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Postmodern Literature

I. Postmodern literature characteristics

A. A lot of info to present—so I created a handout for you to use

B. Go briefly through handout

C. Set groups to work on the various stories, showing how they find these characteristics there

II. Maverick as postmodern western

A. Show clip (about 7 minutes, from the section when Indians confront Maverick)

B. What characteristics do you see there?

1. Especially idea of creating new myths—raising questions of what really happened in those legendary exchanges between frontiersmen and Indians

2. Parody/Allusions—extremely important; see also in Maverick--really only works if you have some idea of how a Western usually works; here, of course, playing off idea of western's where Indians are savages who need to be tracked down by the brave good guys; all the usual elements of western included here.  There are also parodies of pop culture in here, with many of the figures in final poker game being country music stars (I understand).

3. Multiple, mock, parodic endings—when one of my students saw this movie in the theater, it seemed as though it was coming to a conclusion and audience got up; then the movie continued, so they sat back down; happened again.  Finally, when movie actually over, audience just sat there—because didn’t know what to expect.  (A bit like ending of Ferris Buehler’s Day Off and more recent High Fidelity)
Resources: fuller explanations of the characteristics


Give you now a somewhat long list of characteristics that have come to be seen as elements of literary postmodernism; won’t usually find all of them in one novel, but may see elements of them; use what you read as examples here  


A.  Language creates meaning--language seen as power to create truth; somehow what is said matters more than how we might usually define "reality"; Emphasizes language over transcendent “truth”: Gass: “All we have is what we create”; also said, “The world in the word”;



1.  Good example in Kundera's "The Hitchhiking Game" (Kundera an important Czech writer)



2.  See the way that girlfriend and boyfriend are initially just trying to having some fun with playing roles; but see the power that naming themselves in these ways has on the way they understand themself and the other



3.  For instance, p. 1885--she feels very relaxed in this role; somehow not herself



4.  The language somehow makes her what she is


B.  Self-reflexive; idea that fiction begins to be about itself; that is, author writes about the process of writing (sometimes in subtle ways; sometimes very obvious)



1.  John Barth's "Life Story" very much fits into this category--author is constantly breaking into his own narrative to call our attention to fact that he is writing (either funny or frustrating, depending on your view!)



2.  Look at opening paragraph, for instance; what is Barth doing here (read couple of lines)  [have writer trying to start a story--which is exactly what he is trying to do]



3.  Look at fun he's having at beginning of second paragraph (114): that is the way he's starting his story!; he is another author writing about an author



4.  p. 115 See what author begins to realize: that he may just, too, be a character in a fiction; not even sure it's the kind of fiction he likes 


C.  Points up the artifice of fiction: often doesn’t try to make you forget that is writing; rather, draws attention to fact that is creation; in Lolita by Nabokov, near the end, narrator confronts the person he’s been pursuing throughout the novel, and he says, “Then I pulled out my automatic—I mean, this is the kind of fool thing a reader might suppose I did.” (280)



1.  Again, very much see in "Life Story"--no real characters we get to know; no way we can get "lost" in story



2.  Tries to tell story, but can't ever get a coherent narrative together; all the time have different things breaking in:  p. 117--constant "etc."--can't even put sentence together, let alone a narrative; p. 120--can't control characters: here comes mistress; p. 125--then wife comes into story


D.  Narrative/linear attempt to make order is ridiculed: not like Faulkner’s Sound and the Fury, where it finally all does make sense; instead, in Pynchon’s V., never do find out what V. really is



-certainly also see that in "Life Story"


E.  Multiple, mock, and parodic endings; again, this in "Life Story" is parody of an ending; nothing really concluded; see p. 123 "Concluding these reflections he concluded these reflections"


F.  Questions: What is history?/ New myths  Force reader to confront in new way what thought you knew; re-writing of history, poking fun at historical figure; 



-for example, show you a clip from Maverick--what I call a postmodern western: Maverick (Mel Gibson) on his way to poker game—needs $25,000 to get in; come up on this band of women going to start a mission who have been attacked; then this happens



-after: see way that the movie pokes fun at our assumptions of the relationships between Indians and the men who “tamed the west”; re-think what really happened in that period of our nation's history


G. Parody/Allusions—-extremely important; see also in Maverick--really only works if you have some idea of how a Western usually works; here, of course, playing off idea of western's where Indians are savages who need to be tracked down by the brave good guys



-common in these novels/stories to play off of other pieces of literature: example, Barth has a novel called Sotweed Factor which is written like an 18th century novel, but poking fun at that form all the time


H.  Magical Realism/Absurd/black humor: idea that can’t use reason to figure out; trying to get at truth a different way--by exploding usual sense of what happens in a story 



1.  Absrud often includes black humor where there's a completely messed up sense of logic; Example of black humor in Catch-22: is with catch itself (read that quote) 



2.  Magical realism is very important in African American lit and in Hispanic lit: certainly see that in Marquez



3.  A less disturbing version; in these stories, seemingly ordinary world (as opposed to messed up world in absurd) where have something magical come in



4.  Clearly the case in "A Very Old Man with Enormous Wings" (1865)--where seems to be effort to make this man, possibly angel, seem plausible since he's presented as broken down old man (see second paragraph--description)



5.  In story, get a sense of how much people want an explanation; don't really care much what happens with man--just want to figure him out; clearly Marquez poking fun at this desire we have to explain everything--p. 1867 (bot) Spider woman is better because get explanation about her so know what to make of her


I.  Fragmentation important—both of narrative, and of characters; sense that people are not whole; think of them in little pieces



1.  Can see this in "Life Story"--never get a rounded character; always just little snippets about them



2.  Kundera works here: break self into pieces as girl tries to do as she thinks about her body (bottom p. 1879)



3.  also toasts (p. 1884) where toasting not whole person but to different pieces of her 



4. This fragmentation suggests the kind of objectification that happens often of people; don't see as real people

V. Conclusion

-range of these techniques that authors use to try to communicate their sense of the worl in this post-WWII period in literature; often a kind of playfulness and comedy, but a deep sense of hopelessness often at the core

