for time

because they “are” in the sense that they come and go at the same time. As

Heidegger describes in his lectures on Friedrich Hölderlin’s poem “Andenken,”
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the wind “is” when the wind blows; the wind blows when it goes, which means

that it is in that it goes and it goes in that it comes (1992: 48). The same could be
said about the falling of rain. However, in this coming and going of the rain and
the wind, Darl as well as most of Faulkner’s other characters are focused on its
“going.” Darl says the “rain and wind are was.” He also connects this to an

awareness of the passing of time and the realization of one’s mortality. When one
lacks this awareness, one simply “is,” like a wagon, or a dead body “is.” This
unaware kind of being, is also the way Jewel “is,” in Darl’s focalization.

One could conclude that Jewel approaches his life as something ready at

hand, as something that lacks the vulnerability of living beings, in short, as

something material. According to Heidegger this is a quite common way of

relating to one’s mortality. He writes that the everyday experience of Dasein

largely consists of a “fleeing in the face of death” (298). Only because one ignores,
at least partly, the continuous threat of a sudden death, one can have the idea

that one “controls” life. This feeling of having control, in Heidegger’s perspective,
often leads to a materialist approach of life. In other words, concentration on

tangible things distracts from the incompleteness and continuous vulnerability
of life itself and creates the illusion that one’s life is of a similar kind as the
objects with which one surrounds oneself. 108

Benjamin observes something similar in the temporal logic of historical

materialism. One could say that his analysis of the relation between modern man

and history is mirrored by Heidegger’s analysis of the individual’s perspective on
death. According to Benjamin we approach historical events as commodity

products. In historical materialism “historical events appear, indifferently, as

‘mass-produced articles,’” Peter Osborn summarizes, “each one new, yet, in terms
of the character of the time it occupies and hence its relation to the present,
‘ever-always-the-same’” (83).

Heidegger argues that human beings relate to the future as to a variety of

possibilities, among which death is one of the possibilities. Since death always is

among these possibilities, human beings find themselves in a permanent state of

In the essay “What Are Poets For?” (1971), Heidegger argues that what threatens Dasein in its
very nature is not something like the atomic bomb, but the belief of people that by
transformation, storage and channeling of objects, they can make their lives “tolerable for
everybody and happy in all respects” (116).
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insecurity (1962: 294). He argues that, in order not to let this insecurity get the
upper hand, Dasein often ignores mortality and approaches life as something

complete, a thing among other things. When being confronted with someone’s

death, as Darl and Jewel are, most people prefer to approach it as an exception.

Everyone knows that “one dies,” but Heidegger argues, this is experienced with

regard to an impersonal “one” or “they” that does not concern the self (297). He

writes, “it is already a matter of public acceptance that ‘thinking about death’ is a
cowardly fear, a sign of insecurity” (298). Following Heidegger, one could argue
that people are too anxious to allow themselves to fear death. Or, as he

formulates it: “the ‘they’ does not permit us the courage for anxiety in the face of
death” (298).

On Oprah, fear, and especially fear of death, is usually approached as

something that has to be controlled or used as a positive source, judging by

shows such as “How the Gift of Fear Can Save Your Life” (29-01-2008). Death is

treated as an exception or bad luck. In contrast to the environment of the

characters in As I Lay Dying, for whom death diffuses their experience as the

whole family travels days on end with the corps that smells and attracts flies, in
Winfrey’s environment death is highly sanitized and impersonalized. She

emphasizes that one is responsible for one’s life, in which death is not much

more than an unfortunate twist of fate: one should avoid thinking of death too
much; instead one should focus on the numerous opportunities that the

American citizen has in life. Kooijman argues that even relatives of casualties of
9/11 were treated as victims of bad luck, instead of international politics.
Moreover, their suffering was presented as being of a psychic character,

concerning the self that needed therapeutic counseling to cope with the pain that
hindered the person’s self-actualization (46-53). Reading Faulkner and

Oprah.com in the light of Heidegger’s thoughts underscores the differences

concerning death and time between Faulkner’s and Winfrey’s work, respectively

presenting death as an essential and cruel part of life or a sad but sanitized event.

Within the framework of Oprah.com, Faulkner’s work becomes a phantom

that reminds us of an old approach and meaning of death. Still, the novels do not

necessarily remind us of the terrifying presence of death: the ghostly appearance
of Faulkner’s literature in Winfrey’s framework is visible, yet invisible.
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Faulkner’s approach of time and death hides behind the recognizable design of

Winfrey’s website and the words “Summer 2005 Selection,” which can be read on
the cover of the novels, making the books recognizable as part of Winfrey’s

format. Thus, the novels become commodity products associated not only with
Faulkner’s oeuvre or modernist writing, but with everything for which Oprah

Winfrey stands. With Oprah’s sticker on the cover, the novels have become mass

products more than ever before, part and parcel of the increasing mechanization
of art products that Benjamin famously analyzes in his essay “The Work of Art in
the Age of Mechanical Reproduction” (1985).

Benjamin argues that the actual presence in time and space, and the ritual

of visiting the work of art, creates an “aura” that is lost in its reproductions. A

novel does not demand such a presence in time and space. In that sense a novel is
almost opposite to a work of art. It moves through time and space and can be
reproduced without loosing its meaning or content, as long as the words are

printed in the same order. Still, although the existence of novels is dependent on

the art of reproduction, of printing, it is almost as if Oprah’s Book Club presents a
reproduction of Faulkner’s work. By this paradoxical statement, I mean to say

that I have the impression that a specific value of Faulkner’s work is lost in the
way he is represented on Oprah.com and that this value can be compared to

Benjamin’s concept of aura: a value that concerns a particular perspective on the
passing of time and death, which can only be expressed in a specific style of
literary writing; Faulkner’s style.

With regard to Benjamin’s theory of history Rabaté argues that the

“concept of aesthetic experience … falls into the category of haunting, which is

produced less by the loss of an object than by the awareness that it was always,
in its ravishing uniqueness, destined to have been lost” (xxii). Similarly, the

presentation of Faulkner’s work on Oprah.com is haunting. Faulkner’s literary
writing is not lost; on the contrary, it reappears, but a certain aspect of its

“ravishing uniqueness” seems to evaporate. The phantom of that uniqueness
reappears and disappears behind the label “Summer 2005 Selection.” Still,

something might be gained: another unorthodox reading of Faulkner, a manner
of reading in which the historical and anecdotal character of Faulkner’s work is
underlined. While this is a perspective that literary critics and theorists easily
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decry, it is nevertheless one of the many possible ways of making sense of
Faulkner’s work.
Conclusion
Although Winfrey presents herself as a passionate reader, an important aspect of
literature seems to be overlooked in her book club, especially concerning
Faulkner. What is overlooked is perhaps precisely Faulkner’s particular

representation of time, which is so crucial to his literature and which is always
accompanied by a sense of mourning. This painful aspect of the realization of

one’s position in time, a time that passes, but of which the past also keeps pulling
the characters away from hope, is neglected in Winfrey’s presentation. Winfrey

does not omit everything that is upsetting. On the contrary, as I have shown, she
foregrounds the history of slavery and racism. Yet, by focusing on that history,
the general anguish concerning the past and the future, and the loneliness

regarding the singularity of individual perception, gets lost. This anguish and

loneliness is what is at the heart of Faulkner’s work, and I contend to say, at the

heart of all modernist literature. Whereas this aspect is lost in the presentation of
his work in the format of Oprah’s Book Club, it reappears in the form of a ghost.

The ghost of modernism that haunts the discussions about Faulkner’s fiction, and
perhaps haunts all literature discussed in her book club.

Winfrey rather foregrounds another ghost that she finds in Faulkner’s

work: the ghost of the history of the Southern States of America. It seems
paradoxical that she combines this particular interest in history with her

presentism. However, it is not as paradoxical as it may seem, since her approach
of history still concurs with her temporality that includes a large variety of

interests. While her presentism is focused on the now and the new, it has become
clear that it should be distinguished from the manner in which the modernists

wanted to embrace the present and be radically new. If the modernists related to
history through condemning it and through their wish to break with tradition,
pop culture’s presentism has no intention to force a break, nor to destroy or

radically leave behind history. On the contrary, it rather plays with history and

tradition, eclectically and ironically. Perhaps Jameson is right that history is thus
reduced to mere citation, yet, on the other hand, through Oprah’s Book Club
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Faulkner’s work reaches a new readership, instigating discussions on literature

and history and challenging clear distinctions between high, low, modernist and
popular culture.

Winfrey’s reading of Faulkner sometimes results in surprising

explanations of his work, as we have seen, for instance, with regard to stream of
consciousness. While stream of consciousness – the modernist technique par

excellence – usually is understood as a stream in which past, present and future

flow together and produce a cross-temporal narrative, on Oprah.com the stream
of consciousness is presented as a blueprint of the now, hence concurring with
her presentism. Winfrey’s focus on the present moment is tantamount to her

focus on the uniqueness of individual subjective experience. However, while she
calls attention to the uniqueness of individual experiences, she simultaneously
addresses a “you” that can include anybody. Similarly the “we” that is used on

her website simulates an intimate atmosphere of a small group of kindred spirits,
but in fact is an anonymous “we” that functions in the public sphere of the World

Wide Web. While the dualism of private/subjective and public/objective became
manifest in modernist time-thinking, in Winfrey’s shows and website this

dualism is blown up by making the private public, or the other way around, by
incorporating the public in the private.

Faulkner’s emphasis on a rigorous distinction between the author’s life

and the work is a distinction that other modernist writers, like T.S. Eliot or

Marcel Proust, also value highly and that is a key issue in the theory of the New

Critics. This distinction is challenged by postmodernist and popular culture that
combines public and private, politics and consumption in formats like Oprah’s

Book Club. In the following chapter I discuss the role of the author in modernist

and contemporary literature. Consequently, I continue exploring the dualisms of
private and public, subjective and objective that are emphasized in modernist

literature, and to which literary critics still cling today, but which appear to play

ambiguous roles in the literary milieu that has become inseparable from popular
culture.
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Chapter 3

The Author: J T Leroy’s Hoax
Modernist authors, such as Marcel Proust, William Faulkner, Gertrude

Stein and T.S. Eliot, have argued that the perceptions and experiences of
the fictional character should not be equated with the author. The

effacement of the author was taken up by the New Critics as well as

structuralist and poststructuralist philosophers. In the famous essay “The

Death of the Author” (1986 [1968]), Roland Barthes argues that modernist
writers like Stéphane Mallarmé, Paul Valery and Marcel Proust were the

first to attempt to subvert the “Author’s empire” in favor of writing (50).

These authors demonstrated that the author is not the source of the text;

the author does not come before, the text after. The author, Barthes argues,
is “born at the same time as his text” (52). 109

In this chapter, I consider the role of the author with regard to

modernist ideas concerning authors, as well as the function of the author in
the contemporary literary landscape. I do not discuss a particular

modernist author in this chapter, but rather the inheritance of a modernist

approach of literature in the figure of the autobiographical author. I look at

the way in which modernist principles, in particular the vexed status of the

author as an autobiographical figure, survive, rather in a Warburgian sense.
As Georges Didi-Huberman summarizes Aby Warburg’s term Nachleben,
Warburg’s theory “refers to the survival (the continuity or afterlife and

metamorphosis) of images and motifs – as opposed to their renascence

after extinction or, conversely, their replacement by innovations in image
and motive” (2003: 273).

I mention the concept of Nachleben because here I look at the

continuity of a particular modernist principle, that of the irrelevance of the
author in its contradiction with the keen interest in autobiography, rather

Although the idea l’art pour l’art has been credited to Théophile Gautier (1811–1872), the
modernist perspective on literature still expresses a rather new take on the relation between the
author and his or her work, which has often been contested by advocates of, for instance, social
realism.
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than reappearances of specific modernist works. I continue to argue that

modernist principles of what literature should be like are still taken to be

crucial for good literature. To analyze the continuation of modernist ideas

about the author in literary criticism as well as in contemporary literature I
look at the figure of the self-expressive author in the case of contemporary

author JT LeRoy. LeRoy is the author of the novels Sarah (2000), The Heart
is Deceitful Above All Things (2001) and Harold’s End (2004). The story

about his authorship makes him into an apt case for this chapter, since

LeRoy’s work was praised for its autonomous style and lyricism, while the
story of LeRoy’s life was also increasingly exposed. Moreover, LeRoy
appeared to be not just an author construct, as is each author, but in
addition, an entirely invented author’s life is connected to the name.

During approximately six years, the large readership of JT LeRoy

believed that he was a teenage boy, who as a child had been pimped out as

a cross-dressing prostitute by his mother. As Bruce Benderson summarizes
in Index Magazine, “He’d survived a free-wheeling teenage mother and her
abusive boyfriends, punitive fundamentalist grandparents, dangerous

truckstop adventures in the sex trade, chemical addictions, and hustling on
the street.” 110 At the age of thirteen or fourteen, LeRoy was reputedly

saved by the psychologist Dr. Terrence Owens, who asked him to write
down his stories, which resulted in intensely written books about a

disturbing childhood. However, several journalists had become suspicious
of the identity of the literary child star. The journalist Stephen Beachy

wrote an article in the magazine New York in search for the true identity of
LeRoy (October 17, 2005). Beachy speculated it was the mother of LeRoy’s
new family who actually wrote the books, and he appeared to be right. In

February 2006, the author, who was supposed to be in his early twenties at
that time, was unmasked as a forty-year-old woman, called Laura Albert.
First, LeRoy’s work became known as autobiographic and

confessional literature, yet, after the unmasking LeRoy became a perfect

example of Barthes’s claim of the death of the author. While LeRoy’s story

shows that the author’s biography today has considerable influence on the
110

http://www.indexmagazine.com/interviews/jt_leroy.shtml
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response to the work, the modernist idea of the autonomous work is

simultaneously viewed as the only possible way to value literature on its

own merits. I am interested in this apparent contradiction between critics
that follow the principles of New Criticism, formulated by William K.
Wimsatt and Monroe C. Beardsley, or Roland Barthes’s and Michel

Foucault’s related point of view, and the media that increasingly scrutinize
the lives of authors to the same extent as they scrutinize the lives of
citizens in reality soaps and talk shows. 111

The story of Leroy’s authorship not only demonstrates that the

author’s life is difficult to separate from his work. The “author” LeRoy

knowingly deploys aspects of popular culture, which helped to sell his

books and make them well-known. The account of the way in which LeRoy

started writing appeals to the idea that writing is healing, and confirms the
main principle of self-help books that propagate writing as medicine.

Another issue is LeRoy’s gender, of which he was not sure. He discussed
the topic openly in interviews on the phone, during which Albert

pretended to be LeRoy. After the unmasking of LeRoy, the gender question
becomes even more layered. Laura Albert had her reasons for

dissimulating her identity. The gender issues of the fictitious persona
LeRoy are connected to the gender issues of the commercial literary

market. In sum, the case study of LeRoy’s authorship helps to throw in
relief the role of the author in the literary landscape, revolving on the
contradiction between on the one hand the modernist criteria of the

autonomous and independent text, and the increasing exposure of the
author on the other.

Author / Authorship / Autobiography
In 1920, T.S. Eliot writes: “the poet has not a ‘personality’ to express, but a
particular medium, which is only a medium and not a personality” (1934:
56). Eliot’s perspective on literary writing is a striking example of the

In “The Intentional Fallacy” (1949), Wimsatt and Beardsley argue that only the text itself
should be studied. Not only should a critic avoid “author psychology,” in which the intentions of
the author are explained, but any influence from outside; including historical or other contextual
framing that cannot be found in the work itself.
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antisubjectivist or impersonal aesthetics, with which modernism often is
associated. Modernists distance themselves from the idea of self-

expression derived from Romanticism. 112 The modernist perspective on
the relation between author and text was elaborated by the New Critics,

who argue that a work of literature should be treated as self-contained. 113

In the article “The Intentional Fallacy” (2001 [1946]), W.K. Wimsatt

and Monroe C. Beardsley define the focus on the author’s intention as a

romantic fallacy. The authors point out the difference between “personal
and poetic studies,” arguing that research of the author’s life concerns
historical study, which should be distinguished from the study of the

literary text (2001: 1381). According to this formalist perspective, a poetic
study does not need any information that is external to the work; all

relevant information is inside the text. Later, in “The Death of the Author”
(1986), Roland Barthes also argues against intentionality. For Barthes,

however, the most important point is that an author’s intention can never
limit the ways in which a text can be read and explained. Barthes is not a

formalist. In contradiction to Wimsatt and Beardsley, he underscores the

importance of the context in which a text is placed and the perspective of

the reader that determines what a text might mean. For Barthes reading is
a productive act. In addition, Barthes emphasizes that “any text is a new

tissue of past citations,” thus undermining the idea of authorial originality
(1981: 39).

The poetics of impersonality, which started with modernist

reflections on writing, have been largely supported by critics and are
considered to be a trait of high literature. Confessional literature, in

contrast, is generally valued as lowbrow and undemanding, the opposite of
what Eliot defines as genuine literature. In the authorship of JT LeRoy, I

William Wordsworth, for instance, argues that “all good poetry is the spontaneous overflow of
powerful feelings” (2001 [1802]: 665). However, although the romantic poets defend the
principle of self-expression, in his Defence of Poetry (2006 [1821]), Percy Bysshe Shelley also
expresses something quite like Eliot’s argument, as well as that of the New Critics.
113 In A Genealogy of Modernism (1984), Michael H. Levenson argues that “modernism was
individualist before it was anti-individualist, anti-traditional before it was traditional, inclined to
anarchism before it was inclined to authoritarianism” (79). However, I concur with Eysteinsson,
who writes that “such differences and developments can easily be overemphasized and are
sometimes based on misleading notions of the author’s ‘presence in’ or ‘absence from’ the work
as it is received” (1994: 27).
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argue, those two apparently opposite perspectives come together.

Although Leroy’s work was branded as autobiographic and confessional,
critics praised his raw style of writing, pointing out his literary talent, as
for instance a quote from a critic on the cover of Sarah illustrates:
“Brilliantly offensive and poetic.” 114

On the cover of The Heart is Deceitful Above all Things the book is

portrayed as “a series of connected autobiographical stories,” followed by
the remark, “once again, LeRoy’s fantastical imagination and lyricism
twists his haunted past into something utterly strange and magical.”

Although the book is described as autobiographical, the adjectives that
define his style of writing emphasize the literary quality: “fantastical

imagination and lyricism.” While this description now might seem to

betray the deceit of the author JT LeRoy, as does the title The Heart is
Deceitful Above all Things, when reading it as a description of

autobiographical literature, or belonging to autofiction, the emphasis on
the author’s imagination predominantly seems to indicate that he is a

talented author and that, regardless of the autobiographic aspect, his books
should be taken seriously as literature. 115

I am interested in the question what we actually mean when we

brand literature as autobiographic. How can it be excluded from high

literature, as Eliot prescribes? Autobiography, intention and truth are all

connected; yet, their relationship is not self-evident. If an autobiography is
unmasked as (partly) untrue, the author’s intention and the labeling of the
book as autobiographical are easily considered to be deceitful. The

question then is what the criteria are for the label “autobiography.”

According to Philippe Lejeune literature is autobiographic when the

reader can identify the author with the narrator and protagonist. In On

Autobiography (1989), Lejeune defines this as the “autobiographical pact”
Also, after the unmasking, his writing was still defended as self-contained. See for example:
http://www.jtleroyblog.com/?p=44 or the article by Peter Getty on
http://www.jtleroyblog.com/
115
On autofiction see, for example, Anneleen Masschelein’s “Can Pain Be Exquisite? Autofictional
Stagings of Douleur exquise by Sophie Calle, Forced Entertainment and Frank Gehry and Edwin
Chan” (2007) or Claudine Raynaud’s “’Mask to Mask. The ‘Real’ Joke’: Surfiction/Autofiction, or
the Tale of the Purloined Watermelon” (1999).
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(3-30). For Lejeune the author’s intention, as well as his identity, is of

crucial importance to autobiographic writing. In the autobiographical pact
the reader trusts that the text refers to a lived exterior reality, a trait of

writing which Lejeune defines as “referential” (22). When the author who
claims to publish autobiographical stories appears to be fiction himself,

this pact is broken. While for Michel Foucault the author’s name would not
be harmed by the non-existing writer, as we will see below, in Lejeune’s

approach of the author JT LeRoy’s authorship cannot persist. In addition,
LeRoy’s work would rather belong to the genre of the “personal novel,”
which Lejeune distinguishes from autobiography (4).

In reaction to Lejeune’s theory, Paul de Man challenges the

assumption that autobiography depends on reference. In his article

“Autobiography as De-Facement” (1984), he argues that autobiography in
fact produces the life that the writer describes. The principle of truth

concerning autobiography designates a relation between the content of a
text and the background of the author, rather than aesthetic values of a

literary style or form. De Man argues that from this we can conclude that
autobiography cannot be a genre (68).

De Man makes clear that language is a system that exists in the

absence of the things to which it refers, while it holds out the promise of
referentiality. One can therefore always question whether the referent

determines the picture or the other way around (1984: 69). Modernist

works show a keen awareness of the deluding side of realist reference.
Getrude Stein, for instance, probes the question of reference and

autobiography in Autobiography of Alice B. Toklas (1933). Considering
Proust’s work, De Man writes, “each example from the Recherche can

produce, on this level, an endless discussion between a reading of the novel
as fiction and a reading of the same novel as autobiography” (69).

De Man’s perspective implies that, actually, it does not matter if a

text is autobiographic or not, it is rather a choice if one prefers to read it
that way. As Barthes claims, the author’s intention is irrelevant for the

meaning of the text: the text does not have a stable origin, it only has a
destination. Besides, if the work is dependent on the sincerity of the
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author’s intention, the reader “becomes the judge, the policing power in

charge of verifying the authenticity of the signature and the consistency of

the signer’s behavior,” De Man argues (71). He also observes that Lejeune’s
interchangeable use of “proper name” and “signature” “signals both the
confusion and the complexity of the problem” (71). While the

understanding of the proper name as a signature suggests authenticity, one

can argue that even a signature does not guarantee authenticity or honesty,
since a signature can also only exist because it can be repeated; in other
words “copied” and hence falsely applied.

In Limited Inc (1995), Jacques Derrida analyses the assumption of

authenticity regarding signatures and writing. Although one can never be
fully sure of someone’s sincerity, this does not mean that the subject’s
intention becomes meaningless or will disappear completely. Derrida
writes:

… the category of intention will not disappear; it will have its place,
but from that place it will no longer be able to govern the entire
scene and system of utterance [l’énonciation]. Above all, at that

point, we will be dealing with different kinds of marks or chains of
iterable marks and not with an opposition between citational
utterances, on the one hand, and singular and original eventutterances, on the other (18).

The inevitable cloud that hangs over the author’s intention and the

impossibility of reaching certainty about anyone’s intention underscores

the idea that the author might as well be dead, at least in the sense that the
metaphor of death is directed against a stable voice or origin for speech or
language. In poststructuralist analysis, the emphasis on originality, origin

and the sender of the literary message moves to language and the receiver
or the reader.

Fredric Jameson, however, argues that in Proust’s work, for

instance, the pole of the receiver is suspended, not that of the sender. Yet,
Jameson does not identify the author with the “sender,” but with the
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narrator. Moreover, the suspension of the receiver, according to Jameson,

“endows Proustian language with an absolute presence of its own” (2007:
190). The sender’s intention hovers in a perpetual present. Joyce’s

language in Ulysses, in contrast, “involves the bracketing of the pole of

subjectivity itself and the suppression of the place of the sender as such,
producing the illusion of a language that speaks all by itself” (191). In

Joyce’s work, then, intentionality becomes an irrelevant concept, whereas
in Proust’s fiction, the subject is manifest in such a way that the subject
expresses itself, even if he lacks the intention of being understood.

In LeRoy’s work, the receiver is suspended, as is the case in Proust’s

fiction. This might seem ironic, since the author, the ultimate sender, is the
one who is actually absent. At the same time, this absence underscores the
independence of author and narrator; the narrator’s intention is to tell an
autobiographic story. While the narrator’s identity corresponds to the
identity of the author, it does not refer to the real writer. Thus, the

confusion of LeRoy’s authorship shows an expansion of the issues involved
in authorship and the question of autobiography and intentionality.

Initially, LeRoy appeared to determine the picture; as it turns out, the

picture determined him. Hence, I concur with De Man, autobiography is not
an aspect of the text itself, but rather a manner of reading.

If one views autobiography as a form of reading, its unmasking

should be of no great consequence for the response to the work as

literature. But in reality it is of considerable influence. Although critics

often claim that in their judgment of literature the author’s biography does
not play a role, from websites and articles on LeRoy it appears that most
readers were fascinated by his life story. Most questions concerned his

personal experiences, not his literary talent. Now that his work must be
reconsidered as fiction, suddenly his writing seems less interesting.

“Cooper and others said they felt betrayed by the deception,” claims USA
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Today shortly after LeRoy’s unmasking. 116 However, others continued to
defend his writing as lyrical and autonomous. 117

The severity of the impact when an autobiographical pact is broken

can be observed in the cases of other writers who have faked their

autobiography. In each case there has been a public outcry and much

media attention. This happened, for instance, when the American author
James Frey admitted that he had fabricated parts of his life story in his
memoir A Million Little Pieces (2003), or when the French novelist
Frédérick Tristan admitted that Danielle Sarréra was one of his

pseudonyms. Another example is the book Fragments: Memories of a

Wartime Childhood (1995) by Benjamin Wilkomirski, in which he describes
childhood memories of an imprisonment in Auschwitz. 118

Sarrera’s case is reminiscent of JT LeRoy’s. Sarréra was believed to

be a young French girl, who wrote dark erotic stories and committed

suicide when she was seventeen. Her work was praised for her authentic

female voice, and several feminists analyzed her feminine style. A couple of
years after Sarréra’s stories were published, however, the real writer,
Tristan, declared that he had made up Danielle Sarréra. In Maskerade

(1999), Xandra Schutte writes that the disappointment was great among
the Dutch feminist theorists who had analyzed Sarréra’s work and her
suicide, describing her as a victim of a male dominated society (111).

Schutte argues that feminists who wrote about her work, as, for example,

Pamela Pattynama and Sonja Heebing, were familiar with poststructuralist
philosophy and agreed that writerly authenticity is ultimately impossible
(109). However, as Sarréra’s case showed, the author still cannot be

considered entirely irrelevant for the function and meaning of a text. 119
See: http://www.usatoday.com/life/books/news/2006-02-07-jt-leroy_x.htm
See for example: http://www.jtleroyblog.com/?p=44 or the article by Peter Getty on
http://www.jtleroyblog.com/
118 Several historians doubt that Wilkomirski, whose real name appeared to be Bruno
Wilkomirski, can have lived through the extraordinary violence he writes about, and which he
only remembered at a later age. This book caused a debate around the question if a novel can be
truthful without being factual. See Stefan Maechler, The Wilkomirski Affair: A Study in
Biographical Truth (2001).
119 See Sonja Heebing, “Een gevangene die duizendmaald ontsnapt is.” Lover, 1992 nr.3. And
Schutte’s reaction to a lecture of Pamela Pattynama in Schutte’s Maskerade (1999: 107-110).
116
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The disappointed reactions to Sarréra’s non-existence, as well as

those from readers to the unmasking of JT LeRoy, underscore Lejeune’s
argument that the effective belief that a work is autobiographical, or at

least a sincere expression of its author, is crucial to the interpretation of a
book.

Lejeune anticipates criticism as that from De Man as follows:
We indeed know all this; we are not so dumb, but, once this

precaution has been taken, we go on as if we do not know it. Telling
the truth about the self, constituting the self as a complete subject –
it is a fantasy. In spite of the fact that autobiography is impossible,
this in no way prevents it from existing (1989: 131-32).

Lejeune has a point: though we realize that autobiographical stories are

constructs, autobiography lives on. However, De Man does not claim that
autobiography is impossible or inexistent; rather, he doubts that it is a
genre. He questions whether it is not rather a “figure of reading or of

understanding that occurs, to some degree, in all texts” (70). This implies

that one cannot make a division between autobiographic literature on the
one hand and fiction on the other. As a figure of reading, it indexes

precisely a way of reading against which modernists protest. Proust is not
against autobiographical writing, as we have seen in the first chapter; he

even argues that all true literature already exists inside the author. Yet, as
he argues in Contre Sainte-Beuve, he is against an autobiographical way of
reading, because that way of reading limits the text instead of granting it
the openness to speak for itself. 120

It seems ironic that the idea of the autonomy of the text as well as subjectivism in the fictional
framework, are intricately connected in modernism and its aftermath. Astradur Eysteinsson
summarizes this dualist sense of subjectivity with regard to James Joyce’s Ulysses as follows: “In
Ulysses, for example, it is near impossible to detect a narrator or narrative perspective that can
decidedly be said to represent the author. In that limited sense, the text might be called
antisubjective or impersonal (and Joyce was indeed a spokesman of a “poetics of impersonality”),
but at the same time we experience in the work radical modes of subjective representation of
reality, to the extent that outside reality comes to lose its habitual, mimetic reliability” (1990: 27).
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Writer / Author Function
Whereas the author is often approached as the one who “feeds” the book,”

Barthes writes, who “lives before it, thinks, suffers, lives for it,” the author
actually comes into being because of the text (52). Perhaps writing has a

destination, Barthes argues, but not an origin. The unity of a text is not to
be found in the author but in the reader. He argues that Proust’s fiction,

which has an “apparently psychological character,” shows the mechanism

of the reversal: “by making the narrator not the one who has seen or felt, or
even the one who writes, but the one who is going to write” (51). This

aspect of Proust’s writing, the portrayal of the narrator who is going to

write, including his wishes and frustrations about not being able to write,
is central in the first chapter. Barthes continues:

Proust has given modern writing its epic: by a radical reversal,

instead of putting his life into the novel, as is so often said, he made

his life itself a work of which his own book was the model, so that it
is clear to us that it is not Charlus who imitates Montesquiou, but
Montesquiou, in his anecdotal, historical reality, who is only a
secondary, derived fragment of Charlus (51).

If possible, LeRoy’s authorship is even more the product of the reversal

that Barthes describes: his historical and anecdotal existence is completely
dependent on his fiction. Paradoxically, however, this makes it only more
difficult to separate author from narrator. After his unmasking we know
that LeRoy is none other than the fictitious speaker in his book. In the

telephone interviews in which Albert pretends to be LeRoy, using street

slang and imitating a boyish voice, he speaks about his life, a life that Albert
made up. Leroy functions as narrator for the author, a narrator that

functions as much inside as outside the work. Laura Albert not only wrote

the books that LeRoy claimed he had written, but also the texts that LeRoy
uttered in interviews, in which he claims his authorship. This makes his
presumed autobiographical novels fiction, his authorship fictitious, and
turns himself into its narrator.
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In the article “What is an Author?” (2000 [1969]) Foucault analyses

the function of the term “author.” He writes that it

… would be just as wrong to equate the author with the real writer
as to equate him with the fictitious speaker: the author function is

carried out and operates in the scission itself, in this division and
this distance (215).

With regard to LeRoy’s oeuvre, the division between the fictitious speaker

and the real writer is much larger than readers suspected at first. However,
even if LeRoy had existed, there is a division between his writing and his
life; it is precisely because of this division that literature can exist.

Foucault presents the author and the writer as different functions of

the “plurality of self” (215). 121 He illustrates his argument with the

example of someone who writes a preface to a treatise on mathematics and
speaks in the course of a demonstration. The selves that speak in these
different circumstances are neither identical in position nor function. I

would like to add that the author function also manifests itself differently

for the writer and the reader. For a considerable time, readers for instance
believed LeRoy to be an existing writer; a real individual, a living boy.

LeRoy was seen as living a real life, and appeared on television next to

Laura Albert. Nobody knew that LeRoy in public actually was Savannah
Knoop, the half-sister of Laura Albert’s partner, wearing a wig and big

sunglasses. Everything was staged with the aim of making people believe

that the author JT LeRoy existed. For the writer Laura Albert, however, JT
LeRoy’s authorship was part of her plurality of self. Although in this case

her work concerns a hoax, the discrepancy between the public image of the
author and the author function is at stake in all authorship. 122

As I mention in the introduction of this study, I use the word “writer” to designate the
assumed person who is engaged in the process of writing; and the “author” to designate the
author function.
122 On www.jtleroyblog.com, Burger writes, “Laura Albert, the ‘real’ J.T. LeRoy, has spent her life
playing the role of different people, often with disastrous results. This is just another example of
her pathological behavior.” Even if this is true, one could say that LeRoy is a perfect example of
Barthes’s argument of “death of the author.” http://www.jtleroyblog.com/?p=44
121
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After the unmasking, LeRoy loses his reality and suddenly becomes

part of Albert’s plurality of self for his-her readership as well. Albert is now

understood to be the writer, LeRoy becomes a pseudonym. Does the

change of person behind the author’s name influence the author’s name?

To take a closer look at the author’s name, I would like to follow Foucault

and John R. Searle and ask the question: what are the criteria for applying
the name JT LeRoy? 123 Foucault analises how biographical information
relates to the author’s name as follows:

If, for example, Pierre Dupont does not have blue eyes, or was not
born in Paris, or is not a doctor, the name Pierre Dupont will still

always refer to the same person; such things do not modify the link
of designation. […] If I discover that Shakespeare was not born in
the house that we visit today, this is a modification, which,

obviously, will not alter the functioning of the author’s name. But if
we prove that Shakespeare did not write those sonnets which pass
for his, that would constitute a significant change and affect the
manner in which the author’s name functions (210).

In short, the function of the author’s name is changed principally by

alterations in what we consider to be his oeuvre and not by changes to his

physical existence. Hence, the name is a function of the oeuvre. With regard
to LeRoy, the important change considers the author as a person. Yet, not

only LeRoy’s color of eyes or his parental house is wrong, he never existed
at all. He is a construct, a product, thought up by someone else. If there is

no real existing referent that corresponds to the person JT LeRoy, to whom
or to what does the author’s name JT LeRoy refer? Some identify LeRoy by

referring to the ruse set up by Laura Albert. Others still refer to him as the
young homeless drug-addict. Yet others prefer to think that the entire

story of the hoax is itself a hoax, and continue to believe that JT LeRoy

exists. In either of these cases, the hoax influences the image one has of the
In the book Speech Acts (1999 [1969]), Searle asks the question: “What are the criteria for
applying the name “Aristotle”?”(172).
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author. But does that change the function of the author’s name JT LeRoy?
His books are still his books, regardless of the fact that he does not exist.
JT LeRoy’s oeuvre has not changed, at least not in the sense that

specific books are falsely included in his oeuvre. On the contrary, one could
say that his oeuvre has grown, if one also includes the fictitious interviews
he has given. As Foucault argues, the author’s name is the signifier that

unites the oeuvre of the writer, turning a number of books into an oeuvre.

Even if nothing more than a name, JT LeRoy still is the functional author of
that oeuvre, which is confirmed by the fact that his books are still in the
public domain – stores, libraries, websites – under his name.

Referring to John R. Searle, Foucault argues that an author’s name

functions as a proper name. Searle argues that people do not need to

describe a person in an identical fashion to know that they mean the same
person. Proper names cannot be defined the way other words can: proper
names lack word definitions. Searle writes that

the uniqueness and immense pragmatic convenience of proper

names in our language lies precisely in the fact that they enable us

to refer publicly to objects without being forced to raise issues and

come to an agreement as to which descriptive characteristics
exactly constitute the identity of the object (1999: 172).

Although JT LeRoy cannot be called a person, a comparable flexibility of the
proper name that Searle describes enables the name to continue

functioning as the designation of authorship, regardless of whether the

name refers to the teenage prodigy writer or his inexistence. The author’s
name does not need to refer to a person for its functioning so long as it

refers to an oeuvre. However, for legal questions concerning authorship,
truthful existence does seem important. Albert was sued by Antidote
International Films Inc. for fraud when she collaborated in making a

feature film of Sarah. The production company wanted to make the film
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because it was an autobiographical story. A federal jury awarded the
company $116,500. 124

In 1969, Foucault predicted that the author name would disappear

and that we would no longer hear questions such as: “Who really spoke? Is
it really he and not someone else? With what authenticity or originality?”

(222). In a changed society, discourse would “develop in the anonymity of
a murmur” (222). Apparently contemporary society has not gotten rid of

these questions. On the contrary, with respect to JT LeRoy, as well as Frey
and Sarréra, exactly those questions kept many people preoccupied with
guessing and researching. Readers were extremely disappointed when

Frey admitted that parts of his turbulent life story were fabricated. 125 Yet,

if one considers the discussion forums on the Internet, the question of who

is speaking has become less important concerning those who participate in
the discussions themselves. In a forum on LeRoy’s authorship the

participants hide behind names like “panopticon7” or “MG.” 126 It seems
paradoxical that bloggers, who prefer to remain anonymous, worry so

much about the authenticity of LeRoy’s author’s name and intention. Even
though those names suggest anonymity, the participants appear to trust
the integrity of each other; relying on a certain degree of consistency

between what is written and what is thought and experienced in “real” life.
In that sense, blogging is simultaneously anonymous and personal, private
and public, balancing on the verge of what we generally expect of
autobiography. 127

See for instance, http://www.jtleroyblog.com/. Albert replies to the convict on
http://sf360.linkingarts.com/features/sarah-author-laura-albert-the-real-jt-leroy-charged-withfraud: “’This goes beyond me,’ Albert said, according to an Associated Press report, after
testifying in the trial about a past that included sexual abuse, leading to her creation of an alterego author for her work. ‘Say an artist wants to use a pseudonym for political reasons, for
performance art. This is a new, dangerous brave new world we are in.’”
125 See Reading with Oprah (2005), in which Kathleen Rooney elaborately discusses the Frey
scandal (213-240).
126 See for instance: http://www.jtleroyblog.com/?p=44
127 In “Technobiography: Researching Lives, Online and Off ” (2003), Helen Kennedy argues that
bloggers feel anonymous enough to go public about their private lives. In “The Digital Queer”
(2005), Julie Rak argues that “individual bloggers are assumed to be telling the truth about
themselves and their opinions” (174). According to Rak, identity and the “belief in individualism
and the freedom of expression for individuals” is the most important aspect defining blogging
identities (172). These articles show that blogging creates a particular understanding of what it
means to be honest and “real.”
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In sum, even when no living person is called JT LeRoy, his name still

functions in the way that Foucault describes:

the author is not an indefinite source of significations that fill a
work; the author does not precede the works; he is a certain

functional principle by which, in our culture, one limits, excludes

and chooses; in short, by which one impedes the free circulation, the
free manipulation, the free composition, decomposition and
recomposition of fiction (221).

This description fits LeRoy perfectly: he is not an author that precedes the
work, while he yet functions as the binding and limiting principle of a
specific oeuvre.

While LeRoy’s authorship points out that an intention ascribed to

the author is a construct, the commotion regarding his authorship shows
that readers care about honesty when a work is sold as autobiographic.

Especially the disregard for the autobiographic genre made readers feel

betrayed. On the Internet, T. Burger responds to LeRoy’s unmasking: “I was
moved as powerfully as if I had been hit by a bus. Now I’m furious. The

writing, good if written by a teenager, is rather pedestrian now that we

know the source.” 128 Readers are willing to accept less than good writing if
the book delivers a true story. Kathleen Rooney observes similar reactions

to the Frye case (2005: 217). The truth does not make one’s writing better,
but it does make artistic criteria less demanding. This might also be one
reason for authors to choose to present their fiction as autobiographic

literature. In addition, although readers admit that artistic criteria are less
stern, autobiographic literature sells well, as I discuss below.

One may wonder why so many readers feel attracted to

autobiographic literature and are interested in extended background

information about the author’s life. One answer could be that readers do
not want to know about the author to understand the work better, as
literary critics assume, but seek information about the author to
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understand themselves better. Many readers seem obsessed with finding

new definitions of identity, feminine identities in particular. The manner in
which Laura Albert staged LeRoy’s authorship can be read as a flirt with
and a critique of the contemporary interest in the author. In the article

“’Blurbing’ Biographical: Authorship and Autobiography” (2001), Kate

Douglas demonstrates that biographical details of contemporary authors

become increasingly important for publishers and critics alike. The sale of
JT LeRoy’s books profited considerably from the hype of autobiographical
exposure. However, while biographical information about women writers

is especially marketable, Albert precisely chose to disguise her identity as a
woman and to present her books as the work of a cross-dressed boy.
She / He
Albert’s creation plays with the modernist belief that “honest criticism and
sensitive appreciation is directed not upon the poet but upon poetry,” as

Eliot writes and as many critics still feel today (1934: 53). However, not all
modernists concur with Eliot. Virginia Woolf for instance, shows her

awareness of the unreal idealism of Eliot’s principle. In “Indiscretions”
(1979 [1924]), she argues that although the mist of “romances or

adventures of their private life” do not attach to all authors, the response to
a literary work is always colored by the image of the author (75).

According to Woolf, this image is first and foremost dominated by gender.

This is not much different from affections that we feel during the day while
“boarding an omnibus” or entering a shop,” Woolf writes (72). “The

attractions and repulsions of sex are naturally among the most emphatic”
(73). Albert seems to concur: she explains that her decision to invent JT

LeRoy was a consequence of her insecurity as a woman writer. 129 This can
be read as a critique of the commercial interest in women authors, but it
also recalls Gilbert and Gubar’s analysis of women’s “anxiety of

authorship,” as they elaborate it in their seminal work The Madwoman in
the Attic (2001).
129

See: http://www.usatoday.com/life/books/news/2006-02-07-jt-leroy_x.htm
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When Albert approached the novelist Dennis Cooper about her

book for the first time, she was afraid that he “would not be interested in
talking to a 30-something woman.” Therefore, “she decided to approach
him as a teenage boy,” (USA Today, 2/7/2006). 130 While the anxiety of
being a woman writer who must purloin the right to write, has been

overcome in most parts of the western world, Albert’s insecurity echoes

the aforementioned “anxiety of authorship” that women writers from the
eighteenth and nineteenth century suffered. They had to position

themselves in a world that did not know a female literary tradition and

preferred to keep women authors quiet. Women who wrote were seen as

monsters, Gilbert and Gubar argue, and those women writers who did keep
quiet risked madness. Perhaps Albert was also afraid that her novel would
be reviewed as being far-fetched and implausible if she published it under
her own name. Published as “autobiographical,” that critique would be
prevented.

Barthes opens his essay “The Death of the Author” by quoting a

sentence from the story “Sarrasine,” in which Honoré de Balzac describes a
castrato disguised as a woman, immediately alluding to the question of

gender: “She was Woman, with her sudden fears, her inexplicable whims,
her instinctive fears, her meaningless bravado, her defiance, and her

delicious delicacy of feelings” (1989: 49). Barthes holds that we will never
know whether these lines express Balzac’s opinion of women, conform to

“’literary’ ideas about femininity,” or articulate “romantic psychology” (49).
We will never know, because writing destroys every origin: preceding

ideas or intentions of the author are of no importance to the text as it is
read. 131

Feminist critics have argued that precisely at the moment when

women and minorities started publishing more frequently, suddenly the
author was considered to be of no importance. In the article “Feminist

See: http://www.usatoday.com/life/books/news/2006-02-07-jt-leroy_x.htm
Later Barthes reintroduces the term “biography” and “biographemes” in his writings and more
and more emphasizes his own subjectivity, for instance by writing about photographs from his
childhood in Roland Barthes par Roland Barthes (1975), as well as in Camera Lucida (2000
[1980)]. Moreover, as Rabaté writes, “Barthes ... made no secret of the fact that he was tempted at
the end of his life to write a ‘Proustian novel’” (67).
130
131
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Criticism in the Wilderness” (1981), Elaine Showalter writes that the time
when “scientific criticism struggled to purge itself of the subjective,

feminist criticism reasserted the authority of experience” (181). Kaja
Silverman also argues that although one could assume that Barthes’s

project is to “replace the male author with an androgynous author,” this

“self-destructive dream” leaves the female subject with no other role than
assisting the “male subject in removing his mantle of privileges” (1988:

192). Silverman, however, refines the critique of authorship by discussing
the various layers of sexuality in Barthes’s essay. The Balzac passage

still bears the mark of male enunciation (it is, after all, a fragment of
what might be called the Discourse of the Woman as Other), but no
male voice comes decisively forward to claim it. This crisis is

precipitated in part by the fact that “she” here refers not to “natural”
but to “artificial” – or what I would prefer to call “constructed” –

femininity. […] The Barthesian fantasy would thus seem to turn not

only upon the death of the paternal author, but upon the production
of a female authorial voice (193).

Because the production of this authorial female voice is a product of

castration or divestiture, it is a mediated and displaced voice. Yet, one
could wonder if every voice is not mediated and constructed, at least
partly. What would a “natural” femininity consist of? Moreover, as

Silverman realizes, Barthes’s project is not so much to replace the classic
author with an androgynous, woman or neutral author, and neither to

replace a male voice with an authorial, though constructed, female voice, as
might the case in Balzac’s fiction, but to replace the author with the reader.
Barthes’s essay is first of all anti-authorial. He “seeks to move

authority away from the author, the author as a source of the work, the

fount of all knowledge and meaning, towards the system of language, the

textual codes that produce effects of meaning,” as Andrew Bennet argues

(2005: 13). He summarizes, “for Barthes, language speaks, not the author”
(13). In that perspective, the gender of the author is as unimportant as his
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or her intentions. In other words, the gender of the person who physically
wrote the text does not necessarily coincide with the gender of the voice

that inhabits it: the reader finally determines what meaning or gender the
text carries. Following Barthes’s argument, one might still argue for the

relevance of the teenage voice in LeRoy’s work. Likewise, irrespective of

the gender of the writer, a feminine voice can be found in Sarréra’s work.
However, the construction of femininity cannot be denied in the

publicity material of women authors. Douglas shows that publishers are
interested in the autobiography mostly of attractive women. The

marketable information on women writers is often formulated in clichés
that conform to what Silverman calls an artificial femininity. While

Silverman refers to the cross-dressed castrato in Balzac’s story, Douglas’s

article confirms a similarly constructed femininity in publishing material:

Marketers and “blurbers” of female autobiographies have made this
trend profitable by constructing women authors according to
enduring myths of femininity: women as honest and truthful

gender, or women as more self-aware, emotionally attractive,

generous, or saintly (812).

Albert has successfully managed to escape this stereotypical portrayal,

which would not fit her books to begin with. The reception of the stories of
the boy caught up in a life full of lies, addiction and violence could have

been damaged by the myths of feminine honesty and truthfulness. They

could have been viewed from a melodramatic moral perspective: Albert, a
generous mother figure, has written the books out of pity for poor

homeless drug-addicted kids. By inventing the young author and by

profiling the books as autobiographical, Albert dodged such a reception of
her work. Additionally, she might have aimed to situate her books in the

tradition of boy coming of age stories, such as Huckleberry Finn or Catcher
in the Rye, which are known and liked by a large public.

Albert not only plays with the gender expectations of the literary

market, the characters in the books also play with gender. In The Heart is
129

Deceitfull Above All Things, the mother decides whether her son, the

narrator, has to play the role of her younger sister or brother with each

new lover she seduces. “I wished she said what my name was, so I’d know
if I was going to be a boy or a girl and how I would be expected to move,”
the narrator thinks when his mother tries to pick up a man (216). In

telephone interviews, LeRoy often had to answer questions about gender.
He was not simply a “boy,” but a transgender, cross-dressing boy/girl

prostitute. In an interview about The Heart Is Deceitful Above All Things,
LeRoy said:

When I wrote Sarah, I was male-identified, and now I’m not. I don’t
know what I am. So it’s easier if people decide it is not me, then I

won’t be held down. So many people have claimed me as their own,
so I guess the best thing is to confuse them all (New York Magazine

10/17/05).

If it does not matter what and who LeRoy really is, and if it is irrelevant
whether he is male or female, it is also irrelevant whether his gender is
biological or not. For LeRoy, the difference between constructed and

natural does not exist, or at least does not seem to matter. If s/he claims

that s/he does not know what his/her natural gender is, s/he cannot have
an artificial gender either.

This might seem ironic, since LeRoy is a construct. Simultaneously,

it shows the inherent unreliability of (auto)biography. After all, each

biography is a construct: composed from a certain selection of pieces of
information, each shown from a particular angle. Thus, the biography

constructs the author, and not the other way around. As De Man argues,

the trope of autobiography is prosopopeia, the figure of speech in which an
absent or imaginary person is represented as speaking. Autobiography
deals with the “giving and taking away of faces, with face and deface,

figuration and disfiguration” (76). LeRoy seems a literal example of the

trope, the giving and taking away of faces. Not just in his work, but also in
130

the appearances of Savannah Knoop, dressed up with sunglasses and a wig,
presenting herself as JT LeRoy. 132

Knoop’s appearance gave the author a face; yet, it was a figuration

as well as a disfiguration. While LeRoy’s work and interviews confused

readers’ gender expectations, the confusion only grew when the author
was unmasked. In the relationship that the reader feels with the absent

author, the author’s gender appears to play a key role. To reiterate Woolf’s

words, “the attractions and repulsions of sex are naturally among the most
emphatic” (73). Many readers felt sympathy for the white-trash boy LeRoy
and felt disappointed after the unmasking. However miserable his

childhood had been, his life seemed a success story in the end, which had

given hope to readers. Their identification appeared to be based on deceit.
Among the numerous fans were celebrities, such as Madonna,

Curtney Love and Winona Ryder; others regarded LeRoy as their guru. He
had found a new family that adopted him. 133 Not only his heartbreaking

childhood was appealing, but also the idea that precisely writing had

helped LeRoy escape his misery. Hence, LeRoy’s work is not simply read as
autobiographic; his authorship is also framed as part of a discourse in

which writing is taken as healing. This is one perspective on the relation
between self and writing. Below I discuss different perspectives on the

expression of the self in language, a discourse in which the self is divided
and consistent, deceiving and honest.
Body / Language
Although critics often claim to subscribe the modernist principle of the
separation between author and text, they still often attribute a “’deep’
motive, a ‘creative’ power, or a ‘design’” to the author, as Foucault

summarizes (2000: 213). Foucault argues that the aspects with which we
endow an author are part of a mode of reading: connections, continuities

De Man writes: “The interest of autobiography, then, is not that it reveals reliable selfknowledge – it does not – but that it demonstrates in a striking way the impossibility of closure
and totalization … of all textual systems made up of tropological substitutions” (71).
133 See: http://www.jtleroy.com/art-jt-sisterhood.html or:
http://www.salon.com/news/feature/2006/03/08/albert
132
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and exclusions with regard to the framing of literature as literature. He

emphasizes that the way an author is constructed today is different from
the eighteenth century. In addition, an author construction of a poet is

different from the author construction of a philosopher (214). Not only the
period of time or the type of work determines the author, but also the
milieu or the format in which a literary work and its authorship are

discussed. With regard to Oprah’s Book Club in the previous chapter of this
study, it became clear that exposure of the author’s life is often associated
with lowbrow forms, whereas highbrow outlets are assumed to focus on
the work itself. This prejudice is no longer in accordance with reality.

Highbrow forms of press increasingly write about author’s lives. Yet, as
long as it is printed in, say, the New Yorker, it is not viewed as a
disreputable way of approaching literature. 134

LeRoy’s authorship got frequent exposure in highbrow media,

which spent a lot of attention to the therapeutic aspect of his writing,
something that used to be connected to lowbrow media. 135 While in
retrospect Albert’s construction of LeRoy perhaps could be read as

mockery of therapeutic writing, LeRoy emphasized the self-help aspect of

his writing in interviews. In his introduction to an interview in 2001 for
Index Magazine, Bruce Benderson writes:

After being abandoned at a San Francisco shelter, he met

psychotherapist Terry Owens. In a remarkably short time, [Le Roy]
began the daunting task of making sense of his life. One of the most

useful tools became the process of writing. With precocious lucidity,
he began turning nightmarish memories into stunning prose. 136

I want to mention here that Faukner’s objection to the exposure of author’s lives in media was
a result of his concern about privacy, and not so much part of an aesthetic or literary principle.
See his essay “On Privacy” (2004).
135 The first documentary I saw about JT LeRoy, part of the Dutch television VPRO program Ram
broadcast in 2005, did not give information about his books or his style of writing, but solely
about the life behind the books: a story of drug addiction, prostitution and life on the streets; a
story of a severely traumatized child, who managed to write down his experiences brilliantly and
thus overcome the terror of his childhood.
136 http://www.indexmagazine.com/interviews/jt_leroy.shtml
134
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To be able to create a personal life story, in which events from the past are
linked to later behavior and emotions, is considered to be an important

capacity within some psychological practices, such as cognitive psychology.
It is a way to form a coherent image of one’s life and to “make sense of

[one’s] life,” as Benderson formulates it. According to other psychological

theories, writing can also help to escape from fear, self-torturing and selfcensoring thoughts. In Put Your Heart On Paper (1995), the American

author and writing consultant Henriette Klauser argues that getting one’s

thoughts down on paper often frees oneself from being consumed by them.
As I discussed in the first chapter, popular self-help writing books such as

Natalie Goldberg’s Writing Down the Bones (1986) similarly claim that one
can free oneself from inner censors through writing.

If I consider LeRoy to be a fiction designed to accommodate readers’

expectations, the self-help aspect of the act perfectly fulfills those

expectations while simultaneously illustrating the poststructuralist
emphasis on the absence of the self in writing. In the interview that

Benderson conducted, LeRoy reflects on the way in which language relates
to his personal emotions. He claims that writing has helped him get out of

his misery, his drug addiction and prostitution. Yet, he does not say that it

helped him because he could finally “express” himself; rather, writing was
a form of moving away from his “emotional center,” a way to distance
himself to his own experiences. Leroy states,

there is emotion in there, but it wasn’t connected. One reason

writing was so good for me was that the emotion came out there. It

was almost like ventriloquism – when I wrote, there was feeling. But
it wasn’t wired up to my emotional center, my brain. 137

For the interviewer, who thought he was speaking to the young

traumatized LeRoy, ventriloquism might have sounded like a metaphor for
writing itself, in which the narrator functions as the puppet through which
the writer speaks without speaking. Reading the interview with the
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retrospective knowledge that Albert formulated these words,

ventriloquism becomes a splendid metaphor for the constructed author.

LeRoy served as the puppet that functioned as the author through whom

Albert could speak without anyone noticing he was absent in his presence.

In both interpretations, ventriloquism is a fitting metaphor for the process
of writing, in which the writer describes thoughts and emotions without

having to connect them to himself, because they belong to someone else:
the narrator or character.

Whereas the author LeRoy seemed an ideal example of the self-help

literature that stresses the beneficial sides of writing, after the unmasking

his comments on the relation between emotion and writing refer to a more
general perspective on language. In the interview, Laura Albert makes

LeRoy comment that he feels disconnected from emotions “out there,”

seeming to allude to the generalizing effect of language; to the impression

that words create feelings that become part of communal ideas; images of
feelings that we recognize but which no longer belong to one specific
person, thus denying the most individual or personal aspects of the
experience or emotion.

Besides, LeRoy’s work also shows that emotions and urges often are

communicated not just through language, but through a wider spectrum of

communication. A libidinal substratum is apparent, which is not surprising
given the topics of the books: Sarah is about a twelve year old prostitute

and The Heart Is Deceitful Above All Things about a mother who survives by
moving from lover to lover with her son. LeRoy describes the ways in

which the mother approaches men, who often are rather taken by surprise
by her shameless manners: “She moved in close, pressing up against his

shoulders to look at the rock. ‘Uhmm,’ she moaned, and licked her lips. He
took a small step back from her. She stepped forward” (2001: 215).

LeRoy’s fiction shows that body language often conveys meanings that the
words do not imply. Language appears as an untrustworthy and limited
part of the scope of communication. Lying is more natural to LeRoy’s
characters than speaking the truth.
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In “Postmodernism?” (1980), Julia Kristeva points out that language,

apart from being determined “because all social phenomena are symbolic,”
is also fragile. “[L]anguage is merely an infinitesimal yet minimal part of
the totality of the symbolic experience,” she argues (136-137). In this

regard, I want to refer to the ambiguity of speech and gestures in Proust’s
La Recherche. While Proust’s work proves the ingenious mastery of

writing, it also shows that linguistic communication is just one part of

communication, and often the most untrustworthy. Comparing Freud and
Proust, Malcolm Bowie writes, “For both of them language is the hugely
unstable medium in which desire is socialized and in which constant

failures of that socialization occur: language is at once a retreat from, and a
surreptitious return to, the libidinal substratum” (1990: 68).

According to Kristeva, who draws on Georges Bataille here,

postmodernist writing expands “the limits of language as communicative
system, limits of the subjective and naturally the sexual identity, limits of
sociality” (137). However, modernist novels, such as Proust’s, already do
something similar, especially with regard to the symbolic economy of

desire, lust, love and anxiety. In Proust’s work the characters are very good
at lying as well, though perhaps in a more sophisticated way than LeRoy’s
characters who survive through prostitution and shop lifting. In Proust’s
works minor slips of the tongue hint to secrets. “For example,” Bowie

writes, “a slip of the tongue reveals in [Albertine] an unsuspected mode of
‘perverse’ sexual desire (for anal intercourse)” (73). Thinking again of the
image of the ventriloquist, one could say that the unconsciousness speaks
as a ventriloquist through the person, especially through slips of the

tongue. Or, one can say that the heritage of modernist literature speaks in
LeRoy’s fiction, informing my way of reading his work. 138

Freud’s most important discovery, Jacques Lacan claims, is that there is an unconscious that
appears as an independent system, which betrays itself in what we say and do. With the
discovery of the structured unconscious, Freud proved that the self is not something that is
identical to itself; it is always divided and directed by something that is other to itself (2004: 150166).
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Self / Language
LeRoy’s remark that writing to him felt like ventriloquism alludes to the
separation of language and self: as soon as an emotion or observation is

expressed in language the described emotion takes on a general meaning,
thus separating it from the individual experience. According to Foucault,

contemporary literature foregrounds the awareness of this separation. In
the book Foucault/Blanchot (1986), he argues that contemporary

literature moves away from the “I” towards language, parting with the idea
that the self expresses itself in language. He argues that

the “subject” of literature (what speaks in it and what it speaks

about) is less language in its positivity than the void language takes
as its space when it articulates itself in the nakedness of “I speak.”
This neutral space is what characterizes contemporary Western

fiction […]. The reason to think through fiction – while in the past it

was a matter of thinking the truth – is that “I speak” runs counter to
“I think.” “I think” led to the indubitable certainty of the “I” and its

existence; “I speak” on the other hand, distances, disperses, effaces
that existence and lets only its empty emplacement appear (13).

It is not so much the “I” that expresses itself in contemporary literature,

but language that speaks in the moment that it is heard or read. Thinking of
Jameson’s observation on Joyce and Proust, the poles of the sender as well
as that of the receiver are bracketed in contemporary literature according
to Foucault. He argues that literature is no longer an expression of

something interior; it exists “outside” of the writer in common linguistic
conventions. Literature functions in the same manner as the words “I

speak.” Foucault argues that “I speak” does not give much information

about the “I,” except for that it speaks, that it uses language. “I speak” is
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always true. It does not matter who says it, it expresses itself as if it is
independent of the “I” (11). 139

While Foucault, Barthes, Emile Benveniste and Jacques Lacan are all

assumed to have proclaimed the death of the subject, none of them claims
that there is no such thing as a self or a consciousness. The structuralist

and poststructuralist critique of the subject is often misunderstood. In The
Fate of the Self (1986), Stanley Corngold explains:

The attack has been aimed chiefly at the Cartesian subject, the res
cogitans, a substantial self identified uniformly with the thinking
subject and cited in “philosophies of consciousness,” where it is

erected into the foundation of an epistemology. This is the self that
developed under high capitalism into what Fredric Jameson calls

“the lived experience of individual consciousness as a monadic and
autonomous center of activity” (3).

Neither the poststructuralists, nor earlier philosophers like Nietzsche or

Heidegger, nor for that matter Freud, strived for a disappearance of what

was understood as a subject. Instead, they redefined the self as a dislocated
self. The self as a unity of thought and activity is replaced by a self that is
decentered. 140

In “The Instance of the Letter in the Unconscious” (2004 [1957]),

Lacan writes: “language, with its structure, exists prior to each subject’s
entry into it at a certain moment in his mental development” (2004:

139). 141 Earlier he asserts that his analysis should “alert prejudiced minds”
René Descartes stated that “thinking” was the essence of man, and Immanuel Kant defined the
entity of “I think” as the essence of all thought and understanding. Both placed the subject at the
center of cognitive and moral worlds. Poststructuralist philosophers, such as Foucault, Derrida
and Blanchot defend the exteriority that was forgotten by this dominant tradition of
introspective philosophy; emphasizing the importance of openness to the outside and the other.
Foucault argues that this focus on the “I”, and all thought on thought has led us to a deeper
interiority, which leads us away from the being of language (13).
140 If so, one can, however, still ask the question that Corngold aptly formulates: “What is it to
recommend a self or subject that is not in any sense a center, an agent, or an origin?” (4).
141 Although Lacan seems to scorn Heidegger (166), Heidegger argues similarly that language is
what makes man into man. In the lecture “Language” (1971), Heidegger writes: “Man speaks. …
This statement does not mean only that, along with other faculties, man also possesses the faculty
139
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and that “the idea that the unconsciousness is merely the seat of the

instincts may have to be reconsidered” (139). We do not express what we
feel or think, but we think what language enables us to think. When

expressing ourselves in language, we can never reach an authentic self,
because we use the structure of language that is prior to our existence.

Hence, Lacan analyzes the unconscious from a linguistic perspective, using
the Saussurian scheme of signifier and signified. The signifier always

enters and transforms the signified; words never have clear limits; the
chain of signifiers always exceeds intention. 142

Jameson argues that the realization that one is always other to

oneself, and that one’s linguistic expressions never represent a consistent
self, is central to all modernism:

depersonalization in general, whatever the specific strategy and
form it may take, is one of the fundamental characteristics of all

modernism, all modern art. I believe it emerges from the gradual
and historical realization that consciousness as such cannot be

represented, and that it must be conveyed indirectly, by way of the
detour of things (2007: 194). 143

Although Foucault also stresses such detours in subject formation, he does
not do away with the self. In his later work, he writes extensively on the

care of the self, arguing that the “Cartesian moment” has led to a separation
between the “care of the self” and the “know yourself” (2005:14). These

two modes of thinking used to be connected before Descartes’ division of
body and mind. After Descartes, truth became part of the region of

objective knowledge, of certainty, whereas truth used to be connected to
of speech. It means to say that only speech enables man to be the living being he is as men. It is as
one who speaks that man is – man” (189).
142 Lacan writes that “the S and the s of the Saussurian algorithm are not in the same plane, and
man was deluding him-self in believing he was situated in their common axis, which is nowhere.
At least Freud made this discovery. For if what Freud discovered isn’t precisely that, it is nothing”
(2004: 157).
143 Likewise Eysteinsson writes, “what the modernist poetics of impersonality and that of
extreme subjectivity have in common … is a revolt against the traditional relation of the subject
to the outside world” (28).
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spiritual, subjective understanding. Truth was “only given to the subject at
a price that brings the subject’s being into play” (15).

Lacan also dissociates his analysis from the Cartesian cogito. At the

beginning of his lecture “The Mirror Stage as Formative of the I function”

(2004 [1949]), he writes that his conception of the subject “sets us at odds
with any philosophy directly stemming from the cogito” (3). Although the
mirror allows one to imagine oneself as a coherent and self-governing
entity for the first time, it immediately betrays that that is indeed an
imaginary wholeness. It demonstrates the necessity of the other to

recognize oneself as oneself, and thereby to recognize oneself as the other
who perceives oneself. The mirror stage occurs in the individual between

the age of six months and eighteen months, but it affects and represents a
permanent tendency of the individual: “the tendency that leads him

throughout his life to seek and foster the imaginary wholeness of an ‘ideal
ego,’” Bowie writes (1990: 106).

This concept of self also has an ethical aspect. Criticism of post-

structuralism has argued that if one transfers the focus from the “I” to

language, one moves away from the subject who can be held responsible
for the language he utters. Moreover, if the subject is divided, as

poststructuralist theory holds, there is no personal or social ground to

stand on, and accountability would remain floating. In the article “Giving an
Account of Oneself” (2001), Judith Butler responds to this criticism and

argues that a “theory of subject-formation that acknowledges the limits of
self-knowledge can work in the service of a conception of ethics” (22).

Butler does not only focus on language, but also on social forms. She

concurs with Foucault that the self is formed outside of the self. Referring
to Hegel’s theory of recognition in The Phenomenology of Spirit, Butler
writes:

I am compelled and comported outside myself; I find that the only

way to know myself is precisely through a mediation that takes

place outside of me, exterior to me, in a convention or a norm that I

did not make, in which I cannot discern myself as an author or agent
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of its making. … The perspective that both conditions and disorients
me from the very possibility of my own perspective is not reducible
to the perspective of the Other, since the perspective is also what

governs the possibility of my recognizing the Other, and the Other
recognizing me (23).

Thus, on the one hand, language precedes and denies the uniqueness of the
self, but on the other hand language also enables one to think of oneself as
a “self” and to understand what it means to be responsible. Lacan, in turn,
argues that it is not important to know if one’s ideas conform to a

conscious intention, or to what one authentically is. One should merely be
able to know that one is the same as the self of whom one speaks. 144 I can

never know whether my words conform to my inner self, because that

continuously transforms, slides away and leads me away from myself. We
can never know what is real, because the real is not that which speaks.

Therefore it is also not important to know a real self. What is important is

that this particular self speaks when I speak. This is something that we can
never prove. Yet, it might be the only way to continue believing in some
sense of individuality and some sense of authenticity.

Butler argues that one is still responsible for one’s use of language,

although one is formed outside oneself and one can only come to know

oneself through agreeing to use shared norms of narration. She writes that
it “is a situation we do not choose; it forms the horizon of choice, and it is

that which grounds our responsibility. In this sense, we are not responsible
for it, but it is that for which we are nevertheless responsible” (39).

Translated to the situation of the author this implies that the writer cannot
be responsible for what the reader makes of his text. Yet, the author is

responsible for the text that he places in the public domain, where he no

longer is able to control the way it is read, understood and transformed in

the mind of the reader. This is the paradox in which we are all trapped: we

are responsible for language that we cannot fully control, for language that

“The point is not to know whether I speak of myself in a way that conforms to what I am, but
rather to know whether, when I speak of myself, I am the same as the self of whom I speak”
(2004: 156).
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determines us to begin with. In other words, as Lacan points out, we

recognize what we are through that which we are not, but that nonetheless
forms who we are.

Likewise, to respond to his oeuvre the author has to distance

himself from it. The author dies to become a reader of his own work.

Already in the process of writing the author starts alienating from his text.
The process of writing time and again teaches us that a completely

individual perspective is impossible, provoking an alienation that becomes
stronger when writers let go of the work by publication. The writer can

only transform into an “author” by allowing his words to become public

and take on meanings that he had never intended. In the essay “Literature
and the Right to Death” (1995 [1949]), Maurice Blanchot describes the

process of alienation that the writer undergoes: the book that is sold, read
and “praised or demolished in the marketplace of the world,” is not the

same book the writer has written. “The writer […] would like to protect the
perfection of the written Thing by keeping it as far away from life outside
as possible” (306).

The writer never knows who the reader will be: the reader is the

other, anyone or no one. This unknown other will decide over the meaning
of the author’s text. If the writer has to take responsibility for his text, he
has to respond to the reader. The reader decides what is important. The
writer in that sense is always late to his own work. Often the writer

suddenly feels embarrassed when rereading his own work. This indicates

that the author has died and has become a reader. The author Laura Albert
chose to vanish to let her narrator JT LeRoy come alive as the person who

could read and interpret her work from his perspective, escaping the task
of having to deal with it herself. After the unmasking, JT LeRoy also

vanished and now the other – me, you, but also Albert herself – is left. It is
up to us to decide how to read and frame JT LeRoy’s work.
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Conclusion
As Paul de Man argues, autobiography is not a genre, but a mode of

reading, a figure “of understanding that occurs, to some degree, in all texts”
(70). Consequently, even when acknowledging the death of the author and
the birth of the reader, the reader may find autobiographic aspects in the

text. When Barthes moves from the emphasis on the author to the reader,

from origin to destination, he dismisses the earlier mode of reading. Yet, in
my opinion, as a reader one moves between different figures of

understanding while reading: at one moment one looks from a linguistic
perspective, then from a poststructuralist or feminist perspective, then

again from a historic or biographic perspective. While these last two kinds
of reading have been categorized as lowbrow by modernists,

contemporary media and Internet culture show that the interest in

author’s lives only grows: the lives of authors are scrutinized in talk shows,
human interest documentaries and weblogs.

The publication of and responses to literary books have become part

of the media spectacle. Laura Albert deployed that spectacle strategically.
Rather than restricting the meaning of her work to the printed page, she
extended her literary work by writing the life of the author. I read Laura

Albert’s creation of JT LeRoy as a broadening of what a literary work and

an authorship can be. We should count the interviews that Albert gave as

her fictional character JT LeRoy as part of his/her oeuvre. Many theorists

have pursued the impossible task of defining the boundaries of literature,

film, theory, visual art, music and other art forms, and in the age of Internet
and electronic culture, those divisions become ever more difficult to

delineate. Albert profited from this culture. She did not commit herself to

only one medium; instead, she created a character, whom she described in

her books, whom she directed when Knoop was acting the part, and whom
she reinvented in interviews. Albert seems to agree with Barthes’s and

Foucault’s theories of the author, combined with a keen insight in the way
the literary market functions today. Autobiographical literature sells well,
so Albert presented her books as autobiographical. Readers loved it and

turned LeRoy into their personal hero. As soon as the readers discovered
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that they were deceived, they felt betrayed and judged the books as far less
interesting than they had thought. Hence, we have to conclude that the
reality “behind” the books cannot simply be dismissed.

Apparently, many readers want to be enabled to judge the book

according to the author’s intentions, or at least to be able to judge the work
in terms of its creator. This amounts to what Wimsatt and Beardsley call
the “intentional fallacy.” This fallacy is a romantic fallacy; it is closer to

moral judgment than to artistic criticism. Perhaps that is precisely what
readers prefer: the possibility to verify their moral judgment, thus to

elevate the role of the narrator. Perhaps then, it is not so much a question
of choosing between oeuvre and author, but rather between an artistic

perspective and a moral perspective. But can these perspectives really be
separated? Whereas authors’s biographies, just as reality soaps, make us
realize that the staged identities largely are constructs, formed by media

and the market, precisely those constructs of reality incite the craving for
truth, which readers hope to find behind the book. The relation between
reality and fiction will be central in the next chapter as well, in which I

focus on truth with regard to the presentation of the lives of modernist
authors.

I conclude from this discussion that the modernist statement that

literature should not be an expression of the writer’s personality is an

opinion that many critics share still today. As we have seen in these first
three chapters, autobiographic literature is valued as rather lowbrow

compared to “real” fiction. Yet, simultaneously the author is increasingly

approached as a celebrity; especially when a book sells well. Authors are
regularly interviewed and invited on television shows. Hence, one could

say that the opposite has happened to what the modernists, and theorists

such as the New Critics, Barthes and Foucault wished for: instead of being
irrelevant for the work, the author is tied even more strongly to the work

than ever before. Simultaneously, one could also say that the author’s life is
always a fiction. Hence, one could argue that Foucault’s prophecy is partly
fulfilled: if the author becomes as fictional as the novel, the question “who

really spoke?” loses its bearing. Just as the distinction between constructed
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and natural seems to get lost in the case of LeRoy’s, or anybody’s, gender,

the difference between fictitious or real becomes diffuse if one realizes that
every author’s biography is at least partly a construct.

By inventing JT LeRoy as a cross-dressing boy who wishes to be a

girl, Albert could hide her own identity, hijack the idea of autobiography,
and play with the gender expectations of the literary market. Today, the
author has become a construct of importance to the work, because the

construct is becoming part of the work. Publicity materials largely focus on
the author. The portrayals of authors are composed from a selection of
autobiographical material, often assembled on the basis of commercial

motives. If one is aware of this, the step to invent a partly or completely

fictitious biography is not so large. I continue analyzing these issues in the
next chapter, in which I bring Virginia Woolf’s ideas on biography and the
self in dialogue with Cunningham’s book The Hours (1999), a book on
writing and reading, in which the author Virginia Woolf is one of the

protagonists. I analyze how readers argue for true realities or constructed

realities, and how the distinctions that readers make often have little to do
with the distinctions that writers experience while writing.
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Chapter 4

Truth: Virginia Woolf’s Last Letter

The pressure of reality on us is always varying, as Stevens might have said: the

fictions must change. Since we continue to “prescribe laws to nature” – Kant’s

phrase, and we do – we shall continue to have a relation with the paradigms, but

we shall change them to make them go on working. If we cannot break free of

them, we must make sense of them.
--- Frank Kermode (1967: 24).

During the first decade of the 21st century, Virginia Woolf’s oeuvre, especially her
book Mrs Dalloway (2000 [1925]), gained an unexpected new readership. Not

because her novel was selected for Oprah’s Book Club, as happened to Faulkner and
Tolstoy, but because of the release of the film The Hours (Stephen Daldry, 2002).
The film is an adaptation of Michael Cunningham’s novel The Hours (1998), in

which he takes Virginia Woolf’s life and writing as inspiration for a multilayered
story about artistic endeavour, failure, love and madness. Shortly after the film

came out, Woolf’s novel Mrs Dalloway was marketed with stickers on the cover
saying, “As featured in the film The Hours. Starring Nicole Kidman as Virginia

Woolf.” This promise is highly deceiving: The Hours does not feature Mrs Dalloway,
and neither is Woolf the protagonist of the novel, which prospective buyers might
believe if they are unaware of Woolf’s novel. It seems as if the label is meant for

Cunningham’s book, in which Woolf in fact is one of several protagonists. Instead of
literary accuracy, the label shows that Woolf, through Nicole Kidman’s

performance of the tormented writer, has become known to a large public, lifted

from the framework of academic studies of high modernism, while her status as an
exemplary modernist author is simultaneously reinforced.

Since the emergence of the novel in the early eighteenth-century, “realism”

has been the defining criterion on the basis of which the genre differentiates itself
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from earlier prose writing. In The Rise of the Novel (2000 [1957]), Ian Watt argues
that the first novels, for instance by Richardson and Defoe, were innovating

because they dealt with everyday human experiences for the first time, rather than
taking their plots from mythology, history, legend or previous literature (14). In
other words, realism meant that the authors described truthful events, which

conformed to experience. While this was innovating in the eighteenth century, and
the novel was named after the novelty that was attached to it, it soon became the

norm: the novel was expected to represent the moral and social facts of the world.
Modernist literature, in contrast, has become known for its critique of the

belief in objective representation. In Stephen D. Dowden’s words: “Principally,

[modernism] is a reaction against the quixotry of dogmatic realism, against the

positivistic optimism that narrative fiction can really be the impartial reflection of

reality” (1986: 11). In two of her most anthologized essays “Modern Fiction” (2003
[1919]) and “Mr Bennett and Mrs Brown” (1966) Woolf attacks realism, arguing

that the novelist should no longer attempt to describe the world as objectively as

possible. 145 Instead, Woolf holds, the novelist should be “concerned with the spirit”
(1984: 147). However, she does not repudiate all realism, but tries “to achieve a
more authentic engagement with the real than realism, so called, could possibly

attain,” as Jeff Wallace formulates it (2007: 19). 146

In this chapter, I focus on the different understandings of realism that the

novel and the film convey. Aware of the construction of reality, Woolf was

interested in capturing the flux of association in the perception of her protagonists,
moving from thought to memory, connecting the present with flashbacks. In The

Hours, Cunningham, in turn, captures the flux of his own associations regarding the
novel Mrs Dalloway. Sometimes, he mirrors Woolf’s style of writing and frequently

refers to events in the novel as well as in Woolf’s life. Cunningham’s novel and

Daldry’s film are particularly relevant for my study because, on the one hand, they
contribute to the portrayal of the distinguished modernist author Virginia Woolf,

suggesting they paint an accurate, if fragmented, picture of her authorship. On the
other hand, both the book and the film turn modernist writing and reading into
Beckett concurs with Woolf, defining the idea of objective representation as “the grotesque
fallacy of a realistic art” (1965: 76).
146 Wallace also observes that Woolf seems to conduct a silent dialogue with the Jamesian
aesthetic, which he develops in his credo as a novelist “The Art of Fiction” (2001 [1884]).
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their central theme, according to which truth is always something elusive,

dependent on subjective interpretation. Especially the novel makes Woolf’s

thoughts on literature and its relation to reality into a central theme, evoking
questions about truth, representation and knowledge.

Cunningham quotes several sentences from Woolf’s work, including a

version – historically incorrect – of the letter that she wrote before she committed

suicide. The title “The Hours” is a quotation as well: it is the title Woolf used for Mrs
Dalloway as she still worked on her novel. Besides his use of the original title,
Cunningham attempts to trace the originating moments of writing, indicating
another understanding of truth as intertwined with origin. The connection

between truth and origin goes back to early Greek thought. Plato (428-348 B.C.E.)

defended the relation between truth and origin in his famous theory about true
and original forms that he develops through his allegory of the cave. 147 Martin

Heidegger also points out that the Greek term for truth (alètheia) means

“unconcealedness of beings,” showing us that our understanding of truth is related
to an understanding of originating; of coming into appearance, as being
“unconcealed” (1975: 51). 148

When Woolf argues against truthfulness, she alludes to traditional realistic

fiction, for instance in her essay “How Should One Read a Book?” (1960: 235) or in
“Mr. Bennett and Mrs. Brown,” in which she poses the questions: “What is reality?
And who are the judges of reality?” (1966: 325). In “Fictionality and Fields of

Reference” (1984), Benjamin Harshav addresses the question if one can speak of
truth in relation to fiction. He argues that truthfulness is convincing in fiction as
long as the frame of reference is coherent. In arguing this, Harshav responds to

John Searle’s distinction between “fictional” and “serious” utterances. According to
Searle fictional utterances are “non-serious:” “For example, if the author of a novel
For Plato, literature could only present illusion; it was far removed from truth and thus could
not contribute to an honourable life. See Plato’s Republic, in which he develops his theory of
mimesis (2001: 49-80).
148 Friedrich Nietzsche, in turn, has famously critiqued the connection between truth and art. His
relativist perspective on truth has influenced many philosophers and recurs often in
postmodernist theories. Nietzsche believed that the idea of truth is a human concept that can
only teach us something about human thought, not about the world outside thought. The idea
that we can unveil the world is a wish that can only bring us disappointment. According to
Nietzsche, artists, in contrast to thinkers, do not wish to give up their comprehension of the
world as an erroneous, coloured creation of the human intellect; they rather believe in their
illusion than attempting to reveal it. See Human, all too Human (1995 [1886]).
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tells us that it is raining outside he isn’t seriously committed to the view that it is at
the time of writing actually raining outside” (1979: 60).

Harshav comments on the limitations of this argument. He argues that the

commitment to the truth of a proposition that Searle analyses can also function

within a fictional “Internal Field of Reference” that a novel constructs. A work of
literature constructs its own reality:

Hence, when the author of a novel tells us that it is raining outside, we must
assume that he is, indeed, “seriously committed to the view that it is …

actually raining outside,” though not “at the time of writing,” but in the
frame of reference he is speaking about (1984: 232).

Realist literature can portray an imagined family; yet, it will still be realistic if the
internal frame of reference is coherent and matches the frame of the external

world. Something is realistic as long as it could exist or happen in the real world.

The question remains whether one could call modernist literature realist according
to this definition, and whether modernist literature, with its interior monologues,
corresponds to a coherent exterior? Probably not, because the assumption that
such an objective reality exists is questioned by modernist literature.

Consequently, as we will see, Woolf considers our request of fiction that it shall be
true to conform to a faulty expectation.

The effects of truthfulness that I study in Cunningham’s novel and Daldry’s

film mostly concern historical references. Here, I make use of Brian McHale’s

analysis of standards for historical fiction in comparison to postmodernist fiction
(1987). His categorization of the use of historical references in different genres

allows me to analyze how the references in Cunningham’s novel function and what
kind of truth or reality effects are at play. Studying the portrayal of modernist
literature in contemporary media, one has to be aware of the fact that the

presentation of a historical period often tells us more about our present day

manner of perceiving the world than it does about the period that is represented.
Frans F. J. Schouten offers a striking example with regard to movies based on
historical themes:
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King Arthur is presented as a knight in magnificently shining armour which
was unknown in his day. But as this is the image imposed on the audience
by movies, television, novels and comic books on knights, it has to be

presented that way. Otherwise, the image presented to the public would not
be perceived as reliable (1995: 26).

As I will try to demonstrate, Daldry’s portrayal of Woolf is also frequently

historically incorrect; yet, those mistakes actually contribute to the realist totality
of the film, or to use Harshav’s terminology, to the coherence of the frame of
reference. 149

Conventions and expectations of historical accuracy are arguably stronger

in the case of film than in literature. For instance, Woolf’s fans commented on the
incorrect representation of Woolf in the movie. These reactions can be found on

the Internet: Woolf is depicted as too pathetic, too self-involved, and her politics

are ignored. Film fans also discuss the effect of the prosthetic nose that was put on
Nicole Kidman to make her look more like Virginia Woolf. However, those

reactions were overshadowed by the ample critical appraisal the film received.
Rather than indulging the discussion about the truthful or incorrect

representation of Virginia Woolf, I study the ways in which the film solicits what
Mieke Bal calls a “realist reading” in contrast to a “textual” reading (2006: 216-

246). Pictures and texts are usually approached in different ways, because they are
viewed as different media rather than different modes of reading. However, Bal
argues that both texts and pictures can be read in both a realist and a textual

manner. Moreover, for Bal, a “text” does not necessarily consist of words. Besides

novels and poems also drawings and paintings can be read discursively (2006: 25-

59). Although the film The Hours appears to enforce a realist reading, Bal’s concept
of textual reading allows me to analyse how precisely a lack of information creates

a representation that is historically wrong while contributing to the construction of
a truthful picture for the viewer (2006: 216-246).

Through a discussion of the various quotations of Woolf’s last letter in

Cunningham’s novel and Daldry’s film, I show how the image of the modernist
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For a discussion of historians’s expectations of film as a representation of the past see Robert Brent
Toplin’s “The Filmmaker as Historian” (1988).
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author is easily connected to cliché’s concerning madness, genius, writing and

suicide. I argue that on the one hand historical references in the novel and the film
contribute to the suggestion that the portrayal of Virginia Woolf is truthful and

realistic, and on the other hand how historical material in itself should never be
trusted as proof of a certain reading, since what is associated with it lends it its

significance. Cunningham’s novel, I wish to show, moves between the realist genre
of historical fiction and the postmodernist mockery of the genre; meanwhile,
modernist writing, especially that of Woolf, is presented as the most genuine
expression of individuality that is possible.
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Modernism in Postmodernist Fiction
Cunningham’s book relates three stories about three women of different

generations, who are all connected through Woolf’s Mrs Dalloway (1925). The first
is Virginia Woolf herself in 1923 and 1941. The second is Mrs. Brown, who is

reading Mrs Dalloway in 1949, as she plans her husband’s birthday party. 150 The

third is Clarissa Vaughan in 1999, a lesbian, who plans a party to celebrate that her

good friend, the poet Richard who is dying of AIDS, has won a major literary award.
The experiences of these women all mirror situations in Mrs Dalloway.

The story of Woolf’s book takes place during one day, similar to Joyce’s

Ulysses, during which different characters meet; some by coincidence, some

without even noticing each other on the street, yet others because they are invited
by Mrs Dalloway for her party. All these characters seem connected, not just

because they physically move through the same space, but also because of their

wandering minds, thinking about their past, their memories and the expectations

of life they used to have when they were young. In the novel, the world, limited to
one day and one city, appears fragmented; it falls apart in different, sometimes

contradictory, experiences of the same time and place. Hence, the questions that

are central in this book concern the relation of the subject to the world. If we follow
McHale’s definition of the modernist dominant in Postmodernist Fiction (1987),
these questions can be described as typically modernist: they concern the
interpretation of the world and the place of the individual in it (9). 151

In contrast, the narrative of The Hours is spread out over three generations.

Although the epistemological questions of Mrs Dalloway are present in The Hours

as well, they are now stretched out, not only in time, but also across three different

environments. Unlike Mrs Dalloway, in which the characters are connected through
their proximity in time and space, in The Hours the characters are connected
through their relations with the book Mrs Dalloway. Hence, the only real

In the essay “Mr Bennett and Mrs Brown” (1924), Mrs. Brown is the name that Woolf gives to
the ordinary woman who sets a challenge to all novelists.
151
For a discussion of the distinction that McHale makes between the modernist and the postmodernist
dominant and its relation to the postmodernist idea that “language does not have the capacity to refer or
to describe adequately” see Ernst van Alphen’s article “The Heterotopian Space of the Discussion on
Postmodernism” (1989: 819), in which van Alphen reviews, among other books, McHale’s
Postmodernist Fiction.
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connection between the protagonists is a text, a piece of literature. This self-

reflexive nature of the book, in which the relation between fiction, language and
reality is at stake, makes Cunningham’s novel into a postmodernist book.

Moreover, the subjective and cognitive questions of the protagonists also concern
the larger structure of the book, which one can define as the metafictional level of
the novel. The epistemological questions of Mrs Dalloway thus transform in The
Hours into questions that McHale defines as ontological (1987: 11).

The novel is also postmodernist in the sense that it is thoroughly

intertextual. Cunningham not only deploys ample references to Woolf’s oeuvre, but
for instance also to contemporary film. For example, he mirrors a scene from

Woolf’s novel in which Clarissa Dalloway sees a car stop, in which someone famous
is seated, by repositioning it in the present time. Cunningham describes that

Clarissa sees a door of a trailer open and a famous head emerges: “Clarissa cannot

immediately identify her (Meryl Streep? Vanessa Redgrave?) she knows without

question that the woman is a movie star” (27). 152 In his adaptation, Daldry reacts
by letting Meryl Streep play the character of Clarissa. Vanessa Redgrave, in turn,

plays Mrs Dalloway in Marleen Gorris’s film adaptation Mrs Dalloway (1997), a fact
of which Cunningham must have been aware. 153

In the parts that describe Virginia, the truthfulness of the portrayal is

largely a result of Cunningham’s use of specific historical references. 154 In classic
historical fiction, incorporating facts within a fictional narrative is a constitutive
part of this genre; provided that the historical material and references to real

persons conform to certain standards. McHale spells out those standards in order
to study how postmodernist novels relate to them. The first standard is that

historical realemes – persons, events, specific objects, and so on – can only
be introduced on condition that the properties and actions attributed to

In the scene that Woolf describes, passers-by speculate whose face they have seen: “Was it the
Prince of Wales’s, the Queen’s, the Prime Minister’s? (15).”
153 Pointing out intertextual references, Meryl Streep also is the actress in Spike Jonze’s film
Adaptation (2002), in which she is the author Susan Orlean, who wrote the Orchid Thief. In
relation to this, when Meryl Streep appears in the film The Hours, in one of the first shots one can
see a white orchid in a vase in the background, obviously referring to Adaptation.
154 When I use only the first name “Virginia,” I refer to the fictional Virginia Woolf as she appears
in the novel The Hours.
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them in the text do not actually contradict the “official” historical record
(1987: 87).

The difficulty with this condition, McHale continues, is that one can always

question which version of history is regarded the official one. However, with

regard to Woolf’s last letter, there is little uncertainty about which one of the two

was her actual last letter. In this sense, Cunningham violates the historical record

by using the wrong version, as we will see below. Obviously, The Hours is not what
one would call a classical historical novel; simultaneously, however, Cunningham

uses facts from Woolf’s life, which does suggest a degree of historical truthfulness.
According to McHale, this is not unusual. He writes that some

postmodernist novels in which historical persons appear “adhere to the classic
paradigm of constraints on the insertion of historical realemes,” while other

postmodernist novels stand in contradiction with that paradigm, as they merge
fiction and the fantastic (89). In his novel Specimen Days (2005), Cunningham

merges fiction and the fantastic by having the prophetic figure of the poet Walt

Whitman appear in different periods. In The Hours, his use of historical material
does not become fantastic; at first sight the story seems to conform to facts.
Cunningham makes use of what McHale calls the “dark areas” of the

historical record. Those dark areas are the times and places on which the official

record has nothing to report. McHale writes that some “historical novels treat the

interior life of historical figures as dark areas,” as, for example, Tolstoy did in War
and Peace (1865-69) where he describes Napoleon’s inner world (87).

Cunningham also uses this method, especially when he describes how Woolf’s

mind wanders while thinking of writing. In the interior monologues in The Hours,
Woolf’s style of diary writing is mimicked, threading up sentences with frequent

use of dashes and semicolons in the way Woolf used to do, which gives the fictional
voice of Virginia an intertextually authenticated reality: we hear Woolf thinking as
we know she writes in her diaries. Virginia’s preoccupation with writing and

different subjective perspectives in The Hours shifts to the meta-question of the
relation between text and history.

The last letter that Woolf wrote and that Cunningham quotes is both a

textual referent and a historical object concerning the facts of Woolf’s life. The
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quotation of the letter has a different value compared to the other texts. Yet, even
this letter is embedded in other texts that influence its meaning.

Some might object that the various modes of truths and the copious amount

of intertextual references conflict with truthfulness; truth, after all, is not a

multilayered construction but reality. Below I discuss the myth of wholeness that is
part of the conventional understanding of truth. Additionally, I analyze how

Cunningham’s selection of the first version of Woolf’s last letter and his focus on

the originating moment of Woolf’s writing suggest a belief in the truth of original

and unedited material. Valuing authentic material seems in contradiction with the

postmodernist deconstruction of the foundations, on which concepts as origin and
authenticity are based. This paradox of a focus on original material and a
complexly layered intertextuality characterizes The Hours.
The First Last Letter
The Hours begins with a description of how Virginia Woolf, in 1941, walks towards
the river Ouse to drown herself. At home, her husband Leonard Woolf finds the

letter that she has left for him. At this point in the story, Cunningham quotes a real

letter by Virginia Woolf. Yet, it is not the historically correct last letter that Virginia
left for Leonard to find. In the biography Virginia Woolf (1996), Hermione Lee

explains that Woolf wrote two versions of her suicide note – she was so used to
endlessly rewrite her work that even her last letter was submitted to the

procedure. The first version is dated “Tuesday,” and is probably written ten days
before the day she committed suicide. The letter that she left for her husband on

the day that she went out and drowned herself, Friday 28 March 1941, resembles
the first in many respects, but is not identical to it.

Possibly Cunningham chose to use the first version because he also uses the

first version of the title of Woolf’s book Mrs Dalloway, The Hours. Or, perhaps it was
simply because the first letter is longer and more coherently written, which makes
it fit better in the structure of the novel. Using a letter that is written by Woolf

herself, though not the version of the text that Leonard Woolf has actually found,
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the novel deploys historical material to creates a reality effect, the suggestion of
truth within a fictional framework. 155

This is the letter that Cunningham quotes:
Dearest,

I feel certain that I am going
mad again: I feel we cant go

through another of these terrible times.
And I shant recover this time. I begin
to hear voices, and cant concentrate.

So I am doing what seems the best thing to do. You have
given me

the greatest possible happiness. You

have been in every way all that anyone
could be. I dont think two

people could have been happier till
this terrible disease came. I cant

fight it any longer. I know that I am

spoiling your life, that without me you
could work. And you will I know.

You see I cant even write this properly. I
cant read. What I want to say is that

I owe all the happiness of my life to you.

You have been entirely patient with me &
incredibly good. I want to say that –
155

everybody knows it. If anybody could

Roland Barthes wrote an essay with the title ”The Reality Effect”, 1989), in which he
argues that details described in a fictional story that seem superfluous create an effect of
the real by means of connotation. The connotation “this is real” becomes the denotation,
the only thing that matters. Following Barthes’s theory, one must be able to make a
division between functional descriptions and superfluous descriptions. In Reading
Rembrandt (2006), Mieke Bal points out that such a division creates a hierarchy between
narrative events and other elements (230-31). Bal therefore does not approach the
seemingly superfluous details as “descriptions.” Descriptive details are, according to Bal,
too much contaminated by their opposition to narrative events to stand outside hierarchy.
Bal prefers to approach descriptive details as elements within narration (231).
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have saved me it would have been you.
Everything has gone from me but the
certainty of your goodness. I

cant go on spoiling you life any longer. I dont think two
people

could have been happier than we have been.
V. 156

This letter starts with an explanation: the certainty of her going mad again, the
explanation of her suicide. She is specific about it: “I begin to hear voices, and

cannot concentrate.” This could be read as a clear cause for her suicide. Hence, this
first version suits the narrative of Cunningham’s book better than the historically
proper second letter, in which a clear reason for her suicide is lacking. However,

Cunningham also re-frames, and thereby transforms, the signification of the letter

through the connections between this letter and the other narratives of The Hours.
In each of the lives of the three women suicide is an important theme.

Clarissa Vaughan’s friend and former lover commits suicide. Mrs. Brown decides to
commit suicide, but then changes her mind and leaves her husband and four year-

old child. Virginia ponders whether she will make Clarissa Dalloway die at the end
of her party, or whether she will make someone else die. In any case she is

convinced that someone should die in her book. For each of the characters the

psychological collapse under the strain of conventions and the fear of madness is
connected with a death wish. By placing Woolf’s last letter in this context, her
suicide becomes part of the larger theme of The Hours.

In the actual last letter that Woolf wrote and left for Leonard Woolf to find,

her fear of going mad is left out, or only described as “this disease”:
Dearest,

I want to tell you that you have

given me complete happiness. No one

could have done more than you have done.
This is the letter as Hermione Lee prints it in Woolf’s biography. Lee has reproduced Woolf’s
letter as it looked on the page, copying Woolf’s punctuation, missspellings and line-breaks.
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Please believe that.

But I know that I shall never get over

this: & I am wasting your life. It is madness.
Nothing anyone says can persuade me.
You can work, & you will be much
better without me. You see I cant

write this even, which shows I am right.
All I want to say is that until this

disease came on we were perfectly
happy. It was all due to you.

No one could have been so good as
you have been. From the very
first day till now.

Everyone knows that.
V. 157

The beginning of this letter can also be found in the earlier version, moved towards
the end: “What I want to say is that I owe all the happiness of my life to you.”

However, to open the letter with the “happiness” that she has known, instead of

her fear of madness, sets a different tone. It is not just “her” happiness, but also the
happiness that Leonard has given her. In this letter, she places him at the centre of
her life, whereas in the early version she seems absorbed by the fear of losing

control of herself, the fear of madness. The only madness that she mentions in this
letter is the madness of wasting Leonard’s life.

The real last letter suggests that the fear of destroying their shared

happiness is a crucial part of her decision to commit suicide: “I am wasting your
life. … You can work, & you will be much better without me.” Comparable

sentences can be found in the earlier version as well, for example: “I cannot go on
spoiling your life any longer.” In the version that she wanted Leonard to find, she

omitted all parts in which she focuses on herself, in which she expresses her fear of
This is, again, the letter as Hermione Lee prints it in Woolf’s biography. Again, Lee has
reproduced Woolf’s last letter as it looked on the page, copying Woolf’s punctuation, misspellings
and line-breaks.
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herself, her fear of the loss of her ability to read: “I feel certain that I am going mad
again: … So I am doing what seems the best thing to do. … I cant fight it any longer.
… I cant read.”

The parts of the earlier version that she left out in the shorter, later version,

explain her suicide better than her intended last letter. Her intended last letter is
more like a final love letter, ending a relationship, but not necessarily her life. In

The Hours Cunningham concentrates primarily on Woolf’s writerly thoughts and
less on the happiness of her life with Leonard. In this regard the earlier version

suits better in his portrayal of Virginia’s mental condition. Moreover, The Hours is
also a book in which almost every character is either bi- or homosexual. In the
context of these homosexual relationships, Woolf’s last letter suddenly seems
conventional in a heterosexual, romanticised way; the first version suits the

general theme of the homosexual loves in The Hours much better. Hence, the

earlier version is more appropriate for the internal frame of reference of this
particular novel.

In addition, the first version is more fitting because of Cunningham’s

attempt to pursue the origin of her writing in relation to Woolf’s suicide. Following
the logic of causality, the letter that was written earliest should come closer to the
origin of her suicide. Cunningham starts his book with the ending of Woolf’s life

and then moves back in time. The book traces possible reasons for the end of her
life in the starting moment of her writing. It suggests that her wish to die can be
found in her way of writing. However, just as the beginning of a book is never

unambiguous, the cause for a psychological condition or a death wish is never

unequivocal. As writing consists of a back and forth movement, as the waves of the
sea, in which the first movement, forwards or backwards, cannot be traced, the
true motive of Woolf’s suicide cannot be found in one or the other reason. 158

In The Hours, creation and death go hand in hand. As I mentioned above, all

characters are confronted with a wish to die: either of themselves, of a friend, or of
a fictional character in the book that Virginia is writing and that Mrs Brown is

reading. Yet, the book is about artistic creation. The novel not only demonstrates
158

In the film this back and forth movement of the writing process has been neglected. Lee comments
on the representation of Woolf’s writing in the film: “I wish the idea of ‘creativity’ didn’t consist in an
inspirational flash, of the first sentence leaping to the novelist’s mind, shortly followed by a whole
book. (Woolf took about three years, drafting and redrafting, to write Mrs Dalloway, and the first
sentence she started with wasn’t the first sentence she ended up with.)” (2005:55).
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that the origin of writing always is a construction one makes afterwards, but also

that the route taken to the origin is more important than the origin itself. Similarly,
by using historical material, the novel shows that this material is never original or

true in itself; what is associated with it lends it its significance. A similar argument
can be made about the making of the modernist canon. With Cunningham’s novel

and Daldry’s film, Woolf’s status as one of the most important modernist writers is
reaffirmed and is brought to the attention of a larger public, previously unfamiliar
with Woolf’s work.

A canon is always in transformation, influenced by critics who have their

own standards. As I mentioned in the introduction, Hugh Kenner, for example,

makes the rather contrived division between writers belonging to International

Modernism and writers, like Virginia Woolf or William Faulkner, who, according to
him, were no more than voices from a certain province. Though most of his work
takes place in Dublin, James Joyce should be interpreted as an International

Modernist, because he refers to all kinds of world literature (1989: 40). Moreover,
International Modernist literature, according to Kenner, was written in English,

implicitly dismissing Robert Musil or Marcel Proust. Kenner’s choices reveal how
random and manufactured a canon is, and that a writer or novel never naturally

belongs to a canon, or is a modernist work in itself. What becomes associated with
it gives it its status and place. Cunningham’s book and the film adaptation reassert
Woolf’s place in the modernist canon and make the canon of modernist literature

gain in popularity. Furthermore, Cunningham’s intervention of moving Woolf’s Mrs
Dalloway to contemporary New York shows how restricted it is to exclude Woolf

from so called International Modernism, as if her books would only reach out to a
small group of English cultivated readers, as Kenner seems to suggest (1989: 3742).

Cunningham’s route towards the imaginative origin of writing gives the

historical material a particular narrative meaning. The truth of the historical

document, Woolf’s letter, becomes part of a fictional truth that is itself a product of
a complex structure of references, among which are both historical references and
fictional ones that are internal to the narrative. On the one hand, the real letter

confers an apparent truthfulness on the story. On the other hand, precisely this

truthfulness dissolves in the story that appropriates the meaning of the letter and
159

gives it a fictional truth that better fits the narrative. If one can speak of fictional

truth, then this truth is revealed by laying bare the complex structure of references

that are hidden beneath the layer of the apparent narrative. It seems a paradox that
the truth should be complex and constructed, but this is precisely where the poetic
value of literature comes in.

Bal also engages with the apparent paradox of a constructed truth with

regard to her distinction between realist and textual reading. Each object can be

read both in a realist or a textual manner, and ideally the two remain in continuous
dialogue with one another (2006: 217-246). To read a text in a realist manner does
not mean that the text belongs to the genre of realism or that it is written in a

realist manner. The opposite also counts: a text belonging to the genre of realism
can be read in a textual as well as a realist manner. Below I argue that the film

adaptation of The Hours invites a realist reading. Yet, the structure of the film and
its particular relation to reality can only be revealed by a textual reading. 159
The Incoherent Whole
The film starts with a close shot of a fast streaming river, followed by a close-up of
hands tying a waist belt around a coat. Virginia Woolf (Nicole Kidman) has put on
her coat, goes out and closes the door behind her. Kidman’s voice pronounces the
words of the letter that, in the film, Virginia’s husband will find almost

immediately. While the letter is read out, one sees a hand writing, alternated with
images of Woolf walking through the garden and high grass, towards the river.

Only after one has seen Woolf walking into the river, the film title appears, and the
different actresses in the different periods are introduced by images of each of
them waking up.

The periods are specified shortly before each protagonist is introduced.

Virginia Woolf wakes up in “Richmond, England, 1923.” Her suicide, which has just
been shown, was dated as “Sussex, England, 1941.” Almost twenty years lie

between these days. Yet, Virginia Woolf hardly looks any older when walking

With Barthes’s distinction between writerly and readerly texts in mind, as introduced in S/Z
(2002 [1969]), Cunningham’s prose might be considered to be writerly, whereas the film returns
the novel to readerly realism. Barthes attributes the different characteristics of readerly and
writerly to the texts; surprisingly so, in view of his well known emphasis on the reader. Bal’s
distinction, however, regards a difference of reading: a difference of framing through which any
text could appear as writerly.
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towards the river than when she is waking up in the sequence of 1923. Because

one does not notice any physical or facial change, the dates do not seem to have

any effect. By avoiding the signs of physical aging, the film produces a virtual, but
effective coherence.

In that way, the film overlooks the details that do not fit in the assumption

of totalilty, a manner of representing and reading that Bal calls “realist.” Bal argues
that a realist reading is lead by a convention of unity: the reader reads coherence
into the reality that is found in the picture or text. Instead of a realist reading,

which implies blindness to possible lacks, Bal promotes a textual mode of reading
that allows for constant activity, a shaping and reshaping of sign-events. More

precisely, she promotes the confrontation between the two modes of reading that
produces a critical reading that should help us avoid the unifying fallacy (2006:
222-223). 160

Just after Virginia has woken up and has washed her face, she goes to her

room to start writing. Again a close-up of her hand is shown: the hand picks out a
fountain pen from a cup with several pens. Virginia sits down, thinking visibly,

lights a cigarette and starts writing; another close-up of the pen dipping in ink. This
connection between the different moments of writing, the first taking place in

1941, the latter in 1923, glues them together and gives the narrative a consistency

that is not substantiated by the course of the life of the author. Although the images
of the writing hands suggest continuity, the meaning of the different close-ups also
point to textuality in their capacity of signs of writing. Bal argues that such signs
point

at the irreducible gap between signifier and signified that Ferdinand de

Saussure insisted on, and that triggered Jacques Lacan’s sharpest reworking
of Saussure’s semiotics. Signs like these, signifying their suggestion of
meaning and meaning’s deceptiveness at the same time, cannot be

recuperated under any of the more usual categories of the sign (1990: 517-

518).

Although Bal’s distinction between “textual reading” and “realist reading” concerns her
reading of Rembrandt’s painting “The Toilet of Bathshebah” (1654) and a sketch sheet by
Rembrandt, I venture to stretch the different modes of reading that Bal develops to the moving
image.
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Woolf’s visualized writing creates the impression of a coherent narrative and

points at the constructedness of this impression by simultaneously signifying the
deceptiveness of the apparent meaning; emphasizing the inevitable construction

involved in written narrative. In other words, following a realist reading, the sign
of writing unites the divergent periods of time and suggests a causal relation

among them, while from a textual perspective the sign points to the construction
that should cover up a lack.

If the film had shown the difference of age in Woolf’s appearance between

1941 and 1923, the considerable jump in time would have been visible. It would

have fragmented the narrative and made spectators wonder what happened in the
years between the writing of Mrs Dalloway and Woolf’s suicide. The correct

portrayal of Woolf’s ageing would have ruined the unity of the narrative and thus
also the possibility of a realist reading, which can only succeed if it finds a causal
continuity. Hence, the lack of information has to be covered up to create a unity

that can convincingly convey a portrait. A fragmented portrait would leave open
too many questions to be convincing, and would not be considered truthful.

This is the paradox of realist reading: the convention of unity that it exerts

produces a constructed truth that is necessarily artificial and fictitious. On the one
hand, the titles with the years and the places where the stories take place, suggest

authenticity and historical reference. On the other hand, these dates become mere
signs of historicity, while being superfluous in relation to the actual time in which

it takes place. Harshav also argues that an unclear date is a clear mark of fiction. An
accurate historical reference would give the day, the month and the year. If the

precise date is not mentioned, the day itself is “floated”: “This device indicates that

the fictional time and space, however closely located in relation to the real world, is
somehow suspended above it, has its own, ‘floating’ coordinates” (1984: 244).
Daldry made use of this floating time reference to create a coherent narrative,
which creates the impression that Mrs Dalloway was the last book that Woolf

wrote; that she committed suicide just after finishing the book; and that she died
when she was in her forties. In reality she was nearly sixty. 161

In the collection of essays on biography Virginia Woolf’s Nose (2005), Lee comments on the
misrepresentations of Woolf’s life in the film, and the mistakes it produced. She writes that “a
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In addition, as the first image of the writing hand shows the hand of a

woman who is writing her suicide letter, writing becomes a sign of suicide. The film
suggests that if Woolf had not been a writer, she would not have committed
suicide. The film presents a causally integrated unity, in which Virginia’s

occupation with literature and writing functions as the explanation for her

madness and suicide in conforming to the cliché of the tortured, mad genius. In
sum, though the film offers incorrect information, suggesting that Woolf was

working on Mrs Dalloway shortly before she killed herself, the film succeeds in

creating a realist portrayal. 162 It succeeds in doing this precisely because it does

not conform to the more complicated reality of Woolf’s life. Below I analyse how
sometimes reality is shaped by misquotations.
(Mis)quotations
After the prologue of Woolf’s suicide, the three protagonists of The Hours are

introduced as they are waking up, as I indicated above. Yet, before the images of
each woman lying in bed in the morning, the partners of the women are shown,
each as they return from an early morning errand. This beginning immediately

specifies their domestic situation, the sharing of a household with a caring partner,
who gets up early. The film foregrounds this family aspect, the aspect of being a
wife of someone, more emphatically than the novel does. In that way, the film
appeals to another element of Mrs Dalloway than Cunningham’s book does.

Whereas Cunningham’s novel emphasizes the style of interior monologue, the

different truths at play, and homosexual love, the film foregrounds one of the most
critiqued elements of Mrs Dalloway: the protagonist being a “Mrs,” who supports
her husband, haunted by far less intellectual questions than Woolf.

short review of the film, on a website called filmcritic.com, read: ‘Mentally ill author Virginia
Woolf (Nicole Kidman) is on suicide watch in 1920s England as she pens her novel Mrs
Dalloway’” (55). Lee also mentions other incorrect historical references, such as the houses in
which Woolf lives, which are much too grand and elegant, or Vanessa Bell, Virginia’s sister who is
a painter, but in the film is “absurdly posh, a high-society lady one couldn’t possibly imagine
picking up a paintbrush” (53). Also according to Lee, Nicole Kidman appears “too young for the
mid-forties author of Mrs Dalloway, let alone for the fifty-nine-year-old who kills herself “(54).
162 The text Woolf was truly working on just before she died was in fact “A Sketch of the Past”
(1976 [1939]), in which Woolf describes her childhood memories, reminiscences that
contributed to her feelings of unease and her fear of madness. “A Sketch of the Past” thus would
be the correct textual background or context for her suicide, not Mrs Dalloway, which she wrote
twenty years earlier.
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In the film, Woolf’s last letter is inserted in this context. The same letter is

used as in the book. However, in the film the letter is shortened. What is printed in
bold is left out in the monologue in the film:
Dearest,
I feel certain that I am going
mad again: I feel we cant go

through another of these terrible times.
And I shant recover this time. I begin
to hear voices, and cant concentrate.

So I am doing what seems the best thing to do. You have
given me

the greatest possible happiness. You

have been in every way all that anyone
could be. I dont think two

people could have been happier till
this terrible disease came. I cant
fight it any longer. I know that I am

spoiling your life, that without me you
could work. And you will I know.

You see I cant even write this properly. I
cant read. What I want to say is that

I owe all the happiness of my life to you.

You have been entirely patient with me &
incredibly good. I want to say that –

everybody knows it. If anybody could

have saved me it would have been you.
Everything has gone from me but the
certainty of your goodness. I

cant go on spoiling you life any longer. I dont think two
people

could have been happier than we have been.
V.
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The text has likely been shortened to suit the length of the opening sequence.

Nevertheless, it changes the letter in a significant way. The three fragments that

are elided concern Woolf’s mental health. In the first fragment, Woolf mentions the
“terrible disease,” which refers to the nervous breakdown that she was going

through at that moment, and from which she had been suffering before. “I cant

fight it any longer,” she writes. In the past she has recovered from attacks of mental
illness, but this time she fears she will not be able to recover. The disease not only

makes her fear that it will destroy her as well as their joint happiness, but also that
it will disturb her ability to write and read, as she specifies in the second part that
is skipped: “I can’t read.”

If one isolates “I can’t read,” as is done by omitting it in the film, it does not

seem to give much crucial information. But if one knows how essential reading was
to Woolf’s life, these three words convey panic as well as fear. Whereas for some

the act of reading may serve as a diversion, for Woolf, reading, like writing, was at
the heart of her life. It does not seem a sentence that can easily be left out -- if any
sentence from a suicide letter can be skipped at all.

The last fragment seems to repeat what she writes just above: that she owes

all happiness of her life to Leonard. However, this fragment is the most stuttering,
or the least fluent, of all sentences: “I want to say that – everybody knows it. If

anybody could have saved me it would have been you.” The agony that she must
have felt is visible in the word order. “I want to say that – everybody knows it”

shows that she wants to say something, which she considers to be superfluous on
second thought, because everybody already knows it. She is reducing herself to

silence in the name of “everybody.” In this sense, it is a self-destructive line: she
want to say something, but assures herself that it is not worth mentioning;

everybody already knows it. Alternatively, one can read it as emphasizing the point
that she wants to make, as though she has to convince herself of the truth of her
point of view: everybody knows it, so it must be true.

She continues: “If anybody could have saved me it would have been you.” In

all the fragments that are omitted, mostly so in this last sentence she appears

helpless, at the end of her resources. She states that she “cannot fight it any longer,”
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then she claims that what she wants to say is something that everybody already
knows, and finally she writes that if anybody could have saved her, it could only
have been Leonard. She could not have done it herself.

The fragments that are omitted in the film might seem the most repetitive

and perhaps the least comprehensive parts of the letter, which for the rest is

written in a clear style. Yet, the anguish that speaks in these sentences seems

crucial for her last message. Precisely those are the most self-absorbed and show

the state of her panicking mind. Taking the context of the film into consideration,
the stories of the three women of different generations who all struggle to find

happiness in everyday life, the abridged letter suddenly suggests that her suicide is
a sacrifice for Leonard’s happiness; or, for the happiness that they used to share
and that should be ended rather than destroyed by another episode of mental
disease. In contrast, the elements that indicate that she herself could not bear

another of those attacks are decisive for the novel. For the film they would confuse
the achieved unity. This apparently small difference indicates the difference of
emphasis between the film and the book. The film is a portrayal of three

generations of women who are presented as victims of convention, marriage,

family life and every day life. That Woolf would sacrifice her life for the happiness

of Leonard suits the melodramatic and sentimental style of the film, which has a lot
of shots of tear-filled eyes, and in which each of the women collapses in the role of
“loving wife” or “care-taker.”

That a seemingly slight disfiguration of the letter produces an entirely

different meaning was already shown when Woolf was found in the river Ouse and
newspapers printed parts of her letter in 1941. On 18 April she was found by a
group of teenagers. Leonard Woolf went to identify her body. The day after,

Leonard attended the inquest and presented the various suicide notes that he had

recovered to the coroner. In the biography Virginia Woolf (1996), Lee writes about
this inquest: “The coroner read out some of the ‘Tuesday’ suicide note, misquoting

it, and interrogated Leonard as to the order of events” (764). During the next week
the reports in the newspapers replicated the coroner’s misquotations: “I feel I am
going mad. I cannot go through these terrible times. I hear voices and cannot
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concentrate on my work.” Furthermore, the report quoted: “I cannot fight any
longer. I know I am spoiling your life. You have been perfectly good to me.” 163

A remark by the coroner was published as well: “We all knew her and her

writing, and a responsible person like her must have felt the period of the war and
the general beastliness of things more than most people, and it probably brought
on a recurrence of the old trouble” (765). In these quotations, the following
mistakes were made (the words in bold have been left out):

I feel certain that I am going mad again. I feel we cant go through another
of these terrible times. And I shant recover this time. I begin to hear
voices and cannot concentrate [“on my work” was added].

I cant fight it any longer. I know that I am spoiling your life, that without

me you could work. [In the newspaper these words are followed by: “You
have been perfectly good to me”, which is a summary of her sentence: You
have been entirely patient with me & incredibly good.]

The first words that are elided mainly concern time-related terms that indicate her
fear of the return of her madness: “certain”, “again”, “another of” and “I shant

recover this time.” When these specifying words are left out, the sentence becomes
general. Moreover, in Woolf’s letter the “terrible disease” echoes the “terrible

times” that she mentions at the beginning of her letter and that she described as

“another of these terrible times.” When “another of ” is left out, as is the case in the
newspaper report, “these terrible times” seem to refer to the horror of wartime.

Hence, her suicide becomes more realistic: it becomes something to which people

can relate because it regards the shared condition of the wartime. Furthermore, the
omission of the word “it” in the sentence “I cannot fight it any longer” adds to the

impression that Woolf’s desperation was caused by general malaise. “I cannot fight

any longer” expresses a less particular weariness than “I cannot fight it any longer”,
in which “it” refers to the “terrible disease.” In combination with the remark that

Woolf “must have felt the period of war and the general beastliness of things more

163 The reports with the misquotations appeared in, among other newspapers, the Sussex Daily
News and the Southern Weekly News.
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than most people,” the report created the impression that Virginia Woolf was a
“war casualty.” Lee writes that

On 27 April, the wife of the Bishop of Lincoln wrote an outraged letter to

The Sunday Times, responding to the report of the coroner’s remark about
feeling “the general beastliness of things more than most people.” “What

right has anyone to make such an assertion?… He belittles those who are
carrying on unselfishly for the sake of the others… Many people possibly

even more ‘sensitive’ have lost their all and yet they take their part nobly in

this fight for God against the devil. Where would we all be if we listen to and
sympathise with this sort of ‘I cannot carry on’?” (766).

The woman who wrote this responds to the report of the coroner, but thinks she is
responging to Woolf’s supposedly last words. This shows how even a small

omission can cause a great misunderstanding. The misunderstanding becomes a

good example of how realism works: it reaffirms what we already think we know.
Clearly, the reaction of the wife of the Bishop of Lincoln was based on the

misquotation that caused a misinterpretation, not only by her but also by many
others. Those misinterpretations on the one hand show how precarious it is to

represent historical material, and how closely accuracy is related to truth when

representing original material in another context. Yet, on the other hand, there is

no such thing as a single proper representation, or a proper context. The woman’s
reaction is the result of a misquotation; however, the coroner had read Woolf’s
original letter and was the first to present the misinterpretation. The assumed

causal relation between the misquotation and the misinterpretation was started by
an inverted causality: in the case of the coroner, his initial misinterpretation of the
original material generated his misquotations.
Woolf on Reading
Apart from writing, reading is a central theme in Cunningham’s novel. Not only
because one of the main characters in the book, Mrs Brown, is reading Mrs

Dalloway, and because Clarissa Vaughan, as an editor, is a professional reader, but

foremost because the whole book is an account of the way in which Cunningham
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reads Woolf’s work as well as life. His account of her way of writing is

simultaneously an account of his way of reading her work. Perhaps, then, the

historical frame of reference is dominated by the (inter)textual frame of reference,
as Cunningham’s novel echoes Woolf’s style of writing and as the book reflects on

the historical reality insofar it is mediated and constructed through Woolf’s work.
In “How Should One Read A Book?” (1960 [1932]), Woolf writes that the

only advice one can give about reading is to accept no advice. Yet, after she has said
this, she does talk about reading and of what we expect of books:

Most commonly we come to books with blurred and divided minds, asking
of fiction that it shall be true, of poetry that it shall be false, of biography

that it shall be flattering, of history that it shall enforce our own prejudices.
If we could banish all such preconceptions when we read, that would be an

admirable beginning. Do not dictate to your author; try to become him. Be
his fellow-worker and accomplice (1960: 235).

When Woolf writes that we expect of fiction that it shall be true, she refers to the

expectation that fiction mirrors reality: the truth of realism. Woolf’s wish to banish
the preconception of truthfulness and instead try to become the author is exactly

what Cunningham does: The Hours can be read as an attempt to become the author
Virginia Woolf while she is writing Mrs Dalloway. Cunningham has thought about

that book almost constantly since the first time he read it in high school, as he

confesses in an interview at the NYS Writers Institute (April 18, 2001). Yet, when
one tries to become the author who is as wellknown as Woolf, one can no longer
read the text as unbiased as Woolf would prefer. As I have discussed in the

previous chapter, biographical information often frames and predetermines the
manner in which one reads a book.

Cunningham has the fictional author Richard comment on this at the

moment his oeuvre has just been rewarded with a major literary prize: “I got a

prize for my performance, you must know that. I got a prize for having AIDS and
going nuts and being brave about it, it had nothing to do with my work” (63).

Richard expresses a fear that many writers feel: that their books are read because

of circumstantial influences or biographical exposure, not because of their literary
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talent. One can never quite say whether a book is praised because of its literary

achievement or because the book appeals to a social interest or need. The reasons
for applauding a book are never pure. Or, at least, there are no standards that can
be applied to judge the purity of reader’s motivations. Literary prizes, such as the
Nobel Prize, are often lead by political interests, rewarding books written by

minorities or authors from dictatorial states. Yet, this does not mean that those

books are badly written or do not deserve a prize. This is the complex sociological
truth of literature, in which literary standards cannot be isolated from other
contexts.

When Woolf was writing Mrs Dalloway, at the moment when she had

realised that it would become a novel, she wrote in her diary on October 14th 1922:

“I adumbrate here a study of insanity & suicide: the world seen by the sane & the
insane side by side – something like that.” As Elaine Showalter quotes in her
introduction to the Mrs Dalloway edition of 1992, Woolf also wrote in her

notebook on 16 October 1922 : “Mrs D. seeing the truth, SS seeing the insane truth”
(1992: xxvii). The sane truth of Mrs Dalloway and the insane truth of the poet

Septimus Smith are paralleled by the truths of Clarissa Vaughan and Richard in The
Hours. When Richard complains about the prize, Clarissa replies that the prize “has
everything to do with your work” (63). This is her truth. Clarissa’s opinion then
represents the “sane truth” and Richard’s the “insane truth.” What makes The
Hours fascinating is that the insane truth is a very sane truth as well.

In offering his reading of Mrs Dalloway, Cunningham is not only led by

biographical material about Woolf, but also by his own personal and social

framework, through which he reframes the story of her book. He foregrounds

homosexual love: manifestly in the chapters on Clarissa Vaughan, who is living

with her partner Sally and nurses her homosexual friend Richard (in Woolf’s book

Richard is the name of the husband of Mrs Dalloway); latently in the other chapters,
in each of which a kiss between two women occurs. This recurring kiss is also an

intertextual reference to Mrs Dalloway, in which a kiss takes place between Clarissa
Dalloway and Sally Seton, for whom Clarissa felt “what men felt” (34).

In The Hours various kinds of realism are at play within a fictional

framework. First, it is written in a realistic style: Cunningham appears committed

to the truth that functions within the frame of reference that he is speaking about.
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Second, Cunningham portrays three different social milieus in three different

periods of time, which follow a truthful depiction comparable to the principles of
realism. Third, there is the truth of history: Virginia Woolf is a real person, who
wrote Mrs Dalloway and did commit suicide in 1941 by drowning herself in the
river Ouse. This is the realism that, according to McHale, belongs to historical
novels, as well as of complexly structured postmodernist ones. Fourth,

Cunningham makes use of streams of consciousness, the modernist technique par
excellence, through which he portrays truthfully how reality is perceived

subjectively. Fifth, there is the truthful account of Cunningham’s reading: a truth

that is simultaneously personal, thoroughly intertextual, and coherent across the

framework of the two corresponding novels. This is where the modernist aspect of
the novel moves into a postmodernist framework, creating a meta-fictional

structure by its intertextual references. Thus, as Woolf wrote about combining the
sane and the insane truth, the novel The Hours mixes historical truth with realist,
historical, intertextual and personal truth.
Waves
After the “Prologue,” in which Woolf’s suicide is narrated, all chapters of The Hours

have one of three titles: “Mrs. Woolf”, “Mrs. Brown”, or “Mrs. Dalloway”. The first
“Mrs. Woolf” chapter starts as follows:

Mrs. Dalloway said something (what?), and got the flowers herself.
It is a suburb of London. It is 1923.

Virginia awakens. This might be another way to begin, certainly; (29).
It is the beginning of the day, Virginia awakes, and thinks of a first line for her

novel about a certain Mrs. Dalloway. Cunningham describes how Virginia’s literary
ideas come into being and transform. The process of creation, even the moment of
inspiration, is immediately lost only to return in a different form. Virginia thinks:

“This might be another way to begin” (my Italics). It is not “the” way to begin, but

“another” way to begin, which signifies that she already has been thinking of other
opening sentences before this possible beginning. After the thought, she falls
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asleep again and dreams that she floats through a park. She wakes up to find that
the first line she was thinking of is now gone:

Virginia awakens again. She is here, in her bedroom at Hogarth House. Gray

light fills the room; muted steel-toned; it lies with a gray-white, liquid life on

her coverlet. It silvers the green walls. She has dreamed of a park and she

has dreamed of a line for her new book – what was it? Flowers; something

to do with flowers. Or something to do with a park? Was someone singing?
No, the line is gone, and it doesn’t matter, really, because she still has the
feeling it left behind. She knows she can get up and write (30).

The beginning of the day coincides with the process of beginning a new novel. One
can read it as a beautiful descriptive, imaginative passage about the idea that
writing comes from involuntary memories, sudden impressions or flashes of

thought that disappear and reappear; a very modernist idea, as we have seen in

chapter one. However, I am curious not only about Cunningham’s portrayal, if it
confirms the image of the modernist author, but also about the first level of

meaning, in which a partly fictional Virginia is portrayed in relation to Woolf’s
writing. In other words, the beginning of the novel “signifies” through its

relationship with published texts by Woolf, and this signification pertains to an

intertextual truth construction, to use a distinction that Michael Riffaterre makes
between meaning and significance in his article “Syllepsis” (1980). 164

The narrative of The Hours contains many clues that lead to Woolf’s work.

Several of those are clear links to Mrs Dalloway or the essay “Mr Bennet and Mrs
Brown,” while other clues are perhaps not created consciously by Cunningham,

found simply because one cannot help thinking of Woolf’s work and writing while

reading The Hours. I would like to bring the passage above, in which the beginning
of a day is fused with the beginning of a new novel, in dialogue with a passage by

Woolf about yet another beginning, that of Woolf’s life, at least insofar as she can
remember it. It is a passage from “A Sketch of the Past” (1976 [1939]), a text she

With the term “syllepsis” Riffaterre refers to Jacques Derrida, who in his book La
Dissémination (1972) prefers to use the trope “syllepsis” with regard to Mallarmé’s poetry.
Riffaterre explains that the trope “consists in understanding the same word in two different ways
at the same time, one being literal or primary, the other figurative (629).”
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was working on shortly before she committed suicide. In this autobiographical text,
published after her death in Moments of Being (1976), Woolf attempts to recollect

her first childhood memories. The first memory she describes is one of flowers on

her mother’s dress: “[I] can still see purple, red and blue, I think, against the black;
they must have been anemones, I suppose” (64).

In the fragment by Cunningham, Virginia also remembers a beginning with

flowers: “Flowers; something to do with flowers.” When Cunningham wrote the
passage, he of course knew that Mrs Dalloway begins with the sentence: “Mrs.

Dalloway said she would buy the flowers herself.” It is this sentence to which he

refers. Yet, describing Virginia as remembering an image of flowers the book seems
not only to connect with the first sentence of Mrs Dalloway, but also with the other
text in which she writes about remembrance and flowers. In Fictional Truth

(1990), Riffaterre calls such intertextual references the “unconscious truth,” which
he distinguishes from referential truths that concern the formal features of fiction.
For Riffaterre, the unconscious of fiction pertains to a hidden level of the text. In
psychoanalytic theory the unconscious often is understood as a hidden truth

behind appearances. The unconscious of the text should, however, not be confused

with the unconscious of the writer or the reader. Riffaterre defines the unconscious
of the text as the intertext: the references and significations that are part of the text
but that are repressed by the surface of fiction that is dominated by the main

narrative. He writes that “the intertext is hidden like the psychological unconscious
and, like that unconscious, it is hidden in such a way that we cannot help finding it”
(86).

I prefer not to define the intertextual relations as unconscious, since this

metaphor suggests that it holds clues necessary for a true understanding of the

text. Such an unconscious could be interpreted as the origin of the text. Instead, I

argue that the emphasis on the originating moment of Virginia’s writing, of the new
day and her awakening, signifies that the origin is always already lost in the
complexity of the intertext, in which the traces of what came first and what

followed are thoroughly entangled, moving back and forth like waves. Cunningham
seems to search not only for the origin of Virginia’s writing, but also for the reason
for her suicide. Precisely through his search, however, the novel shows how the
truth of an origin is always a construct that is created afterwards.
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After Woolf has described her first memory of the flowers in “A Sketch of

the Past,” she goes on to recount her second memory:

that will lead to my second memory, which also seems to be my first

memory, and in fact it is the most important of all my memories. If life has a
base that it stands upon, if it is a bowl that one fills and fills and fills – then
my bowl without a doubt stands on this memory. It is of lying half asleep,
half awake, in bed in the nursery at St Ives. It is of hearing the waves

breaking, one, two, one, two, and sending a splash of water over the beach;
and then breaking, one, two, one, two, behind a yellow blind (65).

The beginning of Mrs Dalloway mentions flowers as well as waves: the two objects

of Woolf’s first memory. After the first sentence of Mrs Dalloway, in which she says
“she would buy the flowers herself,” the freshness of the morning air is described
“as if issued to children on a beach” (3). This freshness reminds Clarissa of other

memories of morning air that she compares with waves as well: “the air was in the
early morning; like the flap of a wave; the kiss of a wave” (3). In The Hours,

Cunningham describes a possible way of coming into existence of these first

sentences of Woolf’s novel. He chose to let the sentences arise as Virginia is just
waking up, falling asleep and awakening again; a pattern that resembles the

withdrawing and returning movement of waves, just as in Woolf’s second memory.
In my first chapter, I argued that the state of falling asleep, waking up and

lying half asleep can be read as a typical modernist metaphor for the moment of
creation. Irrespective of the question whether the authors have been aware of

intertextual connotations, Woolf’s and Cunningham’s description parallel Proust’s
description of Marcel as he is falling asleep in the beginning of A la recherche du

temps perdu, a falling asleep that eventually also shades into his awakening. Marcel,

just as Woolf in her first memory and as described by Cunningham in The Hours, is
half awake, half sleeping, following a logic of daydreams in which dream images

merge with awake thoughts. I have argued that such a beginning could be read as
an answer to the question, How to begin writing? Begin by falling asleep; by
relinquishing rational control and letting dreams and thoughts merge. This
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conforms to the modernist paradigm that writing can never be fully controlled;
that fiction should follow involuntary threads of thought. 165

Woolf’s first memory, the base on which the bowl of her life stands, cannot

be such a steady base, since she describes it as her second memory, “which also

seems to be [her] first memory.” Just as the first beginning of writing can never be
traced, one’s very first memory is perhaps the second one, or maybe the seventh,

twentieth or hundred thirteenth memory, or somewhere in between the first and

the following ones. Recounting her first memories Woolf writes that she heard the

waves breaking: “one, two, one, two, and sending a splash of water over the beach;
and then breaking, one, two, one, two.” In this description, it is not clear which

sound is heard as “one” and which as “two”; it describes a rhythm rather than an

order. If one listens long enough, one could start hearing: “two, one, two, one, two,
one.” Although one and two suggest succession, it is not important which one

comes first. When one hears waves breaking on a beach one hears rhythm, not

order. Similarly, the first memory on which the bowl of her life stands is her second
memory, or her first, or her second. This movement of the sea and memory is

mirrored by the movement of falling asleep and waking up, which also reflects the
process of writing, in which ideas come, are dismissed, come back, are written
down, and crossed out, as by “a splash of water.”

The bowl “that one fills and fills and fills,” described as an image of life, can

also be read as a metaphor for the writing process: an idea serves as the base, on
which the bowl of the book stands, which one fills and fills and fills, until it spills

over and one starts refilling; as one starts deleting and rewriting after having been
writing for a while. In the beginning, in which Cunningham describes how Virginia
thinks of a possible first sentence for her book, not a bowl is filled but the room:

“Gray light fills the room; muted steel-toned; it lies with a gray-white, liquid life on
her coverlet. It silvers the green walls.” The adjectives that Cunningham uses –

gray, steel-toned, gray-white, liquid – belong to water, more particularly to the sea.

Though Cunningham describes the light that fills the room, one sees and almost

hears the sea “sending a splash of water,” as Woolf writes. In Cunningham’s novel,
165 The chapters about Mrs Brown and Mrs Dalloway in The Hours also begin in the morning: Mrs
Brown is just waking up and Mrs Dalloway has just gotten up.
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Virginia’s fictitious memory and the liquid light in her room fuse with the image
that Woolf describes as she recounts her first memory of hearing the sea.
In Mrs Dalloway the waves of the sea are a recurring image in the

associations of several characters in the book. Apart from the freshness of morning

air, waves are associated with the sounds in the city of “humming traffic, rising and
falling” (62), as well as with the acceptance of life and its ups and downs: “So on a
summer’s day waves collect, overbalance and fall; collect and fall; and the whole
world seems to be saying ‘that is all’” (43). The recurring association forms a

metaphor for the flowing structure of the book. The way in which the thoughts and

lives of the different protagonists are connected resembles a rhythm of waves that
move along, slightly touch, merge and push each other forward. 166

The image, or sound, of the endless breaking of waves, can be read as the

fruitless search for one’s true first memory, or as the mistake of believing in a true

origin of a work of art, a first version of a text. However, Cunningham’s focus on the
originating moment of writing, as well as his choice to use the first version of

Woolf’s last letter and the first title of her novel, appear to confirm the belief that
the unedited, raw material of sketches and drafts hold a truth that disappears

when it is rewritten and reshaped. However, one can justifiably wonder whether

there have not been even earlier versions of the suicide note, considering Woolf’s
habit of rewriting. One could even ask, with Derrida in mind, whether any letter
may be called original, since writing always already is a process of re-writing,

repetition, and reconsideration. One may find traces of these letters in her novels
or diaries. In “A Sketch of the Past” Woolf writes that her mother said about her

first marriage that she had been “as happy as it is possible for a human being to be”

(89), for example. The sentence resembles what she writes to Leonard Woolf in the

first version of her suicide letter: “I don’t think two people could have been happier
than we have been.” Woolf’s choice of words is recognisable because she repeats
similar formulations in her oeuvre.

The Waves is also a title of a later novel by Woolf, in which she presents the voices of six
characters, exploring individuality, self and community.
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To Conclude: Self-reflexive Thoughts on Truth
At certain junctures, Cunningham lets the protagonists in the book discuss fiction
and truth. For example, Clarissa Vaughan and her friend Louis comment on the
book by their mutual friend Richard. Louis thinks the book is about Clarissa:
“He hardly even bothered to change your name.”

“That isn’t me,” she says. “It’s Richard’s fantasy about some woman who
vaguely resembles me.”

“It’s a damned weird book.”

“So everybody seems to think.”

“It feels like it’s about ten thousand pages long. Nothing happens. And then,
bam. She kills herself” (129-130).

The interpretation of the character’s identity in Richard’s book clearly depends on
the reader. One could view this conversation as if the characters are talking about

the novel in which they appear. The woman then simultaneously refers to Clarissa
Vaughan and to Virginia. Alternatively, the conversation could be about the novel

Mrs Dalloway, whose protagonist is also called Clarissa, whom Woolf was thinking
of having die at the end of the novel. Through this exchange, Cunningham

expresses his awareness of his appropriation of Woolf’s life and thoughts: his

portrayal of Virginia is his fantasy; she is not Virginia Woolf; she is a fantasy about
a woman who vaguely resembles Virginia Woolf.

In the film, this conversation is rendered slightly different and hence self-

referential in a different way:

“I thought you were meant to do more than just change people’s names.
Isn’t it meant to be fiction? He even had you living on the 10th street.”

“It isn’t me.”
“Isn’t it?”

“You know how Richard is; it is a fantasy.”
Louis interprets names as signs that point to reality. Not only the names of persons,
but also of streets. On the one hand, he finds it ridiculous to base a character on a
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living person, even make her live in the same street. But on the other hand the

changing of the street name would not suffice. He says: “I thought you were meant
to do more than just change peoples names.” Louis reads in a realist manner,
projecting his own reality onto the story, projecting Clarissa Vaughan on the

character. For him fiction cannot be about a reality he personally knows. However,
for Clarissa the same book depicts a fantasy. These are two conflicting readings

that in a textual reading can communicate just as the characters in the book do, but
in a realist reading one of the two perspectives has to dominate.

In the novel, reality and fiction merge. Not only with respect to content, but

also in the style of writing and narrating, which comments on the topic of writing
and reading throughout, thus asking for reflection on writing at the moment of
reading. In the film, this self-reflection on the medium is not as emphatically

present. The representation of writing does not suggest reflection on the way the
film is narrated. Indeed, writing in the film consolidates the constructed

consistency. As McHale argues, modernist subjectivism and epistemological doubt
form the beginning of radical ontological questions that mark postmodernism. In
this sense, Cunningham takes up the thread where Woolf left it. The film, in

contrast, seems to make a loop, returning to realist narration. That development

cannot be explained as a form of radicalisation or continuation of the modernistpostmodernist pursuit, but rather as a form of nostalgia. Perhaps the

contemporary popularity of books and films that are based on true stories can be
viewed as a nostalgic desire for the wholeness of truth that realism delivered

before modernist and postmodernist works unmasked this wholeness, as being full
of lack, contradictions and false construction.
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Chapter 5

Exit: Kafkaesque Tourism

“A man who dies at the age of thirty-five,” said Moritz Heimann once, “is at every
point of his life a man who dies at the age of thirty-five.” Nothing is more dubious
than this sentence – but for the sole reason that the tense is wrong. A man – so
says the truth that was meant here – who died at thirty-five will appear to
remembrance at every point in his life as a man who dies at the age of thirty-five.
In other words, the statement that makes no sense for real life becomes
indisputable for remembered life.
Walter Benjamin

All published novels have an ending in the formal sense that one can quote their
last sentences. Many modernist novels, however, are known for their equivocal
endings. Franz Kafka did not consider any of his novels finished. One can

question whether Proust’s A la recherche du temps perdu, Robert Musil’s Mann
ohne Eigenschaften or James Joyce’s Finnigan’s Wake are completed works. 167
When is a novel finished? A writer finishes a book by writing the ending, but
perhaps the writer finishes the story by rewriting the beginning, as I have

suggested in the first chapter, or by deciding that the rewriting has to end, even if
James Joyce’s Finnigans Wake has a circular structure: the book ends with the beginning of the
first sentence that on the opening page started in the middle of that sentence. This does not make
it an unfinished book; on the contrary, the structure is closed and complete. In Finnigans Wake as
well as Ulysses, a grand construction holds all elements and storylines together. Still, as Wood
writes: “In one sense Finnigans Wake cannot end, but this sense involves the fact that what
happens in it always already happened and is still going on: the same falls and rises, jokes and
disgraces, continue through time and despite time” (2007: 1397). James Joyce’s Ulysses appears
to have two endings. Fredric Jameson writes that “the Nighttown chapter recombines all the
elements of the preceding chapters, producing all kinds of new relationships between them,” by
which it discharges and diffuses all the preceding developments (2007: 180). This diffusion is
brought to an ending by the “altogether different temporality, with the unexpected change in
gender and the very different performative voice of Molly’s invincible monologue which cancels
all the earlier masculine languages of Ulysses, and concludes – the famous final Yes – with a
negation of the negation (180). The endlessness that is suggested by these two endings is part of
a “production of external framing devices,” Jameson writes, which indicates unity rather than
unfinished process.
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it is not finished. 168 Robert Musil for instance wrote in his diary: “I have never
taken anything beyond the opening stages” (1998: 462). There is an obvious

difference between the ending of a writing process and the ending of a story. A

novel is finished when the author decides that it is finished. However, this does

not necessarily mean that the narrative is finished as well. In “The Last Night of
All” (2007), Michael Wood aptly states that “there are many ways of stopping
before reaching completion” (1395). In this last chapter, I consider these

questions in relation to Franz Kafka’s work, as well as to his afterlife in the
tourist industry of Prague.

In each chapter of the present study, I have taken a trip with a

contemporary phenomenon to revisit modernist novels, somewhat like a tourist
ride to see a literary sight in a comfortable Pullman bus. The metaphor of

tourism alludes to the carefree way of getting acquainted with a complex oeuvre,
and could be well applied to introductory books such as Alain de Botton’s How

Proust Can Change Your Life (1998), or to the format of Oprah’s Book Club. In this
chapter, however, tourism is no longer just a metaphor: I look at the

representation of Kafka’s work in contemporary tourist guides. Tourism suggests
leisure activities, fun, relaxation, entertainment and pleasure; perhaps not the

things one readily associates with Kafka's work. Yet, tourism is an integral aspect
of modern life; and, in addition, one of Kafka’s favorite characters is that of the
traveler.

Kafka’s characters often have a lot in common with tourists, as they

wander through unfamiliar streets, without really knowing their way or what the
local customs are or what is expected from the itinerant. Antony Johae writes

that Kafka’s anonymous city “has a topography without a recognizable relief. It is
received as a traveler enters a foreign city for the first time without a map”

(1996: 19). Rolf J. Goebel in turn compares K. with the figure of the flâneur:
“What links K. on the most basic level to these endangered flâneurs is his

persistently observational gaze, a conspicuous leitmotif of the novel” (2002:

Proust’s Recherche also has the potential to continue indefinitely. Jameson asks, “faced with a
text in which insertions and accretions are not only possible, but like the great coral reef have
actually produced the text we currently have – how, under such conditions, any sense of
completeness or totality is possible?” (181). Although Proust wrote “fin” under the final chapter,
the manuscript shows that even after he wrote this word he continued changing and adding to
the last sentences. Proust’s practice of rewriting suggests an ongoing process.
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45). 169 The observational gaze is what the flâneur shares with the tourist. In that

sense, Kafka’s fiction could perhaps function as a mirror for the tourist.

Moreover, in the afterword to Amerika, Max Brod writes: “Kafka was fond

of reading travel books and memoirs” (298). Julian Preece observes:

The traveler is one of his favorite figures (one thinks of K. from The

Castle) along with the Stranger or Foreigner, like Karl Roßmann from The
Man who Disappeared 170 or even Josef K. from The Trial, a stranger in his
own city. But they are metaphorical itinerants who have ventured out
from home into a threatening and puzzling environment (3).

The affinity with tourists is indeed that they have ventured out from home, but
unlike tourists Kafka’s itinerants are frantically in search of something. In The

Trial as well as in The Castle, the main characters are in search of an authority, of
which they do not precisely know by whom it is represented or where it is to be
found. 171

John Urry argues that “to be a tourist is one of the characteristics of

‘modern’ experience. … It has become a marker of status in modern societies and

is also thought to be necessary for good health” (2002: 4). 172 Jonathan Culler also
regards tourism as a metaphor for modern life: “our primary way of making
sense of the world is as a network of touristic destinations and possibilities

which we ought in principle to visit” (1988: 166). “’[T]he tourist’ is one of the

best models available for modern-man-in-general,” Dean MacCannell argues in
his book The Tourist (1999: 1). In order to understand this modern man in
general, in this chapter I focus on the particular form of literary tourism,

specifically the texts of Prague travel guides, which describe places that are
connected to Kafka and his work.

In his comparison of Josef K. with the flâneur, Goebel continues: “K. is the dislocated stranger
in his own phantasmagorical hometown, travelling its streets, suburbs, law offices, and dusty
attics in frantic search of settlement, justice, legal resolution, of a closure that, until his eventual
execution, remains forever deferred and denied” (47).
170 Kafka’s first novel Amerika has also been published under the title The Man who Disappeared.
171 Goebel argues that “K.’s arrest does not mean confinement but paradoxically sets him in
perpetual motion to venture through urban space in search of the court” (2002: 47-48).
172 See also Feifer, Maxine. Going Places (1985: 224).
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Literary tourism starts in the Eighteenth Century. In her book Literary

Tourism (2006), Nicola Watson shows that over the course of the eighteenth and
nineteenth centuries in Britain a fascination developed for the graves of famous
authors, the houses in which they were born, and the places they described in

their books. In “Watching the Detectives” (2009), Stijn Reijnders argues that in
the last decades a shift has taken place from small-scale interest in the

background of literary works to a widespread fascination in popular culture. For
instance, tourists travel to see the location where a television adaptation of a
detective book was filmed. Reijnders argues that spectators feel personally

involved with fictional characters: they feel connected with them as well as with
the places where those characters live. He argues that for such a bond between
the spectator and the work the representation of couleur locale is important;
readers feel they already know the places that are described in novels.

With respect to Kafka’s work, however, a feeling of familiarity with the

couleur locale is complicated, because the cities and landscapes through which

his characters wander are phantasmagoric and labyrinthine. One cannot follow

the footsteps of Kafka’s characters and relive their storylines, in the way literary
pilgrims do it. In Kafka: Toward a Minor Literature (1997), Gilles Deleuze and

Félix Guattari argue that the streets, offices, and buildings shed their spatiality.
The topography in his work has no specific spatial logic, they argue. Walter

Benjamin reaches a similar conclusion in several of his essays on Kafka. Yet,
travel guides succeed in presenting Kafka’s work as belonging intimately to

Prague. Through studying certain fragments from travel guides, such as Novel
Destinations (2008) by Shannon McKenna Smith and Joni Rendon, and texts

presented by the Kafka Museum in Prague, I analyze how the non-spatial logic in
Kafka’s work is connected to the city’s topography. I study how those texts both

honor Kafka’s writings and deny certain elements of his fiction, specifically those
that make his stories and novels seem endless.

In The Sense of an Ending (1967), Frank Kermode argues that suspense in

narrative depends on expectations as to the future. Even in books in which

references to real time are lost, like Robbe-Grillet’s In the Labyrinth, the narrative

depends on those expectations. Kermode dryly adds: “We cannot, of course,

bedenied an end; it is one of the great charms of books that they have to end”
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(23). Still, one can question whether an unfinished novel really ends. In Kafka’s
work, one senses that there are infinite ways in which the narrative could

continue. “As soon as something is said, something else needs to be said,” as

Maurice Blanchot summarizes the struggle that is inherent in writing (1995: 22).
In his essays on Kafka, Blanchot elaborates on beginning and ending in language
and writing. The essays have, as Stanley Corngold puts it, “stressed the intensity
and single-mindedness of Kafka’s devotion to literature, indeed to which he
considered his being entirely literature, Schriftstellersein” (1986: 161).

Kafka is perhaps most known for leaving behind an oeuvre of unfinished

stories and novels. Yet, one could also question why they are considered to be
unfinished. Wood remarks that most of Kafka’s parables and aphorisms are

“perfectly finished, couldn’t be more finished. … What could we add to these

miniature masterpieces; what could we take away from them?” (1400). From a
certain angle, Wood is right: Kafka’s stories seem perfect. At the same time,
Kafka’s stories follow a particular logic that defies a definite ending. In a

strangely consistent manner, his work is structured by a logic that excludes the

natural anticipation of the course of the narrative. Deleuze and Guattari analyze
this particular logic, often reflected by the absurd topography in Kafka’s work. I
am interested in the way in which Deleuze’s and Guattari’s analysis of Kafka's
topography may be related to the way in which Prague is presented in tourist
guides as Kafka’s city.

Compared to the apparent boundlessness of the interior monologues in

Faulkner’s, Joyce’s or Woolf’s oeuvres, Kafka’s work arouses a different sense of
endlessness. The stories do not seem endless because they trace streams of
associations. Rather, they suggest a sense of endlessness because of the

indistinctness of the motives of the characters and the endless varieties of

minute acts. It is worth considering this characteristic in relation to Fredric

Jameson’s reading of Kafka as well as Brian McHale’s definition of modernism.
Perhaps this particular sense of endlessness announces the end of literary

modernism. Thus the question of the ending of the novel is connected to the
question of the end of modernism. Did modernism end? Or is it an ongoing
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project, as Jürgen Habermas has it? 173 In previous chapters, I have studied a

number of contemporary reappearances of modernist novels in different

contexts, such as contemporary literature, film, and Internet. Perhaps these

reappearances signify that modernism never ends. The works are resurrected,
appear as ghosts or as a form of afterlife.

Kafka preferred to have his work destroyed when he died. His work only

survived his death thanks to the care of Max Brod. Not only his work survived,

the image of Kafka also received a new life as the famous Czech author, which he
never was while alive, a German Jew who never learnt to write Czech. To

conclude this chapter, I discuss the role of death and afterlife in relation to our
understanding of ending. I bring the endlessness inherent to Kafka’s style of

writing in dialogue with Heidegger’s analysis of death as the “not-yet” as well as
with Blanchot’s texts on death and literature. While ending this chapter on the

infinite postponement of ending, and of death, this chapter should be the closure
of my study, which, then again, contributes to the continuation of the afterlife of
modernism.

173

See Jürgen Habermas, “Modernity versus Postmodernity” (1981).
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Which Bridge
Although Kafka’s first novel Amerika (1962 [1927]) takes place in the USA and a
few of his short stories are set in China, two countries that he never actually

visited, most of the places in his work, as well as buildings, streets, bridges and

cities, remain nameless. 174 Yet, many efforts have been made to demonstrate that
the settings in his books correspond with the topography of Prague, particularly
those of The Trial and The Castle. It seems that the city of Prague not only wants

to stress it is the city where Kafka was born and lived for most of his life, but also
that it is Prague one reads about in his work. In almost every tourist guide of

Prague, one reads that Kafka once described his native city as being “a dear little
mother with claws,” suggesting that the city would never let him go. 175 These

words now almost seem prophetic. Especially in the last two decades Prague’s
grip on Kafka has grown. In “Franz Kafka’s Prague: A Literary Walking Tour,”

hosted on www.nysoclib.org, Marylin Bender writes that “Kafka has become the
ubiquitous icon [of Prague]. His melancholy portrait is inescapable, adorning T-

shirts, coffee mugs, posters, shopping bags, puppets and above all, graffiti. Franz
Kafka, successor to Mickey Mouse.” 176

Most walking tours and tourist guides point out the places where Kafka

lived, where he was born in 1883, as well as the supposed locations that play a
role in his work. Several guided tours offer to read out passages from Kafka’s
work that are taken to correspond to the visited locations. 177 In Novel

Destinations: Literary Landmarks from Jane Austen’s Bath to Ernest Hemingway’s
Key West (2008), Shannon McKenna Smith and Joni Rendon include a chapter on

Kafka, offering a short biographical sketch including various references to places
in Prague. I want to take a closer look at a fragment in which both Kafka’s diary
174

Amerika was the first novel Kafka worked on, it remained unfinished. After Max Brod assembled
the uncomplete manuscript, it appeared posthumously in 1927. However, during Kafka’s life, in 1913
the first chapter, “The Stoker,” was published separately.
175 This quote can, for instance, be found on the website of the Kafka Museum in Prague:
http://www.kafkamuseum.cz/ShowPage.aspx?tabId=-1. Or on the website:
http://www.livelifetravel.com/features/kafkas_prague.html. In Time Out: Prague (2004), the
authors even refer to this citation as if everyone already knows it: “Franz Kafka was a little
ambivalent about his feelings for Matka Praha – not many sons describe their maternal figure as
having claws” (83).
176 http://www.nysoclib.org/travels/kafka.html
177 http://www.guide-prague.cz/tour/franz-kafka-sightseeing-tour
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and The Trial are used as sources. The authors recount that Kafka enjoyed taking
long walks through the city:

On one such walk, he lingered over the baroque statues of saints lining the
Charles Bridge and noted in his diary the perfection of “the remarkable

light of the summer evening together with the nocturnal emptiness of the
bridge.” (The same bridge his alterego Josef K. would later be led across
before his execution in The Trial) (274).

The way in which the quotation from Kafka’s diary precedes the remark about
Josef K. suggests that his walk as described in his diary is related to K. walking

across the bridge in The Trial. Unfortunately, McKenna Smith and Rendon do not
mention the day or year in which the diary remark was written down. They do
write that “Josef K. would later be led across” that same bridge (emphasis
added). What is meant by the adverb “later” is not clear here. One could

understand it as though the authors approach Kafka’s actual walk and the walk

of the fictional character as two events that happened at two distinct moments in
time. More likely, however, they imply that Kafka wrote the remark in his diary
before he wrote the last chapter of The Trial. Thus, they connect the walk of the

fictional character with a later moment in historical time, the moment that Kafka
wrote this passage of The Trial, strangely assuming that a fictional walk takes
place at the moment when it is written.

This also suggests that the authors would have detailed knowledge of at

what point Kafka wrote what text. This is more complex than it might seem, since
Kafka did not write chapters in a chronological order, nor in the order in which

they finally appeared in print. The walk across the bridge, just before Josef K. is

killed by two men with a double-edged butcher’s knife, takes place at the end of
the book. However, this does not imply that this was the last passage Kafka

wrote. In fact, as Stanley Corngold writes in Lambent Traces: Franz Kafka (2004),
Kafka wrote “the first chapter ‘The Arrest’ together with the final chapter ‘The

End’” (42). Corngold explains that Kafka started by writing the first and the last

chapter because he felt that “he would never be able to bring his previous novel

Amerika … to a close” and that “he was determined to make certain that The Trial
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should have an ending” (42). Moreover, in the “Postscript to the First Edition” of
The Trial (1960 [1925]), Max Brod accounts that he had to rely on his own
judgment for the order of the chapters (334). In an appendix, Brod adds

unfinished chapters that he could not fit, as well as passages deleted by the

author, including a passage of an earlier version of the last sentences in the

penultimate paragraph, not long after the paragraph in which K. crosses the
bridge.

Then again, perhaps the authors of Novel Destinations never intended to

refer to the order of Kafka’s writing, but merely to the order of described events.
They write that Kafka first crossed the bridge and that K., whom they call “his

alter ego,” crossed the bridge at a later interval. To call K. his “alterego” suggests
that The Trial is an autobiographical work and that the novel corresponds to
facts, such as his “earlier” crossing of the Charles Bridge. This entails the

assumption that an author usually experiences something before he turns it into
fiction, or at the least that it cannot happen the other way around. The

assumption seems logical. Several authors, for instance Malcolm Pasley and
Stanley Corngold, have pointed at the analogy between Josef K. and Franz

Kafka. 178 Yet, this resemblance does not concern distinct events in Kafka’s life,
but the analogy between the trial of Josef K. and the writing of Kafka. 179 “It is

worth noting,” Corngold writes, “that the German word for The Trial, which

Kafka, moreover, spells ‘Process,’ means precisely this in English – ‘process.’” He
continues: “As a result, there is a specific connection between Joseph K.’s trial
and Kafka’s own ‘trial,’ so to speak, in writing this novel” (42). 180

The correspondence between Kafka’s writing process and the trial in the

book clearly entails another kind of correspondence than the one that the

remark of the “earlier” crossing of the bridge assumes. The process described in
the book and the process of writing the book are part of the same event: that of
178

In “Omissions and Contradictions in Kafka’s Trial,” Ignace Feuerlicht comments: “If one wants to
equate K. with Kafka, one might just as well equate him with Hermann Kafka, Franz Kafka’s father,
for like K., Kafka’s father was a self-made man, had an oratorial flair, looked down on people below
his social rank, was of robust health, had frequent fits of anger, and was superficially religious” (1967:
340).
179 See Franz Kafka, Der Process: Die Handschrift redet (1990), prepared by Malcolm Pasley.
180 In The Fate of the Self (1986), Corngold explores different forms of self in Kafka’s work by
bringing Kafka’s diary notes on writing into dialogue with the various views in, and on, his
fictional work. See also chapter 2, in which I refer to Corngold with regard to the question of the
author.
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Kafka’s writing. I do not want to argue that the experiences of the author have

nothing to do with his writing; what I challenge is the assumption that a writer
has to experience something before being able to transform it into fiction.
Let me quote the passage in which K. is led across the bridge:

In complete harmony all three now made their way across a bridge in the
moonlight, the two men readily yielded to K.’s slightest movement, and
when he turned slightly toward the parapet they turned, too, in a solid
front. The water, glittering and trembling in the moonlight divided on

either side of a small island, on which the foliage of trees and bushes rose
in thick masses, as if bunched together. Beneath the trees ran gravel

paths, now invisible, with convenient benches on which K. had stretched
himself at ease many a summer. “I didn’t mean to stop,” he said to his

companions, shamed by their obliging compliance. Behind K.’s back the

one seemed to reproach the other gently for the mistaken stop they had
made, and then all three went on again (1960: 283). 181

The bridge remains anonymous. No attributes of the bridge are mentioned,

except for the island under the bridge. This “small island, on which the foliage of
trees and bushes rose in thick masses, as if bunched together,” has been

identified as Kampa Island under the Charles Bridge. Yet, it could also refer to the
much greener island Střelecky Ostrov, which is situated under the Legion Bridge
in Prague; if, that is, the bridge in the novel refers to an existing bridge at all.

According to the website of the Kafka Museum in Prague, the path taken by Josef
K. shows that it should be the Charles Bridge, as K. walks “from the Old Town to

the outer limits of Kleinseite, over the Charles Bridge.” 182 On the other hand, the
topography of the city in The Trial is not realistic, and perhaps not even spatial,
as I will discuss below. Crucially, K. perceives the city as if he is a visitor who is
not acquainted with its streets, as if he is in the city for the first time. He is

In “The Exploration of the Modern City in The Trial” (2002), Rolf J. Goebel compares Josef K. to
a Baudelairean flâneur. He comments on the last chapter of The Trial: “The walk through the
night city reads like the final episode of three dandies, the executioners pale and fat, dressed in
waistcoats and top hats, K. likewise in an elegant black suit” (57).
182 http://www.kafkamuseum.cz/ShowPage.aspx?tabId=-1
181
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constantly at a loss of where he is. In this respect, he resembles a tourist without
a map.

The authors of Novel Destinations do not explain why the bridge in The

Trial is identified as the Charles Bridge. But this may not be necessary, since, as
Frans F. J. Schouten argues in “Heritage as Social Reality” (1995), most tourists

do not search for historical evidence: “They may even be only partly interested in
the historical reality as such. Visitors to historic sites are looking for an

experience, a new reality based on the tangible remains of the past” (21). With
respect to settings that play a role in literature, evidence is even less relevant,

since it will remain dubious: one can always argue that the fictional place only

exists in the fictional context, and that each reference to an actual spot could be
fictional as well. Yet, in the tourist guides the buildings that are presumably

represented in Kafka's work and the ones that he historically lived in are not at

all distinguished as essentially different sites. In the instance of the touristic visit,
the actuality of the place is more important than either the historical or textual
context.

The tangible place serves as “objective” information that can be connected

to historical narrative. The place has effectively resisted time, thus connecting
the tourist with the writer who once was present at that very same spot. Kate

Marsh writes in Writers and their Houses (1993): “A deeper bond with the writer
is established when we realize that we are seeing the same view ... that a writer

saw” (xiv). The presumed “deeper bond” between tourist and writer reveals how
the heritage experience is based on “emotional realism” rather than historical
evidence, as Gaynor Bagnall argues in “Consuming the Past” (1996). Bagnall

writes: “emotional realism is underpinned by a desire for experience to be based
in fact, to be genuine” (241). 183 Yet, tourists hardly question the factuality of
information. In other words, the experience of being at a particular place,

assumed to be part of a historical, literary, or fictional episode, itself takes the

form of evidence: one is tangibly “there.” Yet, it is not just being at that place that
creates the experience of a “deeper bond” but a combination of visiting and

Regarding heritage tourism and the question what “heritage” is, see also: Tourism and
Heritage Attractions (1993) by Richard Prentice. Concerning the political question of heritage,
place-identity and tourism, see: Building a New Heritage: Tourism, Culture and Identity in the New
Europe (1994), edited by G.J. Ashworth and P.J. Larkham.
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information. The tourist knows what place he or she is going to visit, if only

shortly beforehand. Arrival is the confirmation of anticipation and the realization
of the experience of actually being at that historical place. 184

Moreover, MacCannell argues, it is often not the object or the sight that

attracts tourists, but the specific “marker” that makes it distinctive. With

“marker,” MacCannell means any “information about a specific sight.” He writes:
“Usually, the first contact a sightseer has with a sight is not the sight itself but
with some representation thereof” (1999: 110). In our case, it would be the

guidebook or the fragment from The Trial. 185 MacCannell furthermore argues
that markers in the tourist industry well illustrate the arbitrariness of the

relation between signifier and the signified. Referring to Charles S. Peirce, who
argued that an interpretation of a sign is not a meaning but another sign,
MacCannell writes:

One implication of the analysis of the tourist attraction … is that the

“principle” of the arbitrariness of the relationship of signifier and signified
is only a corollary or a more fundamental principle: namely, that of the
interchangeability of the signifier and the signified. … The referent of a
sign is another sign (118).

That interchangeability can also be observed in the fragment from Novel

Destinations. It offers a complex knot of interchangeable signifiers and signifieds.
At first, the text informing the tourist about the Charles Bridge appears to

function as the signifier, while the bridge is the signified. Yet, the Charles Bridge
also functions as a signifier itself, a tourist attraction that is connected to the
history of Prague and the ending of Kafka’s novel, so that now Kafka’s novel

In The Romantic Ethic and the Spirit of Modern Consumerism (1987), Colin Campbell defines
consumerism in similar terms. Urry summarizes Campbell’s analysis as follows: “He argues that
covert day-dreaming and anticipation are processes central to modern consumerism. Individuals
do not seek satisfaction from products, from their actual selection, purchase and actual use.
Rather, satisfaction stems from anticipation, from imaginative pleasure-seeking”. Urry concludes
that if Campbell is right about consumerism tourism is the paradigm case for Campbell’s theory
(2002: 13).
185 Jonathan Culler, following MacCannell, similarly argues that the marker becomes the sight
(159). Urry, in turn, writes with regard to Culler: “This mode of gazing shows how tourists are in
a way semioticians, reading the landscape for signifiers of certain pre-established notions or
signs derived from various discourses of travel and tourism” (12-13).
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becomes the signified, while the fragment from the novel can also be approached
as the signifier and, then again, the bridge as the signified. Kafka’s diary note,
quoted in Novel Destinations, also functions as a signified, pointed out by the

writers of the travel book as a referent. This simultaneously turns it into another
signifier that points to the Charles Bridge as well, underpinning the marker that

informs us about the bridge as being the bridge in The Trial. Thus, the marker in
Novel Destinations refers to Kafka’s diary notes, the novel, and the actual bridge
in Prague. The quoted diary note is also assumed to refer both to The Trial and
the Charles Bridge.

A closer look reveals that the main connection between the signifiers

concerns a description of the play of light and water. In his diary, which McKenna
Smith and Rendon quote, Kafka describes the “remarkable light of the summer

evening together with the nocturnal emptiness of the bridge” (2008: 274). The

water under the bridge in The Trial is also described as “glittering and trembling
in the moonlight” (1960: 283). The form of the bridge is not mentioned in the

descriptions. The fleeting play of water and the light serves as the link that points
to the Charles Bridge. Light and water do not quite belong to a specific place or
city; they escape topography. This brings me to the labyrinthine topography of
Kafka’s cities, on which more below. The focus on the light and the water

underlines the namelessness of the city in which The Trial takes place rather

than characterizing Prague. Moreover, this anonymous topography corresponds
with the equivocation of beginning and ending in Kafka’s work; a

correspondence that Deleuze and Guattari have analyzed particularly well, as we
will see below.

Illogical Spatiality
In Kafka: Toward a Minor Literature (1997), Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari
characterize Kafka’s work as a “rhizome” and a “burrow:” “The castle has

multiple entrances whose rules of usage and whose locations aren’t very well

known” (3). The authors argue that the world in Kafka's work cannot be traced
according to logical principles: there is no symmetry, no clear chronology, the

beginning is lost, and there will never be an ending. Deleuze and Guattari explain
191

that Kafka’s literature is an “expression machine”: it first expresses and only then
finds what it is about. This they view as typical for “minor literature:” 186

A major, or established, literature follows a vector that goes from content
to expression. Since content is presented in a given form of the content,
one must find, discover, or see the form of expression that goes with it.
That which conceptualizes well expresses itself. But a minor, or

revolutionary, literature begins by expressing itself and doesn’t
conceptualize until afterward (28).

Deleuze and Guattari contrast major with minor literature. The idea that form

comes first and content follows in minor literature does not mean that Kafka’s

work is not connected to Prague at all. Deleuze and Guattari explain that minor
literature for them also means that it uses a language that only is spoken by a
minority: “an oppressive minority that speaks a language cut off from the

masses” (16). 187 With regard to Kafka’s work, this is the German spoken by

Prague Jews. Moreover, in minor literatures everything is ultimately political.
What Deleuze and Guattari mean by “political” is not determined by specific

actions or thoughts, but by every detail, form as much as content. “Political,” I

argue, here stands for the realization that each detail touches on the alternative
of having to defend oneself or being able to trust the other—the question of

intimacy and public space, of belonging and not belonging.

This political character of the work of minor literature resists

psychoanalytic interpretations as well as the religious interpretations that

consider the theme of failure a consequence of original sin. While the unfinished
state of Kafka’s writing is often connected to the theme of failure, one can also
argue that precisely this unfinishedness resists religious and psychological
appropriation. In Franz Kafka (1982), Erich Heller reaches a comparable

In The Cambridge Companion to Kafka (2002), Julian Preece writes: “Kafka’s diary comments
from Christmas 1911 on the status of ‘minor literatures’, by which he meant specifically Yiddish
but also Czech and the other non-German languages of the empire, show how his own sensitivity
extended to the collective, cultural sphere” (2). According to Preece, these diary comments
inspired the book by Guattari and Deleuze.
187 The word “oppressive” here designates that the minority is confirming its otherness by its use
of a language that cuts them off from the masses: “A minor literature doesn’t come from a minor
language; it is rather that which a minority constructs within a major language” (16).
186
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conclusion, arguing that “Kafka’s art of conclusively stating inconclusiveness …
deprives dogmas, opinions, and convictions of the air they need for breathing”
(79). In other words, interpretations of Kafka that suggests a decoding are

always hindered by the frustration of conclusions in his writings. The unfinished
condition of his work opens up variegated possible endings and thus also
possible readings.

Deleuze and Guattari confirm Kafka’s relation to Prague, but redefine it as

a relation that is marked not so much by the city’s topography, but rather by his

being part of a specific sociohistorical minority. Yet, Kafka does not describe the

problems or life of an individual, nor of the author himself, they continue. On the
contrary, everything takes on a collective value. The letter "K" in The Trial,
according to Deleuze and Guattari, “no longer designates a narrator or a

character but an assemblage that becomes all the more machine-like, an agent

that becomes all the more collective because an individual is locked into it in his
or her solitude” (18). Josef K. is the opposite of an alterego. Instead of writing
personal literature or an individual history, Kafka’s language always goes

“farther in the direction of deterritorialization, to the point of sobriety,” where it

becomes collective and anonymous (19). This aspect also makes it revolutionary,
as minor literature is a writing in and against “the heart of what is called great
(or established) literature,” in which a narrator or character invariably
undergoes a psychological development (18).

In contrast to Deleuze and Guattari’s argument, the tourist industry

endeavors to present the characters in Kafka’s work as autobiographical. As we
have seen in the previous section, the factuality of tourist information is quite
porous and permeated with fiction. However, the tourist industry does not

simply delude visitors by presenting construction as reality. Many tourists are

aware of, but do not actually mind the fabrications. Urry rightly points out that
“some visitors … almost delight in the inauthenticity of the normal tourist
experience” (12). 188

In “Literary Places, Tourism and the Heritage Experience” (2001), David Herbert writes that
the question remains whether historic sites are “genuine and whether they faithfully represents
reality” (317). Even the plain buildings in which Kafka lived for a certain period illustrate that
“literary places are no longer accidents of history, sites of a writer’s birth or death; they are also
social constructions, created, amplified, and promoted to attract visitors” (313).
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Tourist guidebooks sometimes also comment on the construction of

Kafka’s Prague. For instance, the authors of Time Out: Prague (2004) write that

“Kafka’s image is plastered everywhere these days, but ... it was all essentially for
foreign tourist consumption” (83). They also claim that Czechs do not consider

Kafka to be a Czech writer to this day, because he wrote in German. The fact that
Kafka never completely mastered the Czech tongue confirms the condition from
which “minor literature” stems. According to Time Out, Czechs rather mention

Bohumil Hrabal, Karel Capek and Jaroslav Seifert as famous Czech authors (83).

In Virtually Jewish: Reinventing Jewish Culture in Europe (2002), Ruth Ellen

Gruber argues that Prague presents Kafka as the “symbol of multicultural

‘Mitteleuropean’ ideal,” attracting literary tourists as well as those in search of
Jewish heritage (145). Whereas communism repressed Jewish expressions for

decades, the Czech Republic and Poland have put Jewish culture and heritage “to

the broadest and most cultivated touristic use” since the nineteen-nineties (143).
Kafka’s parents were Westernized Jews who hardly paid any attention to the

Jewish tradition. Gruber writes that “the most famous lament for Jewish tradition
denied by assimilated parents, [is] Franz Kafka’s Letter to His Father, written in
1919” (30). Gruber continues that “against a background of mounting political
anti-Semitism, Kafka and other assimilated Jews … felt cheated by what they
perceived as empty or artificial ‘modern’ Jewishness” (30).

Kafka died before Hitler came into power, but his sisters were killed in

Auschwitz. During forty years of communism, however, it was not Kafka’s Jewish

background that was the main reason for the scorning if not banning of his work,
but the fact that “his nightmare satires [were] a dangerous reminder of
totalitarian mentality,” as Marylin Bender writes. 189

Gruber argues that the tourists who visit Jewish heritage sites are not

necessarily attracted by Jewish history: “all of Prague’s glorious architecture,

charming cobbled alleyways, and richly fascinating history became an attraction”
(145). Similarly, the tourists who follow one of many Kafka walking routes are

not necessarily literary pilgrims. According to research by Herbert, documented
in “Literary Places, Tourism and the Heritage Experience”, most tourists lack
“specified and detailed prior knowledge” (322). Herbert argues that literary
189

http://www.nysoclib.org/travels/kafka.html
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pilgrimage is becoming rare in comparison to literary tourism, which is

multiplying. The difference between literary pilgrimage and tourism is that

literary tourists do not necessarily have “detailed prior knowledge,” whereas
literary pilgrims do have such knowledge (emphasis added 322). It is even

possible that the tourists do not have any special interest in Kafka at all, since, as
Herbert argues,

literary places become stopping points along a more general tourism

itinerary. The appeal of such places is, at least in part, one of geographical
convenience, a location that fits into a route encompassing cathedrals,
churches, country houses and gardens (315).

In other words, the places connected to Kafka become interchangeable with

other tourist sites. This interchangeability makes literary value arbitrary, while

simultaneously, and perhaps paradoxically, precisely this sense of arbitrariness

mirrors the strange and illogical spatiality as well as the manner in which power
operates in Kafka’s novels. About Kafka’s story “The Great Wall of China,” in

which the wall is built in parts that everywhere leave gaps that might never be
filled in, Deleuze and Guattari argue that the building of this fragmented wall
represents the power of a transcendental authority that “imposes a

discontinuous distribution of individual periods” (72). The unity of the

transcendental power, which lacks clear laws or content, can only be felt by
specific persons. The construction makes power more effective, since the

ignorant have to obey without understanding why. Such anonymity of power is
at work in both The Castle and The Trial, as well as in several short stories. At

times, it seems an uncanny prophecy of the totalitarian regime that would reign
over the Czechs.

In Kafka’s work, most people are ignorant about the law. The law

operates—but why, how, when and because of what, remains altogether unsure.
It may seem crude to compare the ignorance of citizens of the law to touristic

ignorance of historical background. Yet, there are similarities between systems
or orders, economic or political, in which the ignorance of the people is an

important factor for its functioning. The opaqueness and complexity of those
195

systems gave us the word “Kafkaesque.” Ignorance is not the consequence of a
lack of self-reflection or critical thought; rather, it is the result of a system.
Ignorance and Infinity
In the essay “Franz Kafka” (1999), written for the tenth anniversary of Kafka’s
death, Walter Benjamin compares the law in Kafka’s work with law in the

prehistoric world. The law in The Trial is never clear, never known. Benjamin
quotes from The Trial: “It is characteristic of this legal system that one is

sentenced not only in innocence but also in ignorance” (796-797). Benjamin

argues, “laws and definite norms remain unwritten in the prehistoric world”

(797). 190 The trial that never ends, since there are no clear laws, becomes a trial

because of this endlessness. Because the sentenced subject remains ignorant, the

trial is the punishment itself. Simultaneously, the sentenced ignorance appears to
be his only guilt. In Kafka’s short story “The Problem of Our Laws” (1988), the
narrator complains how unfair and impractical it is that their laws are “kept

secret by a small group of nobles” (437). The secrecy of the laws is a source of

endless speculation. To gain knowledge of the law, some people have scrutinized
the “doings of the nobility,” but this only increased their uncertainty about the
law:

when in accordance with these scrupulously tested and logically ordered
conclusions we seek to adjust ourselves somewhat for the present or the
future, everything becomes uncertain, and our work seems only an

intellectual game, for perhaps these laws that we are trying to unravel do
not exist at all (437-38).

In contrast to this story, in which the nobility appears to guard the law, in The
Trial the people in power seem “as lawless as those at the bottom of the pile,”
Benjamin writes (498). He argues that “the only bond that unites them is a

unique feeling of anxiety” (498). He continues: “it is fear of an unknown guilt and
In “The Exploration of the Modern City in The Trial,” Goebel reveals an unexplored connection
between Benjamin and Kafka, by presenting K. as the “archetypal modern city dweller” he argues
that in the Arcades Project “Benjamin portrays what could be seen as the historical precursor to
the hapless Josef K.:” “the figure of the Baudelairean flâneur” (43).
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of the atonement, which brings only one blessing: it makes the guilt explicit”

(498). But the moment of atonement is forever postponed and thus the guilt is
never completely explicit.

In the essay “Before the Law” (1992), Jacques Derrida deploys Kafka’s

story by the same title in order to question the conventions and laws of what he
calls the “literary institution.” He argues that “what remains concealed and

invisible in each law is thus presumably the law itself, that which makes laws of

these laws, the being-law of these laws” (192). The impossibility of getting to the
bottom of the law is perhaps the core drama in Kafka’s work. The unfathomable
law is also the reason that The Trial, which ends with K.’s death, is still an

unfinished book: not just because Kafka never put the chapters in order, or

declared it finished, but also because the uncertainty about K.’s guilt remains

unresolved. Right before he dies, K. asks: “Where was the Judge whom he had
never seen? Where was the High Court, to which he had never penetrated?”
(286).

In the essay “Kafka and Literature,” Blanchot refers to the same story as

Deleuze and Guattari and writes: “’The Great Wall of China’ was not finished by
Kafka. The fact that the work is connected with the theme of failure by its own
failure must be regarded as the sign of uneasiness that is at root of all literary

designs” (23). Failure and guilt are two overdetermined themes in Kafka studies.
Corngold summarizes the core of this theme with regard to Kafka’s relation to
writing: “If he writes, he is guilty of failing to live; if he does not write, he has

sinned against the spirit” (2004: 38). Similarly, David Constantine shows how

Kafka describes the writing process in his diaries as an endless string of failures,
while he perceives everything that kept him from writing as the cause of his

failure in life. In “Kafka’s Writing and Our Reading” (2002), he writes: “So he fails
to write; or he writes and the writing is a failure. And what would success

matter? Would it outweigh the damage done by trying? He doubts it” (12).

Deleuze and Guattari, however, reject those themes, refraining from

psychological interpretation. They prefer to read “The Great Wall of China” as a
story that explains Kafka’s manner of expression. The discontinuity of the

building of the wall becomes the symbol for the infinity of the work. There will

always remain gaps. Perhaps they will be forgotten, perhaps they will be found,
197

but the wall will never be finished. Thus, the relation between the discontinuity

and infinity of the wall of China can be read as a metaphor for the writing process
while excluding the organizing themes of guilt and failure: Kafka’s novels are not

unfinished because they lack clear endings or because Kafka was unable to finish,
but because they could have been continued at an infinite number of points.
that

In the “Postscript to the First Edition,” Brod writes about the The Trial

Before the final chapter given here a few more stages of the mysterious
trial were to be described. But as the trial, according to the author’s

statement made by word of mouth, was never to get as far as the highest
Court, in a certain sense the novel could never be terminated – that is to
say, it could be prolonged into infinity (334).

Deleuze and Guattari detect a similar unlimited continuity in the topography of

Kafka’s work, arguing that the fragments, blocks, rooms and offices are always in
connection with each other via back doors and passage ways. In The Trial, for
instance, K. by

opening the door of a tiny room close to his office at the bank, finds

himself in the judicial site where two inspectors are being punished; going
to see Titorelli “in a suburb which was almost at the diametrically

opposite end of the town from the offices of the court,” he notices that the
door at the back of the painter’s room leads into precisely the same
judicial site (73). 191

Such spatial displacements also occur in The Castle as well as in Amerika.

Separate spaces are never isolated or limited, but in contact with one another.

Hence, Deleuze and Guattari argue that, although disconnected and illogical, the
In his analysis of The Trial, Erich Heller points out that very often doors are closed, he notes
that: “Doors in Kafka’s writings appear to be an architectural invention for the purpose of
preventing people from entering” (1982: 76). This does not necessarily oppose Deleuze and
Guattari’s argument of the infinite continuity, since in their analysis the continuity always is
disconnected and illogical.
191

198

segments still form a continuity. In relation to “The Great Wall of China,” they

write about “block-arches”; in relation to Amerika, about “block-segments;” in

relation to The Trial, about “block-series”; and in relation The Castle, they speak

about “blocks of intensity.” All these share their contiguity, though they might be
far apart from one another. This striking topography is not merely a mental

topography, nor is it only interior or subjective; yet, it “definitely ceased to be
spatial” (78).

It is not spatial, because it defies the static logic of space, according to

which buildings always remain on the same spot, and cannot be connected

unless they are built next to one another. Keeping the loss of regular topography
in mind, it becomes strange that readers attempt to locate sites from Kafka’s

work in Prague with some precision. Turning back to the fragment from Novel

Destinations, the light reflected on the water now offers the only true correlation
between the bridge in Kafka’s diary and the one in The Trial, precisely because

water and light escape topography. Thus, one could conclude that the authors of
Novel Destinations unintentionally present a link that is aligned with Kafka’s

topography, even though it goes against the entire goal of their book, in which

static topography must be preserved, in order to lead tourists to the right spots.
If, however, the locations connected to Kafka become interchangeable, as they
are “stopping points along a more general tourism itinerary,” the continuity

between the different places to which the tourists are guided becomes as illogical
as Kafka’s “block-series.”

To conclude this section, I want to return to the fragment from The Trial

in which K. is standing on the bridge. The location combines the spatial logic of a
concrete structure with the fluent spatiality of running water. Like the bridge,
perhaps Kafka’s work has neither completely ceased to be spatial. Rather, it

alternates between different logics: hesitating, stopping, doubting and correcting.
When K. has been staring at the water and the island under the bridge for a
while, he suddenly seems to wake up:

“I didn’t mean to stop,” he said to his companions, shamed by their

obliging compliance. Behind K.’s back the one seemed to reproach the
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other gently for the mistaken stop they had made, and then all three went
on again (283).

K. paused to look at the water, daydreaming about the summers in which he had
stretched out on the benches on the island. Suddenly, however, he realizes that

he in fact “didn’t mean to stop.” Whereas he did not mean to stop on the bridge,

the description of this short interruption of his walk to the place where he will be
executed forms the reason many literary tourists also stop at a bridge – the

Charles Bridge – and stare down at the small island under the bridge, mimicking
Josef K.'s movements. But as K. did not mean to pause and even feels ashamed

that he forces the other two men to stop as well, it seems that K. did not mean for
anyone to stop. Not at the Charles Bridge, nor at another.
Imaginary Topography
After a brief biographical sketch of Kafka, which includes noteworthy addresses

in Prague, McKenna Schmidt and Rendon conclude: “Today, Prague’s Franz Kafka
Museum continues the work of Brod and others who refused to let Kafka slip
anonymously into the night” (275). In this section, I look at the texts that the

Kafka Museum publishes on their permanent exhibition. The curators divide the
museum in two spheres, “Existential Space” and “Imaginary Topography,”
reflecting what they call the “dichotomies of the author.”

McKenna Schmidt and Rendon write about the exhibition:
Reflecting the dichotomies of the author himself, the exhibition is divided
into two spheres. The first, “Existential Space,” brings Prague’s influence
on Kafka into focus through a chronology of manuscripts, photos, and
correspondence. The second space, “Imaginary Topography,” invites

visitors to go underground into a bleak and hallucinatory Prague as seen
from Kafka’s point of view, re-created through an interplay of images,
sound, light, and larger-than-life installations such as rows of filing

cabinets (275).
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The assumption that the curators of the exhibition in the Franz Kafka Museum
are able to recreate Prague from the point of view of Kafka's work can be

compared to the claim that anyone can write like Faulkner if only he or she
follows the exercise offered on Oprah Winfrey’s website.

The division of the exhibition into two parts, the sphere of inherited

documents and the sphere behind these documents, can be interpreted as an

attempt to visualize what Ervin Goffman in The Presentation of Self in Everyday
Life (1959) has called the social establishment of front and back regions.

MacCannell summarizes Goffman as follows: “the front is the meeting place of
hosts and guests or customers and service persons, and the back is the place

where members of the home team retire between performances to relax and

prepare” (1999; 92). Whereas Goffman’s division concerns spatial regions that

have different functions in social life, the separate spaces in the museum do not
represent two actual rooms or places in which Kafka lived or worked in the
Kafka Museum. Yet, the dichotomy that the exhibition deploys could be

compared to the one between public and intimate life. Because the “Existential
Space” represents Kafka’s documented life, it can be associated with the front
region, while the “Imaginary Space” represents Kafka’s inner world or back
region.

My motivation for suggesting this correspondence is Goffman's warning

that front regions become increasingly difficult to separate from back regions.
What we might perceive as a back region in fact is staged as a front region.

MacCannell also argues that, in the tourist industry, back regions are often made
accessible to tourists to give them an impression of “authentic” culture. He

writes: “what is taken to be real might, in fact, be a show that is based on the

structure of reality” (95). In other words, it is not easy to distinguish between
authentic culture and staged culture, if this distinction can be made at all. 192

Nevertheless, there is also an important distinction at stake. The one side

of the dichotomy in the exhibition is dominated by Prague’s influence on Kafka,

According to MacCannell all tourists search for authentic foreign culture: “Tourist
consciousness is motivated by its desire for authentic experiences, and the tourist may believe
that he is moving in this direction, but often it is very difficult to know for sure if the experience is
in fact authentic (101).” Yet, Urry rightly points out that “that some visitors – what Feifer (1985)
terms ‘post-tourists’ – almost delight in the inauthenticity of the normal tourist experience” (12).
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while the other side is dominated by Kafka’s personal perception of Prague. One
may question whether it is possible to divide those influences and perspectives

in two separate spheres. It is more likely that the different perspectives alternate
and mingle in such a way that one cannot tell which part belongs to which

sphere. In addition, the fluctuation of perspectives within the mind is something
in which Kafka excels and that Jameson has analyzed particularly well. Jameson

focuses in particular on the way the fluctuating perspectives relate to the desire
for an ending, which Kafka keeps frustrating. He uses the term “peripeteia” to
clarify this.

In “Kafka’s Dialectic” (2007), Jameson argues that the dramatic effects in

Kafka’s stories do not depend on the psychoanalytic content, but “on the pure
form of the reversal as such, the peripeteia” (103). In The Sense of an Ending,
Kermode concisely clarifies peripeteia:

peripeteia depends on our confidence of the end; it is a disconfirmation

followed by a consonance; the interest of having our expectations falsified
is obviously related to our wish to reach the discovery or recognition by
an unexpected and instructive route (18). 193

Peripeteia is a play with expectations, a “falsification of simple expectations as to

the structure of the future” (23). Jameson shows how Kafka brilliantly makes use
of expectations, mainly by reversals of intention, confidence or point of view.
Those repetitive reversals presume a string of dichotomies, which can be

detected at several levels, as we will see. Before I return to the text of the Kafka

Museum, allow me to move to Jameson’s explanation of the pure form of reversal
with regard to the story “The Judgment,” in which Georg is the victim of a
reversal of point of view:

Kermode mentions three examples of different use of peripeteia: “In the nouveau roman of
Robbe-Grillet there is an attempt at a more or less Copernican chance in the relation between
paradigm and the text. In Camus the counter-pointing is less doctrinaire; in Dostoevsky there is
no evidence of any theoretical stand at all, simply rich originality within or without, as it chances,
normal expectations” (23).
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“The Judgment” can also be seen as a simple alternation, in which a first
position, in which Georg is subject, seeing the world outside (in some

contentment with it), is then submitted to the opposite logical possibility,
in which he becomes object, and is then seen successively through the
judging eyes of the father, the friend, the outside world, and so forth
(2007: 103).

Jameson’s summary of Kafka’s story shows how drastic changes of perspective
demonstrate that a character’s knowledge is temporary and uncertain. The

change of perspective resembles the idea behind the exhibition in the Kafka
Museum, as it first “brings Prague’s influence on Kafka into focus,” and then

“Prague as seen from Kafka’s point of view.” However, there is an important

difference here: “The Judgment” precisely shows that one can never completely

rely on a point of view, nor can anyone really know whether one’s point of view
is shared by others. Moreover, one should not mistake the narrator for the

author: the perspectives of Kafka’s various narrators do not need to conform to
Kafka’s perspective on the world. In addition, varying perspectives do not only
shift between different minds, they often take place inside one character. Kate

Flores even argues in her article “The Judgment” (1958) that different characters
in Kafka’s work symbolize different sides of one mind. 194

Yet another aspect of Kafka’s work that is problematic in a visualization of

Kafka’s point of view is that his stories are often dominated by questions, some
of which resembling the questions that, as we have seen in previous chapters,
McHale defines as modernist: “How can I interpret this world of which I am a
part? And what am I in it?” (1987: 9) And, especially the following ones:

What is there to be known?; Who knows it?; How do they know it, and

with what certainty?; How is knowledge transmitted from one knower to
another, and with what degree of reliability?; How does the object of

Flores reads the story “The Judgment” against the background of Kafka’s diary notes, in which
he frequently comments on self-division. Flores argues that Kafka uses the characters of Georg
and his “friend” in Russia to portray two contradictory aspects of his own personality (14). Thus,
if one wants to continue reading the story as a view of the inside of Kafka’s personality, the other
characters in the story would only add more aspects to his personality and shifting views.
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knowledge change as it passes from knower to knower?; What are the
limits of the knowable? (9).

Those questions inhabit all of Kafka’s work. Kafka does not seem to search for an
answer, however. Rather, his work shows the impossibility of reaching an
answer. 195

Kafka presents those questions through exploring the possible directions

a story can take; narrative explorations that are led by distrust rather than

curiosity, by fear of missing the right interpretation rather then wonderment.

Jameson writes: “Kafka … to a far greater degree than any other writer [opens]
up a given situation to the whole range of its possibilities” (101). Jameson

analyses this tendency through redeploying a distinction that Samuel Taylor

Coleridge formulated between Imagination and Fancy, which Jameson explains
as follows:

Imagination designates this first idea for a text which falls from the ceiling
or from heaven – what if I were a bug? – while Fancy then comes to name
that laborious and patient process of making an inventory of the

consequences in a supremely logical fashion which also libidinally

absorbs all the jouissance of the writer’s elaboration of each successive
sentence (101-102).

Imagination is the idea from which a story starts; fancy leads to an

“incommensurability of interpretive dynamics and methods,” because it develops
the story by following up on the endless questions that the narrative incites and
that frustrates possible unequivocal endings (102). Jameson argues that this
means that psychoanalytic, historical or political interpretation cannot be

Corngold argues that the struggle between the different parties in “The Judgment,” either of
the self, or represented by the father and the son, is established through the struggle of the
“literal and metaphorical dimensions of words,” a technique that he calls crucial to “The
Judgment:” “The struggle turns on a word that the reader may recall from Gerhard Kurz’s
remarks on allegory: the word zudecken, meaning, literally, the act of ‘covering with a blanket.’
The father asks his son Georg twice: ‘Am I well covered up?’ seeming, the narrator remarks, ‘to be
strangely intent upon the answer. ... ‘Don’t worry, [replies Georg,] you’re well covered up.’ ‘No,’
cried his father. ... ‘You wanted to cover me up, I know, my young sprig, but I am far from being
covered up yet.’ And here he seems to mean, ‘I am not dead and buried yet’” (29).
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applied to the process led by fancy, but are only “applicable to the moment of

Imagination” (102). The reason that fancy is not “subject to interpretation lies in
the paradoxical fact that it is itself a virtual frenzy of interpretation” (106). This
would make it an almost impossible, or at least endless, project to interpret
Kafka’s work. 196

The Kafka Museum also mentions the imagination as an important

starting point as they distinguish between “Existential Space” and “Imaginary

Topography.” The Existential Space mainly presents historical documents, such
as “manuscripts, photos, and correspondence.” With “existential,” the Museum

means a mixture of historical and biographical information that refers to Kafka’s
life in Prague. However, that is not all, as the Museum argues on its website:

Our aim is to explore the city, seeing it from Kafka's point of view. An

exclusively biographical or merely chronological approach would not be

enough; the challenge lies in condensing the principal conflicts in the life
of Kafka in Prague, guided by the writer’s own gaze. This means joining

Kafka on his descent into the depths of his city, adapting ourselves to his
sensorial range and cognitive register, becoming involved in a slow

distortion of space-time - in short, agreeing to an experience where
everything is allowed except indifference. 197

Evidently, the Kafka Museum does not hesitate about the possibility of

presenting “Kafka’s point of view” or “the writer’s own gaze.” However, the
museum misses out on a crucial aspect of Kafka’s work. While the museum

attempts to recreate Kafka’s point of view, this point of view should become an
object of another point of view, a process that continues ad infinitum. A

representation of Kafka’s perspective risks suggesting a specific angle or
ideology, which is difficult to reconcile with his style of writing. 198

Such infinity of alternatives perhaps anticipates the “pastiche” that according to Jameson is
the appropriate mode of postmodernist culture, as he argues in “Postmodernism, or the Cultural
Logic of Late Capitalism” (1984).
197 http://www.kafkamuseum.cz/ShowPage.aspx?tabId=-1
196

In other modernist works, comparable processes are represented in streams of
consciousnesses of skeptical minds as for instance Ulrich’s in Musil’s The Man Without Qualities,
Mrs. Dalloway’s in Woolf’s Mrs. Dalloway, or Quentin’s thoughts in Faulkner’s The Sound and the
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Georg Lukács, however, does recognize a particular perspective in Kafka.

In his article “Franz Kafka or Thomas Mann” (1964), he argues that Kafka

simplifies the world in which he lives and denies being part of a larger social and
historical whole. Thus, Lukács reduces Kafka’s work to an “archetypal example”;

he “claims that modernists reduce social reality to nightmare and portray it as an

angst-ridden, absurd world, thus depriving us of any sense of perspective,” to use
Eysteinsson words (1994: 25). However, it seems Lukács’s reading deprives the

work of other perspectives. It is not so much Kafka who simplifies the world but
rather the attempt to summarize Kafka’s work that risks simplification. Lukács

takes this risk when he criticizes the lack of historical awareness in Kafka’s work.
That risk stands out even more bluntly in the summaries that the Kafka Museum
and tourist guidebooks offer. 199

Although the authors of the introduction to the Kafka Museum admit that

“with the odd exception, Kafka does not name the places he describes in his
novels and short stories,” and that “the city steps back” and “is no longer

recognisable by its buildings, bridges and monuments,” they still point out that
this transfigured city is Prague. 200 It is Prague that Kafka has turned “into an

imaginary topography, which transcends the fallacy of realism.” According to the
author of this text on the website of the museum, Kafka’s intention was to have
his topography act as “topological metaphors or allegorical places.”

Fury. Kafka’s characters perhaps dwell less on seemingly random observations as often is the
case in other modernist works, the changes in perspective in his work are rather manifest in the
endless reversals in rational and almost too logic contemplations.
199 In Aesthetic Theory (1984), Theodor Adorno argues the opposite of Lukács’s theory, namely
that the power of Kafka’s work lies precisely in the fact that he does not attempt to “duplicate the
façade of reality,” but “makes an uncompromising reprint of reality while at the same time
avoiding being contaminated by it” (28).
200 The text on the website continues: “And even if they are recognised by an inhabitant of Prague
or by a student of Kafka, they have become something else. People are often keen to pinpoint real
Prague places in Kafka's fiction. It is generally recognised that the anonymous cathedral in The
Trial is none other than Sv. Vitus cathedral, and that the path taken by Joseph K. in the last
chapter leads from the Old Town to the outer limits of Kleinseite, over Charles Bridge. It is also
said that in The Judgment, from Georg Bendemann's window, we recognise the wharf, the river,
the opposite bank of the Moldava, just as they could be seen from Niklasstrasse, where the Kafka
family lived in 1912. Efforts have been made to prove that the topography of Prague is a constant
which simply goes unnamed. Yet this is not what really matters. In his fiction, Kafka carries out a
more difficult operation: he turns Prague into an imaginary topography which transcends the
fallacy of realism. Kafka’s phantasmal architecture has other ends. Rather than a particular house,
school, office, church, prison or castle being important, it is what these constructions reveal when
they act as topological metaphors or allegorical places. What surprises does this transfigured
Prague hold in store? Just how far can the metamorphosis of a city take us?”
http://www.kafkamuseum.cz/ShowPage.aspx?tabId=-1
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The text does not explain what these metaphors or allegories stand for.

This is also difficult with regard to Kafka’s work. McHale aptly writes that

Kafka’s texts seem to promise allegorical meaning, soliciting an allegorical
interpretation from the reader, yet withholding any indication of specific
allegorical content. Everything is potentially allegorical, but nothing is
actually an allegory; the trope seems to lack a specific literal level or

frame of reference. Each vision of the Castle, for instance, seems to charge
it with potential abstract meaning, eliciting the reader a drive to specify

that meaning – God? the Old Law? Authority? History? Culture? and so on
(141).

Kafka’s allegories are overdetermined: “they have too many interpretations,

more than can possibly be integrated in a univocal reading” (142). Not only can
each allegorical object in Kafka’s work be explained in different ways, each of

these allegories can also be reversed, suddenly representing the futility of human
being, ignorance, or the guilt of the son, instead of God, the Law or the

demanding Father. Following Jameson’s argument, only the moment of

imagination escapes this reversibility and can be explained as a metaphor or an
allegory. This would be the moment at which the idea for a text, a plan or an

intention, originates. Readers of Kafka’s work, we will never be able to penetrate
that moment. All we have is what that moment brought about, the endless folds
and reversals of fancy.

At the website of the Kafka Museum the adjective “imaginary” designates

the transformation of the actual city Prague into the nameless cities in Kafka’s
work. However, when rereading the text, it seems to me that in fact this

introductory text itself is presenting a metaphor or an allegory: not so much of
Kafka’s work, but of the representation of Kafka’s work. The imaginary

topography that the museum presents refers to the literary walking tours
through “Kafka’s Prague,” which has become an imaginary city.

The tourist industry has created a coherent imaginary topography with

the name “Kafka’s Prague.” This is a city that is real, but it is also manipulated
and manufactured, highlighting the aspects supposedly connected to Franz
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Kafka. References can be demonstrated to be historical and factual, yet, they are
also imaginary as they have become part of an industry that supports itself by

multiplying and enlarging a selection of details connected to Kafka. Prague has

separated itself from Kafka precisely by appropriating him. This is comparable to
the term “Kafkaesque”: one does not need to have read anything by the writer to
include this word in one's vocabulary. The topography that should highlight the

connection between real Prague and Kafka's literary imagination has made Kafka
into a an image of the constructed connection between the city and the author.

The writers of tourist guides or the museum website seem unbothered by

the modernist questions formulated by McHale: “How is knowledge transmitted

from one knower to another, and with what degree of reliability?; How does the
object of knowledge change as it passes from knower to knower?” (9). The

knowledge that is transmitted by the guidebooks is not unreliable, but, as the

guides largely quote one another, the texts are limited and to a certain degree
“imaginary.” The main source of reference for the guidebooks often seems to
consist of information produced by the tourist industry.

Kafka’s work is perhaps among the most difficult to represent visually. To

begin with, his topography is no longer “spatial,” since it defies laws of space and
time, as Deleuze and Guattari argue. Secondly, the work introduces new

directions with each new sentence. Thirdly, “with each detail there rise the

ghostly alternatives of what it might have been better to have done in its place,”
as Jameson writes (106). Hence, an exhibition that attempts to inhabit Kafka’s

point of view should perhaps continuously remain in progress, just like Kafka’s

characters endlessly pursue a certain goal that itself often remains indistinct. As I
discuss below, even death, the most definitive end of all, cannot end those
continuous quests in which Kafka’s characters find themselves entangled.
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The Impossibility of Dying
In “Franz Kafka’s Prague: A Literary Walking Tour,” 201 Marylin Bender
concludes:

The grave, decorated now with fresh tokens of esteem, is part of the irony
alluded to at the beginning of this tour: Kafka as tourist attraction. The
literary pilgrim in search of closure can take the Metro by line A to the

Zelivskeho station and walk a short distance to the entrance of the Jewish
cemetery (Zidovske hrbitovy). 202

One of the signs of a writer’s immortality is that his or her grave is frequently

visited. Or, to put it the other way around, as Beckett formulates it: “the dead are
only dead in so far as they continue to exist in the heart of the survivor” (1965:
44). Writers are often called immortal: they live on in the texts that they leave
behind, as well as in their author’s name and their readers' minds. In Kafka’s

work, however, one finds another aspect of immortality: of continuing to live
while already being dead.

Jameson argues that, because of Kafka’s logical account of “possibilities

conceivable in the situation at hand,” even the stories that have a definitive

ending, such as Gregor’s death in “Metamorphosis” or the execution of Josef K. in
The Trial, suggest that their endings could as well have been postponed or

delayed (99). Even death does not seem definitive in Kafka’s work. Death in
Kafka’s work is a state about which one can debate, which hesitates and
procrastinates.

For instance, in “The Hunter Gracchus,” Gracchus dies but simultaneously

continues to live. Gracchus fails to really die: he is immortal, yet he claims that he
is dead. Gracchus blames this situation on the death ship he is lying in, which has
lost its way. The man on the coal bucket in “The Bucket Rider” is likewise lost

forever. In the first start of the story he seems a poor man who wants to buy coal

for his stove. However, in the continuation of the story he also resembles a ghost,
201
202

available through www.nysoclib.org
http://www.nysoclib.org/travels/kafka.html
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who cannot be seen or heard and who sits on his coal bucket that is so light that
he can ride on it.

In The Ghosts of Modernity, Rabaté analyses how modernity is haunted by

ghosts and voices from the past, and how modernity itself is a ghost that haunts

us today. “The dead can never die,” he writes (1996: xiii). The realization makes
all the dead immortal: each age remains unfinished, each project endless. In
“Reading Kafka,” Blanchot writes:

We do not die, it is true, but because of that we do not live either; we are
dead while we are alive, we are essentially survivors. So death ends our

life, but it does not end our possibility of dying; it is real as an end to life
and illusory as an end to death (1995: 8). 203

This happens to Gracchus: he has ceased living, but still has to die. The condition
of Gracchus’s living death can be read as an expression of a deep uncertainty

about what death entails. However, his incapability of dying does not indicate a

fear of death, or a search for an escape from death, the theme of so many literary
works, to begin with the 4000 years old epos Gilgamesh. Gilgamesh sees his

friend Enkidu pass away and tries to find a medicine that will prevent him from

dying. In La Mort: Essais sur la Finitude (1994), Françoise Dastur writes that this

text, which more or less forms the cradle of all literature, shows how our relation
to death is always a relation to someone else’s death. Dastur adds that Epicurus

said that death is not as long as we are and that from the moment on that we are
not, death is not either. In short, death is nothing to us. The only experience of
death that we can have is of seeing someone else die; a realization on which
many philosophers, like Heidegger, have commented.

Yet, in Kafka’s work, even the experience of someone else’s dying does not

give us certainty about death as the end of life. In the story “The Married Couple,”
In the essay “Literature and the Right to Death” (1995), Blanchot also discusses the
impression of annihilating existing reality in the act of writing. The idea that literature creates by
simultaneously suppressing and killing an existing reality, is also a topic in for instance the film
Capote (Bennet Miller, 2005). In this film the writer Truman Capote is waiting for the protagonist
of his non-fiction book to be executed (in real time) in order to be able to write the ending. The
film Stranger than Fiction (Marc Forster, 2006), is also about the sacrifices of literary writing: a
person who discovers that he is the protagonist in a book, agrees to die because it fits in the
ending of the novel.

203

210

for instance, the narrator visits an old couple for business reasons. During his

visit he witnesses the old man die. The son of the old man weeps; he is laying sick
in bed in the same room. Another salesman, present in the room, is resolved to
do nothing. The narrator understands that it is up to him to inform the wife of
the death of the old man:

[S]o I, only I was left to do something, and the hardest thing that anyone
could be asked to do, that was to tell the news to his wife in some
bearable form, in a form that did not exist, in other words (455).

When the wife enters the room, however, she takes the dead hand of her

husband, kisses it “playfully,” and, while the husband moves and yawns loudly,

she helps him to put on his nightshirt that she has warmed before the fire. Still in
shock that the old man had died and that he was the one who would have to

inform his wife, now the narrator has to recover from a second shock: that the
old man lives. Not only does the old man still live, he also appears to have
listened closely to the business offers the two agents have made.

In “The Married Couple” one can see, in Jameson’s words, the “pure form

of reversal” at work: one moment the old man is dead, the other moment he is

alive. The dynamic of reversal that Jameson defines as the crucial characteristic
of Kafka’s work is also visible on a smaller scale. For instance, in the fragment

above, the narrator concludes that he has to tell the news of the old man’s death
in “some bearable form,” to which he immediately adds, “a form that did not
exist.” Thus, he realizes that he has to do something, which he immediately
declares impossible.

As we can see, it is not merely reversal that is at stake here: sometimes

the reversal is so strong that it turns into denial, or more precisely, into the
impossibility of what was initially asserted. Let us take a look at an earlier

sentence from the same story, in which this mechanism is apparent as well. The
narrator has been in the room with the married couple, their son and the other
agent for some time when he thinks:
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Now at last, it seemed to me, my moment had come, or rather it had not

come and probably would never come; yet if I was to attempt anything it
must be done at once, for I felt that here the conditions for a business
interview could only become increasingly unfavorable; and to plant

myself down here for all time, as the agent apparently intended, was not
my way: besides, I did not want to take the slightest notice of him (453).
In the first sentence the reversal is pushed to the extreme: the moment had
come/it had not come/it would never come. If there will never be a right

moment, “my moment,” than the meaning of that moment becomes vacant.

However, if he was to attempt anything, it had to be done at once, which means
that, because the moment would never come, the only right moment was that

very same moment or, in fact, any moment. The narrator declares that he did not
want to plant himself “down here for all time, as the agent apparently intended.”

Then again, after having made clear that he does not want to do something as the
other agent seems to do, he says that he “did not want to take the slightest notice
of him,” which – if he really did not take any notice of him – would make his
previous remark superfluous. The narrator continuously declares his own
thoughts redundant.

Jameson compares Kafka’s “execution of the tireless composition of

successive sentences” with Heidegger’s concept of “Sorge” (108). He argues that
although most Heideggerians translate Sorge as care,

it is surely more appropriate to identify as Worry: constantly leaping

ahead of ourselves and thinking of the next step, very much in the spirit of
the pro and the contra, the imagined consequences of first this and then
that logical alternative (108).

I agree that worry does seem a better word for Dasein’s mental condition of

“Being-ahead-of-itself” while “Being-in-the-world,” as Heidegger defines Sorge.
However, Heidegger also writes that Sorge should not be understood “just

ontically as ‘worry’ or ‘grief’ [als ‘Besorgnis und ‘Bekümmernis’]; Sorge is also a

manner of Dasein of interpreting itself (1962: 241). Yet, Jameson neither alludes
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to worry in the sense of grief or of sadness, rather to worry as an “interminable
weighing of alternatives, a tireless passage back and forth between the pro and
the contra” (96).

According to Jameson, the constant weighing of alternatives, the

continuous state of worry, which for Heidegger is the most central and

permanent experience of human reality (Dasein), is minutely followed in Kafka’s

stories. As I discussed above, this “leaping ahead of ourselves and thinking of the
next step” is also connected to the logic of reversal. The thoughts of the different
narrators constantly swing between this possibility and that, weighing what the
right interpretations of the thoughts might be.

Jameson continues that it is tempting to explain “worry” as an

“obsessional neurosis” that can also be found in other novels, in which “the

imperatives of correctness and legality inspire a fear that determines a constant
monitoring of the self” (108). But this is not what Jameson finds in Kafka, nor
what Heidegger means with Sorge. Jameson writes, “all these diagnoses are

interpretations of what in Kafka’s text remains an unnamed and unique dynamic
of production and a kind of perpetual present of the text in that very process of
producing itself” (108). He argues that the temporality of this process becomes
foregrounded in, for instance, “The Burrow” or in “Josephine the Singer, or the

Mouse Folk.” In “The Burrow,” the narrator endlessly adds to his burrow; yet, he
believes that he does not do what he should have done to make it a perfect

burrow. Thus, the theme of not being able to end also plays an important role

here. Let me briefly focus on the connection between the incapability of finishing,
ending, death and Heidegger’s sense of Sorge as worry, especially Dasein’s
“Being-ahead-of-itself.”

Heidegger argues that, in Dasein, “there is undeniably a constant ‘lack of

totality’ which finds an end with death” (286). In the “Being-ahead-of-itself”

Dasein experiences its own future death as a continuous “not-yet.” This “not-yet”

is part of Dasein’s condition, since the possibility of one’s death is already

present from the first moment that one lives: “As soon as man comes to life, he is
at once old enough to die” (289). When one dies eventually, this does not mean
that one fulfills oneself. Heidegger argues that

213

Dasein is already its “not-yet”, and is its “not-yet” constantly as long as it

is, it is already its end too. The “ending” which we have in view when we

speak of death, does not signify Dasein’s Being-at-an-end [Zu-Ende-sein],
but a Being-towards-the-end [Sein zum Ende] of this entity (289). 204

The fact that one can never experience one’s own death makes that death only

exists insofar as it is “not-yet.” Consequently, the “not-yet” is death, or the only
thing we experience of death. In short, “not-yet” is the end, is death, and

simultaneously it is precisely not-yet-the end, not-yet-death. This structure is

inherent to Dasein, but can also be detected in Kafka’s work. The hunter Gracchus
is the personification of this structure, as he passed the “not-yet,” while he still

experiences it as “not-yet.” At first, Gracchus seemed an exception, a person who
is dead while being alive. But he is not different from other beings. Although

dead, he lives and still has to die. In this way “we are essentially survivors,” as
Blanchot writes (1995: 8).

Kafka’s narrators continuously express themselves by reflecting on

situations that suddenly take an unexpected turn or announce a sudden end or
change, which makes the narrators aware of possible endings. Yet,

simultaneously the worries of the characters express the impossibility of ending,
or reaching a conclusion, because their situation always transforms. While this
awareness sometimes brings about a slight nervousness in Kafka’s characters,

simultaneously it is the cause of the protagonists’ rather aimless wandering that
characterizes many of Kafka’s stories. This is also one of the reasons for the

comparison between his protagonists and tourists. Antony Johae compares Josef
K. with a traveler that “enters a foreign city for the first time without a map”
(1996: 19). Comparatively, Rolf J. Goebel compares K. with the figure of the
flâneur (2002: 45).

In sum, in Kafka’s work not only the thought of death is determined by the

“not-yet,” but each situation is saturated with the “not-yet” of its ending, which

makes one aware of all potential directions it could take. As Heidegger argues, it

is a mistake to understand death as a form of fulfillment. Likewise when reading

Heidegger also writes: “The Being of Dasein has been defined as care. Care is grounded in
temporality. Within the range of temporality therefore, the kind of historizing which gives
existence its definitely historical character, must be sought” (434).
204

214

Kafka’s work one realizes that actually no project, small or large, can be

“fulfilled.” Each protagonist experiences continuously that he is “not-yet” there:
the endings of the projects or of the pursuits are endlessly procrastinated.

In the essay “Franz Kafka: Beim Bau der Chinesischen Mauer” (1999),

Benjamin argues that procrastination forms the “true meaning of that

noteworthy and often striking fullness of detail which according to Max Brod lay
at the heart of Kafka’s search for perfection and the true way” (496). Benjamin

starts his essay by quoting the entire short story mentioned in the title, which he
sees as emblematic for Kafka’s work. In this tale, a messenger from the emperor
is “struggling to make his way through the chambers of the innermost palace.

Never will he get to the end of them. And even if he succeeded in this, nothing
would be gained – he would still have to fight his way down the stairs” (494).
Benjamin compares this endless procrastination with the rabbinical

stories and anecdotes of the Haggadah. He explains that these haggadic stories
“serve to explicate and confirm the teachings – the Halachah” (496). However,
“they are a Haggadah that constantly pause, luxuriating in the most detailed
descriptions, in the simultaneous hope and fear that it might encounter the

halachic order, the doctrine itself, en route” (496). Benjamin argues that what
Kafka “enjoys about these interminable reflections is the very fear that they

might come to en end” (496-497). In “Small-scale Victories, Large-scale Defeats”

(1994), Peter Osborne discusses Benjamin’s reading of procrastination in Kafka’s
work. Osborne stresses that it would be “a mistake to seek, like Kafka’s

characters, hope in postponement. For it is infinite. The proceedings gradually
take on the form of a judgement. Time is the trial” (73).

In that sense, the novels cannot end. Benjamin argues that “it is in fact

that his books are incomplete which shows the true working of grace in his

writings” (497). It seems that the stories, like the characters, are unable to bring
narrative to a conclusion. As Jameson points out, with each word interminable
alternatives arise for the direction a story might take. Because this is such a

crucial aspect of Kafka’s writing, Kafka’s oeuvre resists a reductive reading that
provides us with a coherent meaning. Constantine argues that Kafka’s fiction

always is in progress, “it is underway” (19). He concludes that “any reading that
supposes, or in its procedure implies, that Kafka, already in possession of the
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truth, then merely encoded it in the process of writing, so that the business of
literary criticism is decoding – any such reading is wrong” (19).

If unfinishedness is an essential part of Kafka’s writing, we have to

conclude that this unfinishedness makes the stories finished, makes them typical
for Kafka’s oeuvre and gives us the feeling that they are perfectly finished. As

Wood writes about Kafka’s parables and aphorisms, one could perhaps say about
all his work that it “couldn’t be more finished. … What could we add to these

miniature masterpieces; what could we take away from them?” (2007: 1400).

The lack of closure in Kafka’s work is mirrored by his presentation of death that

cannot be trusted to be a definite ending. To end this section, however, I want to

return to Kafka’s death and the commentary by Marilyn Bender, which turns the
unfinishedness of his death into a spatial issue when she writes that “[t]he
literary pilgrim in search of closure can take the Metro by line A to the

Zelivskeho station and walk a short distance to the entrance of the Jewish

cemetery (Zidovske hrbitovy).” 205

When I was in Prague, I also visited Kafka’s grave, standing silently next to

the spot where Kafka’s bones are laying six feet under the ground; the bones that
once held together his thoughts, fears and anxieties about writing. His parents
rest under the same gravestone. The tablet on the grave also commemorates

three sisters of Franz Kafka who fell victim to the Holocaust. On the grave lay
numerous metro and bus tickets, left by visitors as tokens of their

commemoration of the famous writer. On these tickets, the day of the year was
printed. These tickets are, on the one hand, witnesses of the specific days at
which the visitors were there, and on the other hand, proof of the ongoing
interest in Kafka’s work.

Whereas a visit to Kafka’s grave might form the closure of a literary

walking tour, those visits also give Kafka an afterlife. Put otherwise, the visits

hinder him in leaving this world completely, as all the chambers, stairs and court
yards make it impossible for the messenger in “Beim Bau der Chinesischen

Mauer” to ever leave the palace of the emperor. Kafka tourism might not always

do justice to Kafka’s work, and the texts in the tourist guides might not always be
as precise as some might wish for. On the other hand, however, tourists and the
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tourist industry contribute in their own way to the continuing process of

interpretation of Kafka’s work, reaffirming the endless character of Kafka’s
unfinished stories.
Conclusion
In this chapter, as in previous ones, I have used McHale’s distinction, according to
which modernist fiction is pre-occupied with epistemological questions, whereas
postmodernist fiction is pre-occupied with ontological questions. From this

distinction, one can conclude that Kafka belongs to the era of modernism. The

question remains whether this era is finished, or still going on, part of, or next to,
other eras such as postmodernity – an era perhaps more past than modernism.

While Kafka’s work fits the definition of modernist literature, this chapter shows
that it is also part of contemporary culture.

As we have seen throughout my dissertation, modernist novels do not

simply belong to a cultural field that bears the name “modernism;” rather, the

works belong to different cultural eras and fields at the same time. Consequently,
it is difficult to argue whether and when modernism ended. Modernism has

become part of other contexts and periods. Some might argue that this makes the
term “modernism” redundant. Yet, modernism still exists. In this sense,

modernism is akin to Rabaté’s description of ghosts: “the ghost is a product of

discourse for, if nobody or almost nobody has ever seen one with his own eyes,
everybody is at least familiar with the widely circulated rumor” (217).

Modernism as a rumor that is still in circulation. To define the beginning or

ending of a rumor is an endless task, since one only adds to the continuation of
the rumor by speculating about its ending.

Reading the travel guides through the framework of Kafka’s fiction, as I

have tried to do in this chapter, brings several aspects to the fore. Whereas

Kafka’s stories seem to hesitate about the direction the story will take in each
sentence, the tourist guides know where the reader should go. The act of

“ending” a text does not only mean to “finish” a text, it also gives the texts an end
in the sense of a goal. When a text is brought to an end, a goal is achieved, as if
the writer, and later the reader, finally arrives at a definite spot. This kind of
ending is absent in Kafka’s work, even in his finished work, as Jameson has
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argued. Yet, precisely this kind of ending forms the premise of travel guides.
Simultaneously, Deleuze and Guattari have shown convincingly that

unfinishedness also pertains to the spatiality in Kafka’s work, which ceases to be

spatial. The unspatial character of Kafka’s fictional places makes each referent to
an existing place debatable.

While tourists leisurely visit sites that commemorate Kafka and his work,

the travelers in his fiction never arrive at the places they are searching for. As we
have seen, Kafka’s travelers are never free: they are always haunted and

obsessed by their pursuit and assumed obligations, as well as their endless

wavering thoughts. There is no moment of eventual arrival. As Blanchot writes,

“There is no rest, either at the level of the sentence or at that of the whole work.

Nor is there any in regard to the struggle that cannot make any assertion without
correcting itself” (1995: 22). Blanchot touches the heart of a problem: there is

never a conclusion in Kafka’s work, nothing is ever completely achieved, neither
in the lives of the characters, nor at the level of word choice. As we have seen in
this chapter, the experience of a total absence of rest in the sense of relief

mirrors Kafka’s particular style of writing: the more precise the writer is, the

more difficult it is to decide when a text is finished. “There is no rest,” not even

after having finished a piece of writing, since there is no real sense of finishing;
there are always further corrections to be made.
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Epilogue
Approximately nine years ago, I found myself in a bookshop in Malaga. Among

the English books that were on display for tourists, I noticed Virginia Woolf’s Mrs
Dalloway. I was delighted to see her novel next to Harry Potter and Dan Brown

and Don DeLillo. When I picked up the book, a label caught my eye, bearing the
text: “As featured in the film The Hours. Starring Nicole Kidman as Virginia
Woolf.” Through this sticker, Woolf’s novel was suddenly connected with

American celebrity culture. Thinking back, I conclude that that moment formed
one of the points of beginning for my study of the representation of modernist
icons in popular culture.

In a recent essay on the survival of the novel, the Dutch critic Bas Heijne

argues that academics who study modernist literature may intend to inspire
potential readers, but that the result of that scholarship is practically the

opposite: modernist literature has become isolated in a specialized field of
research and academic discourse, which, according to Heijne, actually

discourages readers to attempt reading Proust or Joyce (2011: 30). However, as I
have tried to demonstrate in this study, modernist novels easily reach an

audience outside of the academic world because of their re-embedding in
popular culture.

Though a film like The Hours, or Oprah’s selection of Faulkner’s work for

her Book Club, may inspire readers who had never heard of Woolf or Faulkner to
read their work, one can also observe that the authors’ exceptional feeling for
language tends to disappear behind stereotypes. On the one hand, then,

academics are blamed for creating a reserve for modernist literature, which is

only accessible to specialists. On the other hand, the popular media are blamed

for paying little attention to style and idiom, reducing literature to human

interest. Oprah, for instance, is not so much concerned with stylistic questions as
she is with using literature to discuss the general problems of life. Yet, while

many consider her approach to literature to be “not done,” one could also argue
that she highlights the most valuable gift literature can give: helping one to
better understand this world.
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Hence, my problem with representations of literature in popular culture

is not so much a problem of approach, but rather of time and concentration.

Popular culture does not appear to allow for the long-term concentration reading
requires. Reading, of dense books especially, demands a concentration that
seems to have become obsolete in popular culture. Not only because of the

increasing speed of images in different kinds of media, but also because reading
asks for what I would like to call a particularly active focus. The self-reflexive,

exploratory aspect of modernist literature asks for specific attention, which may
have more affinity with philosophical and analytical thought than with reading
for the purpose of entertainment.

Getting acquainted with Kafka through an image on a mug or a picture in a

tourist guidebook; getting to know Mrs Dalloway through a feature film—those

are passive ways of getting to know the works of those authors. They are served
up along the way, part of watching a movie or going on a city trip. In effect, they
become stopping points along the route, much like the sites that one observes

while surfing the Internet. Our attention span is brief and superficial. While the
reappearance in popular culture consolidates those writers’ fame as canonical

authors, and while the sale of their books increases, the impression lingers that

only few readers actually read their work. Heijne argues that it used to be a sign

of prestige when one had read Proust, Joyce, or Musil. Nowadays one only needs

to know the names so as to be able to joke about how unreadable their works are
(2011: 20-22).

However, even if it is true that fewer and fewer people read the

modernistic icons, nearly every reader is familiar with their writing techniques,

because those techniques have been incorporated into contemporary literature.
Moreover, one cannot deny that readers do exist who escape the bombardment

of images and choose to descend in the particular concentration that modernist
novels require. Just like a clear division between high and low culture is

ultimately untenable, as it dissolves in multifaceted distinctions, reading also
knows many forms.

I follow Barthes in his argument that the reader decides the value and

signification of the book. This is yet another reason for the impossibility of

dividing books into the domains of high and low culture. A reader may find an
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interesting angle to elevate a seemingly uninteresting book and, the other way
around, a reader can also read a dense book at a very superficial level, merely

extracting the storyline. While I concur with Barthes’s point that the author can
never control or limit the understanding or explanation of his work, I disagree
with the tenacious heritage of the New Critics: the idea that the author’s

biography is of no importance to his or her work (which is so often mistaken for
Barthes’s point).

The biographical way of reading may illuminate the role of writing in

someone’s life, as well as reveal hidden patterns of thought relating to the

author’s background or particular milieu. It does not make sense to consider this
way of reading low-brow, as has been done for such a long time. Sometimes, one
starts reading a novel to learn something about a particular historical period, a

certain culture, subculture, youth, or Japanese culture; sometimes, because one

enjoys the rhythm of a particular author; or because one is interested in writing

oneself and one wants to learn from other’s writing; or because a book is popular
and recommended by a celebrity on television; or because it teaches us about
Apartheid in the Nineteen-Sixties in South Africa; or because one saw a film

adaptation of a book that raised one’s curiosity; or because one is interested in
the unique style of a specific writer; or because a book is about a mother-

daughter relation that may help one understand one’s own mother better; and so

forth. I am convinced that we all move between these ways of reading, depending
on the period in life, the book itself, and sometimes one combines various ways
of reading and interests within a single reading experience.

In the Faulkner-archive on Oprah.com, Faulkner is not described as a

modernist author. The words “modernist” and “modernism” are simply not used.
In the context of Oprah’s Book Club, it is not necessary to characterize Faulkner

as a modernist, because his books are not discussed in the context of the history
of literature or in relation to a literary canon or genre. Instead, his work is

presented as fiction dealing with American history, particularly with segregation
and the South. The way in which the label “modernist” is left out shows how

irrelevant the term can be for readers. One can observe the same with regard to
Woolf as represented in the movie edition of The Hours, or with regard to Kafka
in tourist guidebooks. Woolf is presented as an image of women’s literature,
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Kafka as an icon of the literature of Prague Jews. Popular culture phenomena do

not seem to care for the category “modernist.” It belongs to a different discourse.
Woolf, Kafka, Faulkner or Proust do not necessarily just belong to a literary

period from a century ago. They have become part and parcel of contemporary
popular culture.

In the first chapter, I have tried to demonstrate that Charlie’s ideas about

writing actually display more modernist characteristics than the ideas expressed
by Marcel in La Recherche. This shows not only that modernism is part of the
present day, but also that it is partly, necessarily, a contemporary construct.

Conversely, Marcel’s conclusion about writing as interpretation, especially the
idea that through interpreting a reminiscence is re-created—differently yet

authentically—makes of him more of a postmodernist than a classical modernist,
who on occasion even agrees with certain aspects of contemporary self-help

culture. While I have argued that modernist paradigms have become the

paradigms of contemporary literary writing in general, it has also become clear

that these paradigms are partly the products of recent history and offer an image
of modernism that has been developed after the fact.

McKee’s comparison of Kaufman’s scenarios with modernism also

confirms that modernist techniques and perspectives on writing have permeated
various genres of writing. As I have shown, the problems that fictional writers
deal with correspond to ideals of writing that were once formulated by

modernists; for example, the wish to represent someone’s inner world, or the

wish to write something original. Originality in writing often conforms to literary
techniques instigated by modernists, as, for instance, shedding chronology or a

single and clear narrator or storyline. Thus, originality and experimental writing
often conform to the breaking of rules that the modernists already broke.
Modernist writing, defined as such or not, is part and parcel of all

contemporary literary writing. As writers, we are all modernists. High

modernism is not dead, or past, or disappearing; it runs through our veins,

having become mother’s milk for every western writer. I dare to say that even

those who have not read the modernists follow in their footsteps. The rules that
the modernists broke and transformed, the freedom that they created for
narrating and writing, is deployed by every writer today.
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As I was working on this study, I was repeatedly asked if my preoccupation

as an academic did not hinder me in my literary writing. The opposite is true. I

was surprised to discover how separate the two remained. Analyzing literature

and writing literature apparently ask for entirely different kinds of reflectivity. In
addition, working as a literary author did inspire me to pursue certain questions
concerning writing. It was revealing to receive reviews of my poetry and novels,
and to observe my own part as an author today. I also experienced intimately

that the biography and gender of an author is of great influence on how a book is

reviewed. In the very first review I received, a respected critic (Adriaan Jeaggi) in
a respected Dutch newspaper (Het Parool) described me as a ‘hot thing’ [lekker
ding]. I did not use experiences such as those in my analysis of the role of the

author; yet, the gender question did gain in importance while working on the
chapter about the author.

The fact that self-reflexive thought is often described as the main trait of

modernist literature could create the expectation that literary texts contain a
theoretical element. In a certain sense this might be true. In many modernist

works, the act of observing the observing mind is part of the writing. With regard
to Proust, Malcolm Bowie describes this as “the pains and pleasures of the

theorising mind” (1990: 2). Yet, as a literary writer, I would like to comment that
there is also an important difference between the self-reflexive or theoretical

element of prose and a merely theoretical text. A work of fiction can respond to a
genre, a story pattern, or a literary tradition, but all this would not be argued as
such. The famous principle of literary writing decrees: show, don’t tell. In

addition, a literary text allows the reader to feel, guess, or sense, but a literary

text is hardly ever structured in such a way as to argue or build up a case or line
of reasoning. That is what theorists do. Now, of course, a literary writer can

describe a theorist, or someone with a philosophical approach to life; yet, there

remains an important difference: when describing the thoughts or a speech of a
fictional character, one does not just think about valid arguments. The theory
that the protagonist advances should also reveal something about his deeper

motives, inclinations, habits, anxieties and desires. As a literary writer one is also
aware of what distracts the character’s thoughts while talking and whether there
is a tiny piece of parsley sticking between his front teeth.
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These are different ways of thinking, and yet they are connected. The way

in which they are connected has been one of the topics of this study. The self-

reflexive writing of the modernists knows endless branches, which have led me

to various sectors of contemporary popular culture: film, websites, tourism, selfhelp books. What I have done is trying to map some of those branches and to

analyze what they tell us about our contemporary concepts of truth, fiction, the
author and the role of literature in society. However, this concerns a way of

thinking that poses questions without necessarily reaching definite answers.
Culture is always in transformation, endlessly engendering more questions.

To conclude, I wish to say something about finishing, about bringing this

study to a close. While writing the last chapter on Kafka’s unfinished stories, I

realized that I found finishing even harder than starting to write. Beginning can
be frustrating, and I must say that I have found many things to distract a good

and clear start, but, as my first chapter repeatedly shows, one has often already
begun while one still feels that one cannot find a right beginning. Finishing, in
contrast, is a process that never ends. One can start finishing, but ending the

finishing process is almost impossible. Even after one has finished, there will
always remain sentences or entire paragraphs to correct, to add or to delete.
Thus, I have procrastinated finishing this study and especially writing this

epilogue. In fact, it has been finished for months, but I could not decide that it

was really finished. Hence, I decide that I will stop here and end by submitting
the present study in this ever unfinished state.
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Summary
This study is a product of fascination and passion: passion for literary writing in
general and a particular fascination with the works of a number of authors, who

have never ceased to inspire me to continue thinking, questioning and rereading.
I focus on works of four canonical modernist novelists: Marcel Proust, Virginia

Woolf, William Faulkner and Franz Kafka and how these works are represented
in contemporary popular culture. The novels are written in a period when

writers were reshaping literary fiction, leaving behind the goals of literary
realism. Consequently, each of the novels self-reflexively also deals with

questions of writing. This self-reflexivity is central to my study; the author’s eye

that turns inwards, striving to describe personal impressions and perceptions as
well as the processes of perceiving and writing.

I deploy modernist literature as a means to analyze the role and function

of literary writing in general in contemporary western society. Towards that end,
I analyze the reappearances of the novels of these authors in contemporary
western culture. I have chosen to select modernist novels, excluding other

modernist art forms, because I am especially interested in the role of writing in
present-day society: the increasing interest in memoir writing, book clubs, the

booming sales of autobiographic literature and the celebrity status of the author.
In short, I discuss the ways in which the image of modernist literature

transforms, in which it travels through time, discourses and contexts and what
this tells us about literature today.

In the first chapter, I analyze the “beginning moment” of writing by

looking at two writers that suffer from the fear of beginning to write. The first is
Charlie Kaufman in the film Adaptation (Spike Jonze, 2002), for which the real-

life Charlie Kaufman wrote the screenplay; the second is the narrator, Marcel, of
Marcel Proust’s A la recherche du temps perdu (first published in 1913 – 1927).

Following Mieke Bal, I approach Proust’s novel and Jonze’s film predominantly as
textual objects that “theorize” a particular part of cultural history. The act of

bringing these two works into a shared context can be defined as what Bal calls
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“preposterous history” (1999: 6-7). It is not the relation between the film and the
novel in itself that is an example of preposterous history, but rather my act of
combining these works that might be called preposterous. In other words, I

complicate pre- and post- by reading Proust through the framework of Charlie’s
ideas about writing, and thus hope to produce what Bal calls “productive

uncertainties” (7). By bringing these two works into dialogue with one another,

contemporary-modernist perspectives on beginning, originality, authenticity, as
well as adaptation are brought to the fore. In Adaptation, the question of

originality is inextricably bound up with reflections on what it means to write an
adaptation. On the one hand, the film shows that any story, even an adaptation,

can be approached as a new one. On the other hand, however, the film shows that
also new stories are themselves adaptations.

Adaptation confirms that early modernist ideas about originality or for

instance the author have become clichés of literary writing. As those principles
have become clichés, they also have become stronger and less complex and
ambiguous in comparison to the ideas from which they stem. In Proust, all

principles are ambiguous, Janus-faced and liable to change, hence always partly

disagreeing with the principles proclaimed by Charlie. Thus, my analysis of the
relation between Proust and Adaptation shows that what we consider to be
modernist characteristics today often conforms to contemporary literary

paradigms rather than to ideas presented in modernist texts. On the one hand, I
argue that modernist paradigms have become paradigms of literary writing in
general, while, on the other hand, these paradigms are the products of recent

history and offer an image of modernism that has been developed after the fact.
In the second chapter, I continue studying the assumption that today

modernism has become exemplary for literary writing by analyzing the

reappearance of another icon of modernist literature: William Faulkner. In 2005,
Oprah Winfrey selected three novels by Faulkner for her book club. As Catherine

Gunther Kodat writes, “the summer 2005 reading selection for Oprah Winfrey’s
book club is probably the strongest (if not also the strangest) indicator that

something is afoot” (added italics, 2007: 180). Kodat’s remark aptly illustrates
the mix of wonder, praise and disdain in the reactions of scholars and literary
critics to Winfrey’s book club.

226

In this chapter, the main focus is on the representation of time, in

literature and popular culture. While Winfrey repeatedly emphasizes the

importance of living in the present, with her selection of Faulkner’s books she
foregrounds the painful history of the segregation in the South. Although she
propagates the belief that presentism will enhance one’s life, her choice for

Faulkner’s, as well as Morrison’s novels, proves that she is able to merge her
wish to enjoy the present with a genuine interest in history and literature;

literature which is directed to a painful past, without offering any hope for a

better future. However, her approach of the past reminds of Fredrick Jameson,
who argues that pop culture reduces the past to mere citation. Jameson claims
that the postmodern era can be defined by “a consequent weakening of

historicity, both in our relationship to public History and in the new forms of our
private temporality” (2004: 193).

Faulkner’s representation of time stands in stark contrast to Winfrey’s

approach. Besides, they also differ in opinion about exposure of the author’s life.
In his essay “On Privacy” (2004 [1955]), Faulkner argues that the exposure of
one’s personal life deprives one of one’s identity. For Faulkner individual

freedom includes a reciprocal respect for each other’s choices and privacy. For
Winfrey, however, individual freedom is mainly connected to the possibility of

personal success and the opportunity of climbing the social ladder. The process
through which the private becomes public and the highly personal becomes

impersonal is closely connected to her perspective on temporality. The emphasis
on the “unique subjectivity and unique existence in the present,” using Jameson’s
words, creates the impression that the realization of one’s uniqueness is

naturally connected to the “now” (2003: 709). Yet, it is not the present that

makes one unique, on the contrary, it is one’s past. The “now” is the only moment
that one can directly share; as such it is the most communal moment, if one can
speak in such terms.

If the modernists related to history through condemning it and through

their wish to break with tradition, pop culture’s presentism has no intention to

force a break, nor to destroy or radically leave behind history. On the contrary, it
rather plays with history and tradition, eclectically and ironically. Perhaps

Jameson is right that history is thus reduced to mere citation, yet, on the other
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hand, through Oprah’s Book Club Faulkner’s work reaches a new readership,
instigating discussions on literature and history and challenging clear
distinctions between high, low, modernist and popular culture.

In the third chapter, I consider the role of the author with regard to

modernist ideas concerning authors, as well as the function of the author in the

contemporary literary landscape. I do not discuss a particular modernist in this

chapter, but rather the inheritance of a modernist approach of literature in the

figure of the autobiographical author. To analyze the continuation of modernist

ideas about the author in literary criticism as well as in contemporary literature I
look at the figure of the self-expressive author in the case of contemporary

author JT LeRoy. LeRoy is the author of the novels Sarah (2000), The Heart is

Deceitful Above All Things (2001) and Harold’s End (2004). The story about his

authorship makes him into an apt case for this chapter, since LeRoy’s work was

praised for its autonomous style and lyricism, while the story of LeRoy’s life was
also increasingly exposed. During approximately six years, the large readership

of JT LeRoy believed that he was a teenage boy, who as a child had been pimped
out as a cross-dressing prostitute by his mother. In February 2006, the author,
who was supposed to be in his early twenties at that time, was unmasked as a
forty-year-old woman, called Laura Albert.

Modernist authors, such as Marcel Proust, William Faulkner, Gertrude

Stein and T.S. Eliot, have argued that the perceptions and experiences of the

fictional character should not be equated with the author. The effacement of the
author was taken up by the New Critics as well as structuralist and

poststructuralist philosophers. In the famous essay “The Death of the Author”
(1986 [1968]), Roland Barthes argues that modernist writers like Stéphane

Mallarmé, Paul Valery and Marcel Proust were the first to attempt to subvert the
“Author’s empire” in favor of writing (50). These authors demonstrated that the
author is not the source of the text; the author does not come before, the text
after. The author, Barthes argues, is “born at the same time as his text” (52).

In 1920, T.S. Eliot writes: “the poet has not a ‘personality’ to express, but a

particular medium, which is only a medium and not a personality” (1934: 56).

Eliot’s perspective on literary writing is a striking example of the antisubjectivist
or impersonal aesthetics, with which modernism often is associated. Modernists
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distance themselves from the idea of self-expression derived from Romanticism.

I am interested in the question what we actually mean when we brand literature
as autobiographic. How can it be excluded from high literature, as Eliot

prescribes? Autobiography, intention and truth are all connected; yet, their

relationship is not self-evident. If an autobiography is unmasked as (partly)

untrue, the author’s intention and the labeling of the book as autobiographical

are easily considered to be deceitful. The question then is what the criteria are
for the label “autobiography.”

I reread Michel Foucault’s seminal essay “What Is an Author” (2000) as

well as Barthes’s essay through the framework of JT LeRoy’s hoax. Paul de Man
argues that autobiography is not a genre, but a mode of reading, a figure “of

understanding that occurs, to some degree, in all texts” (1984: 70). Consequently,
even when acknowledging the death of the author and the birth of the reader, the
reader may find autobiographic aspects in the text. When Barthes moves from
the emphasis on the author to the reader, from origin to destination, he

dismisses the earlier mode of reading. Yet, in my opinion, as a reader one moves
between different figures of understanding while reading: at one moment one
looks from a linguistic perspective, then from a poststructuralist or feminist

perspective, then again from a historic or biographic perspective. While these
last two kinds of reading have been categorized as lowbrow by modernists,

contemporary media and Internet culture show that the interest in author’s lives
only grows: the lives of authors are scrutinized in talk shows, human interest
documentaries and weblogs.

By inventing JT LeRoy as a cross-dressing boy who wishes to be a girl,

Albert could hide her own identity, hijack the idea of autobiography, and play
with the gender expectations of the literary market. Today, the author has
become a construct of importance to the work, because the construct is
becoming part of the work. I look at how the meaning of intention,

authobiography, authorship and readership shifts through time by reading JT
LeRoys hoax through modernist principles.

I continue analyzing these issues in the fourth chapter, in which I bring

Virginia Woolf’s ideas on realism and biography in dialogue with Michael

Cunningham’s book The Hours (1999), as well as with the film adaptation by
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Stephen Daldry. The book and the film are for a large part about Woolf’s life and
her writing. Cunningham’s novel and Daldry’s film are particularly relevant for
my study because, on the one hand, they contribute to the portrayal of the
distinguished modernist author Virginia Woolf, suggesting they paint an

accurate, if fragmented, picture of her authorship. On the other hand, both the

book and the film turn modernist writing and reading into their central theme,

according to which truth is always something elusive, dependent on subjective

interpretation. Especially the novel makes Woolf’s thoughts on literature and its
relation to reality into a central theme, evoking questions about truth,
representation and knowledge.

Modernist literature has become known for its critique of the belief in

objective representation. In Stephen D. Dowden’s words: “Principally,

[modernism] is a reaction against the quixotry of dogmatic realism, against the

positivistic optimism that narrative fiction can really be the impartial reflection
of reality” (1986: 11). In two of her most anthologized essays “Modern Fiction”
(2003 [1919]) and “Mr Bennett and Mrs Brown” (1966) Woolf attacks realism,
arguing that the novelist should no longer attempt to describe the world as

objectively as possible. Instead, Woolf holds, the novelist should be “concerned
with the spirit” (1984: 147). However, she does not repudiate all realism, but
tries “to achieve a more authentic engagement with the real than realism, so

called, could possibly attain,” as Jeff Wallace formulates it (2007: 19).

The effects of truthfulness that I study in Cunningham’s novel and

Daldry’s film mostly concern historical references. Using a letter that is written

by Woolf herself, the novel deploys historical material to creates a reality effect,
the suggestion of truth within a fictional framework. I make use of Brian
McHale’s analysis of standards for historical fiction in comparison to

postmodernist fiction (1987). His categorization of the use of historical

references in different genres allows me to analyze how the references in

Cunningham’s novel function and what kind of truth or reality effects are at play.
As I try to demonstrate, Daldry’s portrayal of Woolf is frequently historically

incorrect; yet, those mistakes actually contribute to the realist totality of the film,
or to use Harshav’s terminology, to the coherence of the frame of reference.
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I study the ways in which the film solicits what Mieke Bal calls a “realist

reading” in contrast to a “textual” reading (2006: 216-246). Bal argues that a

realist reading is led by a convention of unity: the reader reads coherence into

the reality that is found in the picture or text. Instead of a realist reading, which

implies blindness to possible lacks, Bal promotes a textual mode of reading that
allows for constant activity, a shaping and reshaping of sign-events. This is the
paradox of realist reading: the convention of unity that it exerts produces a
constructed truth that is necessarily artificial and fictitious.

Additionally, I analyze how Cunningham’s selection of the first version of

Woolf’s last letter and his focus on the originating moment of Woolf’s writing

suggest a belief in the truth of original and unedited material. Valuing authentic
material seems in contradiction with the postmodernist deconstruction of the
foundations on which concepts as origin and authenticity are based. This

paradox of a focus on original material and a complexly layered intertextuality
characterizes the novel The Hours.

In the fifth and last chapter, I concentrate on the process of ending. Many

modernist novels are known for their equivocal endings. Franz Kafka did not
consider any of his novels finished. One can question whether Proust’s A la

recherche du temps perdu, Robert Musil’s Mann ohne Eigenschaften or James

Joyce’s Finnigan’s Wake are completed works. When is a novel finished? A writer
finishes a book by writing the ending, but perhaps the writer finishes the story

by rewriting the beginning or by deciding that the rewriting has to end, even if it
is not finished. There is an obvious difference between the ending of a writing

process and the ending of a story. In this last chapter, I consider these questions

in relation to Franz Kafka’s work, as well as to his afterlife in the tourist industry
of Prague.

I look at the representation of Kafka’s work in contemporary tourist

guides. Most walking tours and tourist guides in Prague point out the places

where Kafka lived, where he was born in 1883, as well as the supposed locations
that play a role in his work. While tourist guides connect the city’s topography
with Kafka’s life and work, in Kafka: Toward a Minor Literature (1997), Gilles

Deleuze and Félix Guattari argue that the streets, offices, and buildings shed their
spatiality. The topography in his work has no specific spatial logic, they argue.
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Walter Benjamin reaches a similar conclusion in several of his essays on Kafka. I
am interested in the way in which Deleuze’s and Guattari’s analysis of Kafka's
topography may be related to the way in which Prague is presented in tourist
guides as Kafka’s city as well as to the question of ending.

Kafka’s narrators continuously express themselves by reflecting on

situations that suddenly take an unexpected turn or announce a sudden end or
change, which makes the narrators aware of possible endings. Yet,

simultaneously the worries of the characters express the impossibility of ending,
or reaching a conclusion, because their situation always transforms. While this
awareness sometimes brings about a slight nervousness in Kafka’s characters,

simultaneously it is the cause of the protagonists’ rather aimless wandering that
characterizes many of Kafka’s stories. This is also one of the reasons for the

comparison between his protagonists and tourists. Antony Johae compares Josef
K. with a traveler that “enters a foreign city for the first time without a map”
(1996: 19). Comparatively, Rolf J. Goebel compares K. with the figure of the
flâneur (2002: 45).

In the essay “Franz Kafka: Beim Bau der Chinesischen Mauer” (1999),

Benjamin argues that procrastination forms the “true meaning of that

noteworthy and often striking fullness of detail which according to Max Brod lay
at the heart of Kafka’s search for perfection and the true way” (496). The lack of
closure in Kafka’s work is mirrored by his presentation of death that cannot be
trusted to be a definite ending. As Martin Heidegger argues, it is a mistake to

understand death as a form of fulfillment. Likewise when reading Kafka’s work
one realizes that actually no project, small or large, can be “fulfilled.” Each

protagonist experiences continuously that he is “not-yet” there: the endings of
the projects or of the pursuits are endlessly procrastinated, which makes one
aware of all potential directions it could take.

Kafka preferred to have his work destroyed when he died. His work only

survived his death thanks to the care of Max Brod. Not only his work survived,

the image of Kafka also received a new life as the famous Czech author, which he
never was while alive, a German Jew who never learnt to write Czech. To

conclude this chapter, I discuss the role of death and afterlife in relation to our
understanding of ending. I bring the endlessness inherent to Kafka’s style of
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writing in dialogue with Heidegger’s analysis of death as the “not-yet” as well as
with Blanchot’s texts on death and literature. While ending this chapter on the

infinite postponement of ending, and of death, this chapter should be the closure
of my study, which, then again, contributes to the continuation of the afterlife of
modernism.
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Samenvatting
Dit onderzoek is voortgekomen uit mijn fascinatie en passie voor het literaire
schrijven in het algemeen en in het bijzonder voor de romans van een aantal

schrijvers, die mij onophoudelijk hebben geïnspireerd tot denken, bevragen en
herlezen. Het gaat hier met name om de werken van vier grote modernisten:

Marcel Proust, William Faulkner, Virginia Woolf en Franz Kafka. De romans die ik
bestudeer werden geschreven in een periode waarin schrijvers de grenzen van

literaire conventies opzochten. Hierdoor gaan de romans voor een groot deel ook
over de vraag wat literatuur kan zijn. Deze zelfreflexiviteit staat centraal in mijn
proefschrift. Mijn onderzoek heeft hierdoor een dubbele concentratie, enerzijds
richt ik me op de representatie van modernistische literatuur in populaire
cultuur, anderzijds, en daarmee verbonden, onderzoek ik de algemene

beeldvorming van het schrijverschap vandaag de dag; wat er tegenwoordig van
literatuur verwacht wordt en hoe er tegen auteurschap wordt aangekeken.
In het eerste hoofdstuk staat het ‘beginnende moment’ van het

schrijfproces centraal en met name het clichébeeld van de getormenteerde

schrijver, die maar geen geschikt begin kan vinden voor zijn verhaal. Hoewel de

romantici al over de onmacht van de schrijver dichtten, maakte Marcel Proust dit
bij uitstek tot zijn onderwerp. In zijn romancyclus A la recherche du temps perdu
beschrijft hij keer op keer hoe de hoofdpersoon zich er maar niet toe kan zetten
om te beginnen met schrijven. Pas in het zevende en tevens laatste deel van de

roman weet Marcel eindelijk waarover hij wil schrijven. Namelijk over al datgene
wat hem van schrijven afhield, de eindeloze dagdromen, herinneringen aan zijn

kindertijd, zijn verliefdheden en de jaloezie die hem verslond, het sociale milieu
waar hij zich in bewoog, kortom alles waarover we reeds in het boek gelezen
hebben. Van deze circulaire structuur als ook het beeld van de gekwelde

schrijver die maar geen geschikt begin kan vinden, vond ik het hedendaagse
evenbeeld in de film Adaptation (Spike Jonze, 2002). In deze film kampt de

hoofdpersoon, Charlie Kaufman, met het vinden van een passend begin voor zijn
scenario.
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Verwijzend naar Mieke Bal, benader ik Prousts roman en Jonzes film als

‘tekstuele objecten’ die een bepaald deel van onze culturele geschiedenis

‘theoretiseren’. De keuze om deze twee werken binnen een gedeelde context te
bespreken, zou gedefinieerd kunnen worden als preposterous history, een term
van Bal (1999: 6-7). De relatie tussen pre- en post- wordt gecompliceerd door
Prousts werk te lezen aan de hand van de ideeën die Kaufman in Jonzes film

verwoordt. Kaufman lijdt aan een writer’s block. Of Marcel echter een writer’s

block had blijft twijfelachtig, aangezien het een term van de laatste decennia is.
Tegelijkertijd formuleert Kaufman velerlei ideeën over het schrijverschap en
literatuur die doen denken aan Marcels opvattingen. Kortom, vanuit het
referentiekader van deze film herbeschouw ik Prousts modernistische
opvattingen van het schrijven en onderzoek ik hoe de modernistische

opvattingen tot clichés zijn geworden van wat ‘hoge literatuur’ zou moeten zijn.

De verwarring van pre- en post- staat eveneens in verband met de noties

van originaliteit, authenticiteit en adaptatie, die ik onderzoek met betrekking tot
het centrale onderwerp van dit hoofdstuk, namelijk ‘beginnen’. Adaptation stelt

de vraag of het schrijven van een adaptatie eigenlijk wel zo anders is dan het

schrijven van een nieuwe verhaal. Aan de ene kant, toont de film dat elk verhaal,

ook een adaptatie, beschouwd kan worden als een nieuw verhaal. Aan de andere
kant laat het zien dat ook alle nieuwe verhalen adaptaties zijn.

Adaptation bevestigt dat vroeg modernistische ideeën over wat de literair

auteur zou moeten nastreven en waaruit literair schrijven zou moeten bestaan

clichés van het schrijverschap zijn geworden. Doordat het clichés zijn geworden,
zijn ze versterkt en vereenvoudigd, met name in vergelijking tot de ideevorming
waar ze vanaf stammen. Ik laat zien dat in Prousts werk eigenlijk alle ideeën
dubbelzinnig en ambigu zijn, onderhevig aan verandering en soms ook in
tegenspraak met wat Charlie Kaufman in de film beweert. Enerzijds

beargumenteer ik dus dat de modernistische paradigma’s standaard zijn

geworden voor literaire principes, aan de andere kant laat ik zien dat deze

paradigma’s, die wij modernistisch noemen, deels een product zijn van recente

geschiedenis en een beeld schetsen van het modernisme dat achteraf is gevormd.
In het tweede hoofdstuk zet ik het onderzoek voort naar het modernisme

als het ultieme voorbeeld van hoge literatuur door te kijken naar een andere
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modernistische verschijning in de hedendaagse populaire cultuur, namelijk

William Faulkner binnen het kader van Oprah Winfreys boekenclub. Centraal
staat hierbij de vraag naar het behandelen van ‘tijd’. Veel modernistische

schrijvers hebben een nieuwe manier proberen te vinden om de subjectieve

tijdsbeleving te verbeelden, en met name de wijze waarop herinneringen het numoment kleuren. Dit is een belangrijk onderwerp in Prousts werk, maar

misschien bij uitstek in Faulkners romans, waarin de personages zich maar
moeilijk van het verleden kunnen bevrijden.

In 2005 selecteerde Oprah Winfrey drie boeken van Faulkner voor haar

boekenclub. Winfrey staat bekend om het propageren van een levenswijze
waarin in het ‘nu’ geleefd wordt, deze tijdsopvatting staat haaks op de

tijdsbeleving van Faulkners personages. Toch omarmde Winfrey het werk van

Faulkner, met name door zijn portrettering van de segregatie en het racisme in
het Zuiden van de Verenigde Staten. Ik onderzoek hoe geschiedenis en

persoonlijke tijdsbeleving in Faulkners romans en binnen het format van

Winfrey zich tot elkaar verhouden. Fredrick Jameson schreef dat populaire

cultuur het verleden tot een citaat reduceert (2004: 193). Ik onderzoek de relatie

tussen een persoonlijke temporaliteit en algemene geschiedenis, de plaats van
het modernisme in de geschiedenis en in Winfrey’s boekenclub, als ook de

tijdsbeleving in Faulkners romans. Daarnaast onderzoek ik de wijze waarop

Winfrey de behandeling van Faulkners romans plaatst binnen de rest van haar
werk, haar website en show en daarmee hoe ze literatuur betrekt in haar zeer
persoonlijke benadering van maatschappelijke problemen. Haar opvattingen

hierover lijken lijnrecht tegenover Faulkners ideeën te staan die hij formuleerde

in zijn essay “On Privacy” (1955). Het proces waardoor het private publiek wordt
en het persoonlijke onpersoonlijk, is verbonden met Winfrey’s perspectief op
tijd.

De eenzijdige concentratie op het nu en op het individu in het heden

kenmerkt volgens Jameson de populaire cultuur. Ik onderzoek hoe Faulkners

werk, dat zo ver verwijderd lijkt van deze benadering, een plaats vindt binnen
deze context en wat dit ons vertelt over de rol van literatuur als deel van

hedendaagse populaire cultuur. Als het modernisme de wens had om radicaal

met het verleden te breken, ontbreekt deze wens geheel in de populaire cultuur.
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Evenwel, juist de afwezigheid van die wens en het eclecticisme dat de populaire
cultuur kenmerkt, lijkt een effectieve wijze om het verleden achter te laten.

Misschien heeft Jameson gelijk en wordt het verleden tot een citaat gereduceerd,
maar tegelijkertijd heeft Faulkners werk er ook een nieuw lezerspubliek bij
gekregen door Winfrey’s boekenclub en zijn er discussies ontstaan die een
uitdaging vormen voor traditionele verschillen tussen hoge en lage,
modernistische en populaire cultuur.

De rol van de auteur en het persoonlijke leven van de auteur dat in

toenemende mate wordt belicht kwam al enkele malen ter sprake, aangezien
Winfrey bijzonder in de mens achter het boek geïnteresseerd is. In het derde

hoofdstuk ga ik nader in op dit onderwerp. Ik herlees hiervoor modernistische
teksten over de functie en de rol van auteur en breng die in verband met het

auteurschap van JT LeRoy. LeRoy is de auteur van de romans Sarah (2000), The
Heart is Deceitful Above All Things (2001) en Harold’s End (2004). Lange tijd

werd geloofd dat hij een jong wondertalent was dat door het opschrijven van zijn
verhalen werd gered van een drugsverslaving en prostitutie. Toen uitkwam dat
zijn boeken eigenlijk door de veertigjarige vrouw Laura Albert waren

geschreven, werd dit een groot schandaal. Het verhaal achter het boek bleek wel
degelijk van belang voor de waardering van het boek.

Modernisten, zoals Marcel Proust, William Faulkner, Gertrude Stein en

T.S. Eliot onderschreven het standpunt dat de ervaringen van een fictief

personage in geen geval met de ervaringen van de auteur gelijk gesteld dienden
te worden, het leven van de auteur zou van geen belang moeten zijn voor de
beleving van het boek. De opvattingen van deze modernisten die een

biografische lezing van literaire teksten bestreden, werden versterkt door de

New Critics en later door de essays van Roland Barthes en Michel Foucault. Aan
de ene kant is vandaag de dag het idee van de autonomie van de tekst nog altijd
dominant onder critici en literatuurwetenschappers, aan de andere kant wordt

de auteur in toenemende mate in de schijnwerpers gezet in de populaire media,
maar ook in kranten en tijdschriften. Om te onderzoeken hoezeer de

modernistische paradigma’s nog altijd het discours over auteurschap beheersen,
heb ik de hoax van de Amerikaanse auteur JT LeRoy gebruikt.
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Ik onderzoek wat we eigenlijk bedoelen als we een boek als

autobiografisch karakteriseren. Hoe kan het van hoge literatuur worden

buitengesloten, zoals T.S. Eliot dat wilde? Autobiografie, intentie en waarheid

zijn termen die met elkaar samenhangen, maar die geen vanzelfsprekende relatie
hebben. Als autobiografie geen genre is, maar veeleer een manier van lezen, die

op elke tekst toegepast kan worden, zoals Paul de Man voorstelt, wat zijn dan de
criteria voor het benoemen van literatuur als ‘autobiografisch’? JT LeRoy laat
zien dat de auteur vandaag de dag een construct is geworden dat van groot

belang is voor het werk en de rol binnen de literaire markt. Ik onderzoek de

verschuiving van betekenis van noties als intentie, autobiografie, schrijver en

lezer. Hiermee raak ik reeds aan het thema van het volgende hoofdstuk, dat van
fictie en historische werkelijkheid.

In het vierde hoofdstuk onderzoek ik de relatie tussen fictie en

werkelijkheid naar aanleiding van Michael Cunninghams roman The Hours

(1998) en Stephen Daldry’s gelijknamige verfilming van het boek. Cunningham
gebruikte als referentiekader en bron van inspiratie voor dit boek Virginia

Woolfs leven en werk, in het bijzonder haar roman Mrs Dalloway. Modernistische
literatuur staat bekend om de kritiek die het leverde op het realisme en het
geloof dat de werkelijkheid objectief kan worden weergegeven. Als er een

waarheid in het spel is in het modernisme, dan is het een subjectieve waarheid.
Virginia Woolf heeft in verschillende essays haar bezwaren tegen het realisme

verwoord, maar tegelijkertijd wilde ze er niet geheel vanaf. Integendeel, ze stond
een ander soort realisme voor, een die op een authentiekere wijze betrokken is

bij de werkelijkheid, werkelijker dan het klassieke realisme voor mogelijk hield.
In dit hoofdstuk onderzoek ik hoe Woolfs opvatting van waarheid en realisme
zich verhouden tot Cunninghams en Daldry’s waarheidsgetrouwheid in hun
portrettering van Woolfs leven en schrijverschap. Ik analyseer welke

verschillende waarheids- en realiteits-effecten in het spel zijn en wat daarin de

rol van historische materiaal is.

In plaats van een discussie over de historische juistheid of onjuistheid van

Woolfs portrettering, bekijk ik de film en het boek vanuit het onderscheid dat Bal
maakt tussen tekstueel lezen en realistisch lezen (2006: 216-246). Ik laat zien

hoe de film juist door het inzetten van een historische incorrectheid een
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schijnbaar waarheidsgetrouw en realistisch portret weet te creëren, terwijl het

boek veeleer tot een tekstuele lezing uitnodigt, waarbij intertekstuele referenties
het kader vormen. Ik bespreek naar aanleiding van Bals onderscheid tussen de
verschillende wijzen van lezen, de dominante opvatting dat volkomenheid een
bewijs is van echtheid. Een verhaal moet rond zijn en kloppen wil het

geloofwaardig zijn. Terwijl een dergelijke samenhang en coherentie eigenlijk
juist de gaten en barsten bedekt die wel degelijk bij de waarheid horen.

Coherentie is een constructie en daardoor fictief, maar deze fictieve constructie
blijkt er toch in te slagen het meest realistisch over te komen.

De effecten van waarheidsgetrouwheid die ik bestudeer in Cunninghams

roman en Daldry’s film betreffen vooral historische referenties. Het boek en de
film citeren een brief die door Virginia Woolf is geschreven, om zo een

werkelijkheidseffect te creëren; een suggestie van waarheid in een fictieve
context. Ik maak gebruik van Brian McHale’s analyse van de verschillende

principes van historische romans en hoe die zich verhouden tot postmoderne

romans(1987). Zijn categorisatie van het verschillende gebruik van historisch

materiaal stelt me in staat te onderzoeken welke functie Woolfs brief in het boek

en de film heeft. Kortom, dit hoofdstuk gaat over de verschillende wijzen waarop
er over fictie en waarheid wordt gedacht en hoe de modernistische idee van de
subjectieve waarheid doorspeelt in hedendaagse literatuur. Daarnaast

onderzoek ik de rol van historisch materiaal in modernisme en postmodernisme

als ook de constructie van het “ware” modernisme, dat in Cunninghams boek een
zekere gelaagdheid en intertekstualiteit krijgt en in Daldry’s film een vorm van
nostalgie, waarmee de film een loop maakt naar het oude realisme dat aan het
modernisme voorafging.

In het vijfde en laatste hoofdstuk concentreer ik me op het eindigen en

voltooien van een literair werk. Elke literair werk heeft een einde, in die zin dat

de laatste zin geciteerd kan worden. Toch ontberen veel modernistische romans
een duidelijk einde. Franz Kafka beschouwde geen enkele van zijn romans als
afgerond. Men kan zich afvragen of James Joyce’s Finigans Wake, Prousts A la
recherche du temps perdu of Robert Musils Der Mann ohne Eigenschaften

voltooide werken zijn. Wanneer is een roman voltooid? Een schrijver eindigt een
roman door de laatste woorden te schrijven, maar misschien betreffen deze

239

laatste woorden wel de eerste zin van het boek. Er is een duidelijk verschil

tussen het einde van een verhaal en het einde van een schrijfproces. In dit laatste
hoofdstuk bestudeer ik Kafka’s onvoltooide verhalen en romans tegen de
achtergrond van toeristische informatie over Kafka in Praag.

Niet alleen leren vele toeristen in Praag door hun bezoek aan deze stad

het werk van Kafka kennen, Kafka’s personages tonen veel overeenkomsten met
toeristen; het zijn mensen die door gebouwen, straten, steden dwalen zonder de
weg te kennen of vertrouwd te zijn met de lokale gebruiken. Gilles Deleuze en
Felix Guattari hebben in hun boek Kafka: Toward a Minor Literature de

ruimtelijkheid in Kafka’s werk geanalyseerd. Zij laten zien dat de logica van de

topografie in Kafka’s werk eigenlijk ophoudt ruimtelijk te zijn. Ik zie hierin een
spiegeling van de onvoltooidheid van Kafka’s werk.

Zoals Fredrick Jameson laat zien, is vrijwel alles tijdelijk en onzeker in

Kafka’s verhalen; door een onophoudelijke wisseling van perspectief kun je nooit
zeker zijn van de waarneming die beschreven wordt. Deze consequente

onzekerheid die de beleving van Kafka’s personages karakteriseert, stel ik
tegenover de stelligheid van het discours in toeristengidsen die plekken

aanwijzen die figureren in Kafka’s romans. Daarnaast breng ik de onzekerheid
van het verloop van gebeurtenissen, als ook van de onvoltooidheid van het

merendeel van Kafka’s verhalen en romans in verband met Jamesons en Walter

Benjamins analyses van Kafka’s werk. Benjamin liet zien dat de ware aard van de
schoonheid van Kafka’s schrijven juist in het voortdurende uitstel ligt, dat zo
eigen is aan Kafka’s narratieve structuren.

Kafka wilde dat zijn werk vernietigd werd na zijn dood. Dankzij de zorg

van Max Brod is dit niet gebeurd. Niet alleen zijn werk overleefde, het beeld van
Kafka als een Tsjechische schrijver kreeg een nieuw leven door de

toeristenindustrie van Praag. Ter afronding van het hoofdstuk bespreek ik de rol
van dood en overleven in ons begrip van einde en beëindigen. Ik bestudeer de
relatie tussen eindeloosheid en onvoltooidheid in verband met Martin

Heideggers analyse van de dood als het “nog niet” en met Maurice Blanchots
teksten over dood en literatuur. In Kafka’s werk is zelfs de dood een einde
waaraan getwijfeld kan worden; over het wel of niet dood zijn kan

gediscussieerd worden, mensen die dood waren, blijken toch nog te leven. Zo
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onbetrouwbaar als het einde van een leven is, zo onzeker is eigenlijk elk einde

van een episode, een belevenis, of een verhaal in Kafka’s oeuvre. Afrondend gaat
het slot van dit laatste hoofdstuk, en van mijn gehele proefschrift, over het

eindeloos opschuiven en uitstellen van een einde, aldus bijdragend aan het
voortleven van het modernisme.
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