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CHAPTER I

INTRODUCTION



This chapter offers an introduction to postmodernism
by examining critically some of the definitions given by
critics.. Before applying to the text under study it 1is
necessary to point out the salient characteristics of
postmodérnism in general and literature in particular. It ig
fair to state in the beginning itself that postmodernism is
conSﬁiquous not for its elusive nature only but also for its
eclectic and contradictory implications. This 1is partly
because of the complex nature of the postmoderniét
discourses and partly because of its ideological specificity
which can be traceable to various branches of knowledge such

as Anthropology; Architecture, History, Philosophy and so

anq so forth.

The first énd foremost problgﬁ that we encounter in
definjnguz'postmodernism' is the p;oblem inherent 1in 1its
periodization. The genealogy of postmodernism continues to
be a sﬁbject of debate. Different dgtes regarding 1its
beginning have been proposed by different critics that make
the cdgfusién worse and confounded. According to Waugh,
"'postmodernism' was first. used as a period term in the

early 50's by Arnold Toynbee who announced that we are
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entering the fourth and final phases%of Western history: one

of irrationalism ahxiety and helplessness" (Waugh 1992:34).

[

In 1924, Virginia Woolf suggested thaﬁ modgrnism, or
- at 1eas£ the modern wohld, had begun "on or aboqt Decémbef
1910, when human character changed" (Brooker 1992:5).. In
1977,;with a mark seriouéeness,ftypical of postmodernisme
Charles Jencks, offered that modernism had 'ended' on 15th

July #972 at 3.32 p:.m. (Ibid.).

‘The term postmodernism is itself problematicaland is
still a long way from being solved.iThe term 'postmodernism'

sounds like the vocabulary which is grounded in fantasy: .

The word's apocalyptic tone,  its connotation
of nihilistic rejection, issue from the:-
oxymoronic aspects which seems to provide a
Way of speaking. about the impossible. To say
"I am postmodern' would be, for most people,
something like saying 'I am asleep' - it can
be done, but what does it mean? Of course, the
confusion vanishes when we replace 'modern'’
with 'modernism' and explain that the latter
refers less to historical time than to a
specific movement in the arts. (Ray 1984:131)

wuat Ray seems to suggest is  that the ' entire
controversy'regarding the term 'postmodernism' comes to an
end if it is treated,'like 'modernism', to 'refervleséftoii
historical time than to a specific movement in -arts'.
However, Cin that case too Ray.ﬂﬁoes not deny "their

fundamehtél ‘strangeness'. But‘ he 'believes that this ,very

{
1
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'strangeness' corresponds to the epistemological rupture

with traditional assumptions about the meaning which the

postmodern situation has efffected.

Téking éue from Ray's statement, any researcher will
be tempted to 'know how postmodernism becomes a serious
departure from 'traditional assumptions' about the meaning.,
What Ray means by 'traditional assumptions' 1is still not
clear. Whether he refers to the traditional assumptions:
coming down ffom Victorian period or he confines himself to
the modernist mode beginning with Yeats, Eliot, Pound etg.,:
is a question of debate. But in view of the ideological
shift from modernism to posfmodernism; it;is fair to begin'
our survey from - 'modernism' aéd ﬁo. see. whether .
'postmodeﬁnism' is a break or. conﬁ&nuation of it.' This-

: . |
aspect of postmodernism will be t;ken care of in the
subsequent pages. But at this stage we shall simply concern ;

ourselves with the definition given by critics.

fJeah—Francois Lyotard, Frederic Jameson and Jean
Baudrillard are ‘three writers whose writings can be
considered as the harbinger of ﬁostmodernism. In his The

Postmodern Condition: A'Repgrt on Knowledge (1984), Lyotard

has seen postmodernism as the general‘condition of knowledge

in times of information technology. He sees modern
scientific developments p}aying the role of avant—gardé

> PR Do



liberator, "designed to shift and tfansfdrm the structures
of reason itself" (Lyotard 1984:60). He says:
Postmodern Science - by concerning itself with
such things as undecidables, " the 1limits of
precise control, conflicts characterized by
incomplete information, 'fracta', catastrophes
and pragmatic pradoxes - is theorizing its own
evolution as discontinuous, catastrophic, non-
rectifiable, and paradoxical. It is changing
the meaning of the word knowledge, while
expressing how such a change can take place.
"It 1is producing not the known, but the
unknown. (Ibid.: 60).
Lyotard in the said remarks sees postmodernism as
consisting of discontinuocus and paradoxicalleleménts which

are characteristic of the time we are living.

Baudrillard sees postmodernism as the substitution of.
the simulécfuﬁ for the real. He is of?the view that we live
in an age. in which 'siéns' or repreééntation are nq_lonéeb
required ﬁo have any verifiable contact with the world tﬁey
allegediy ‘represent. He mentions the four stages thréugh'
which representation has historically passed on its way to
the condition of pure simulation. Initially, the 'sign' or
'representation’ "is the reflecéion of a basic reality'
(Baudrillard 1983:12). In the second stage, the sign‘"masks
and perverts a basic reality" (Ibid.). In the third stage,
“the sign "masks the absence of a basic reality" (Ibid.). In

the fourth, terminal stage, the sign "bears no relation to
‘ ;



any reality whatsoever: it 1is its own -pure simulacrum"
(Ibid.). In the begime of simulation which is contemporary
culture, Baudrillard diagnoses the incessant proqution of

images with no attempt to ground them in reality.

Jameson's views on postmodernism‘can be culled from
his eSsaysAsuqh as "Postmodernism:.or Ehe cultural logic of
Late Capitalism" (1984), "Reading wi%hout Interpretation:
Postmodernism and the Video-Text" (i987), "Periédizing the
60's, the Sixties without Apology" (1584) etc. In the first
two essays Jameson has tried to link postmodernism to the'
cultural 1bgic‘of late capitalism. Underpinning his argument

with a 'totalizing' economic theory derived. from Mandelfs'

book Laté.Capitalism (1978), Jameson offers his characteri-
'zation of postmodernity in socié-economic tetms. In 1its
simplest éérms, market éapitalism begets realism: mpnopoiy
capitélisﬁ” begets modernism, andi3 therefore multinatioﬁal
capitaliém}begets postmodernism (Jémeson 1984:78). Jameson -
describes tpe contemporary global .-movement not as a
surpassing of capitalism, but rather as an intensifiqation
of . its .forms and energies. The ipostmodern 'phase of
multinational capitalism is according:to Jameson, marked by
‘the exponential growth of internationailcorporations anq the

consequent: transcending of national boundaries.

1

For some critics, Modernism and Postmodernism

R
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describe artistic anﬁ cultural artifacts. and attitudes of

the present century. They feel that both these terms have

reached beyond national, cultural and generic boundaries.

They can be used to refer not just to art and cultures but
also more comprehensive to aspects of modern society. Apart
from this, the boundaries betweenf the two terms vary

according to different usages. As Andreas Huyssen points out:®

The amorphous and politically volatile nature
of postmodernism makes the phenomenon itself
remarkably elusive, and the definition of its
boundaries exceedingly difficult, if not per
see impossible. Furthermore, one c¢ritic's
postmodernism is another c¢ritic's modernism
(or variant thereof), while certain vigorously
new forms of contemporary culture (such as the
.emergence into a broader public's view of
distinct minority cultures and of a wide
variety of feminist work in literature and the
arts) have so far rarely been discussed as
postmodern. (Huyssen 1988:58-59)

Huyssen has referred to « 'the amorphous ,and
politjically volatile nature of posimodernism', in other.

words, its 'indeterminacy'. Ihab Hassan is of the view that

the 'indeterminacy' can draw in other terms such as 'avant- -

garde'. He says:

Like other categorical terms - poststructura-
1ism, : or modernism, or romanticism for that
matter - postmodernism suffers from a certain

semantic instability, that. 1is, no clear-
consensus about its meaning exists among
scholars.... Thus some .critics mean . by s
postmodernism what others call avant-gardism
or- even neo-avant-gardism, while still others

~



would call the same phenomenon simply
modernism. (Hassan 1985:121)

et 4

Taking cue from Hassan we may ¢try to identify’

postmodernism either with 'avant-gardism' or 'neo-avant- .

gardism'. The term avant-gardism is depived from military
terminology. It refers to the advance guard which prepaﬁes
the Qay for a larger following apmy. In the context of
cultural politics the  term has been used to refer to

movements which aims to assaulting conventional standards

and, attitudes. Thus Cubism, Futurism, Dadaism, Surrealism,

and Constructivism are all conventionally described as
avant-gardist in. essence Dbecause they seek to destroy

bourgeois standard; And it is the overtly political activist

element in many avant-garde movements which is frequently "

used as one of the criteria for distinguishing between

!

avant-gardism and modernism.

4

Thds critics are so sharply divided among themselves -

that any'reseércher is bound to be lo§t in the labyrinth of

the definitions provided by them. Thus a fresh attempt to
."_.’ , ‘}2 '
define postmodernism is often a fresh confession of failure.

s
t

The term éstuch has been so 'used' and 'abused"that'the

more firmly one tries to comprehend it, the more conscious

1

one becomes of the multiplicity of contradictions. As Linda
AN ’ f.

Hutcheon péints out:



Few words are more - - used and abused in

discussions of contemporary culture than the

word 'postmodernism'. As a result, any.attempt

to. define the word will necessarily and |

simultaneously have both positive and negative

dimensions. It will aim to say what
postmodernism is but at the same time it will

have to say what is not. Perhaps this is an

appropriate condition, for postmodernism is a

phenomenon whose mode is resolutely

contradictory as well as unavoidably

political. (Hutcheon 1989:1)

A survey of critical opinions shows that whereas some
view postmodernism as a total break from modernism, others
thirk of it as an intensification and extension of
modernism, Whether we see postmodernism vis-a-vis modernism
or vice 'versa, we cannot visualise an abrupt :end of
modernism making way for postmodernism to Dbegin. Many
critics, like Ihab Hassan and Gerald Graff see postmodernism
as a continuation, sometimes carried to an extreme, of ‘the
counter traditional experiments of modernism..Hassén pqints
out that "postmodern spirit lies coiled within the great’
corpus of modernism" (Hassan 1985:111). Hassan further
asserts that there is no absoldte break betweén modernism~
and postmodernism, since '"history 1is a palimpseét, and
culture 1is permeable to time past, time present, and time
future" (Ibid.). It is no doubt Ihab Hassan who has more .
than any other critic contributed to 'the gradual accéptance:

of the term, though he himself is confronted with' the vexed

problem of what postmodernism realIyimeans. "The question 6f



postmodernism remains complex and moot" (Hassan 1983:25).
Another crucial view on postmodernism given by Hassan . is

worth noting - "Postmodernism may be a response, direct or
' (

oblique, 'to the unimaginable which modernism glimpsed only

in its mdSt»prophetic moments" (Hassan 1975:53). The concept
of postmodernism is so unstable that no fixed definition can
be given "and critics still continue to be confronted and

challenged with this perplexing and much debated issue.

"The postmodern tendency in literature and literary .
criticism have been characterized as a 'breakthrough',

signifioant reversal of the dominant literary and socio-

;

cultural directions of the last two centuries". (Graff

1979:31). Graff has made a significant point here. In stating

_zy it

this, he does not demarcate the boundary between modernism
and postmodernism. "Breakthrough' perhaps could mean a leap

forward -from the traditional views ‘and beliefs. Cerxisting

\

with tnekloss of confidence in traditional claims of the
moral and interpretative art, is the new sensibility which
has. brought about a novel outlook to interpretation and

morslistic beliefs. To quote Gragf:

This new sensibility manifests itself in a
variety of ways: in the refusal to take art
'seriously' in the old sense; in the use of
art 1itself as a vehicle for exploding 1its
traditional pretensions and - for having the
vulnerability and tenuousnéss of art ‘and
language, in the rejection of the dominant
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academic traditions of. analytic, -interpreta-
tive criticism, -which by reducing art to
abstraction tends to neutralize or domesticate
its potentially. liberating energies.
(Ibid.:31)

David Harvey has suggested that there 1is more
continuity than difference in the movement from modernism to
postmodernism ,and' that the "latter represents a crisis
wighin the former in which fragmentation and ephemerality
are confirmed while the possibility of the eternal and the
immutable is treated with fér greater skepticism" (Harvey
1989:116). Similarly, Alex Callinicos (1989) has argued thét
there is: no sharp distidction between modernism and
postmodernism, and that the belief that there is: can be
explained' by reference to the pagticular political and
cultural disapﬁointments of the géﬁeration of 1960's 1in

Western Egrope and the USA (Callinicés 1989:45).

In:the light of thé above'discussion'one thing 1is-
clear that postmodernism shares some of the characteristics
of modennismﬁ Hence it becomes imperative on our'pért'to sSee
postmodernism not as a sudden break from modérnism but as an

intensification and extension of modernism.

. . ) ] ’ .
. Modernism may not be as unstable a concept as
postmodernism. Any characterization of modernism is widely |

aocepﬁed " but many fail to understand and accept

;-
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postmodernism. The modernist world to a certain extent. can
be studied and interpreted. The How? Why? and What? part can
be answebed, if .not fully, at least partially. Central to

McHale's definition of the postmodern is the shift from

fictighs that posed epistemological questions -~ "How can 1
know the world?" - to fictions that posed ontological
quesﬁions.f "What world is this?" (McHale 1992:XII). The

shift from the épistemoiogical world to the ontological
world foreshadows a kind of shift from modernism ¢to
postmodernism. The postmodern text becomes uncertain and
eniggatic opening up into a new world, one that shifts like
shifting sand and a world which is abruptly pushed -towards

alienation and isolation. Umberto Eco's novel, The Name of

the Rose "is poiséd on the Modernist/Postmodernist ccusp
posing epistemological questions through its detective story
that is transformed into an anti-detective story -hinging
upon ontological destabilizations. Again in Umberto Eéo'sx

Foucault's Pendulum, '"the epistemoldgical quest 1is almost

immgdiately transposed into an TOntological‘ key: not
'mystery', but 'conspiracy' and fn particular the - 'world
making' dimension of conspiracy." Regardless .of how we
construct postmodernism, its story is far from linear and.is

certainl&“multi—dimensional (Ibid.: XIII).

The world is not created for our interpretétion and,
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therefore meaning does not remain our concern. It is a non-
interpretative " and a non—convgntional world that the
postmodern world foreshadows. Modernist art looks for some

kind of meaning hidden behind the surface whereas postmodern
| art is complacently contendted Qith the elusive nature of
meanings and interpretations. Susag‘ Sontag denounces the
intérpretation .of works of  art onﬁ‘the grounds that "to
interpret is to impoverish,'to deplete the world in order to
set up a shadowy world of meanings" '(Sontag 1967:7).
Perhaps, Fiedler and Sontag's‘ attempt to define
postmodernism will throw more light on poestmodernism vis-a~
vis interpretation. According to them, as quoted‘by-Beﬁtens
and Fokkema, "Postmodernism 1is anti-inﬁerpretative, even
anti-intellectual and vitalist, it emphasizes performance
and - form. over meaning and content; it seeks to deflate

modernist pretensions at meaningfulness and seriousness"

(Bertens & Fokkéma 1986:18).

Assuming that postmodernism is an extension and
intensification of modernism, it is hécessary to discuss and
analyse \bniefly the concept of mgéernism, in- partiqular
American modernism in order to gep;a clear picture of the
trends of modernism in the brecediné:age of the twenties ;nd'4

the thirties and even earlier than that. Although the term

'modernism' has been prevalent for most of this century, it

e
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still evokes disparate images for those. who use it. When
sométhing.is being referred to as modernist, it brings -to
nind the 'experimental art forms, tﬁe fragmented image of
>jcasso's cubist paintings, the puzzling Jjuxtapositions of

[.S. Eliot's The Waste Land come readily to mind. The turn

>f the century ushered in radical developments in art,
thouéht, literature, science. The relationship of one to the
other continues to be a debatable issue, nonetheless the one
common ground they share could be their awareness of the
future. The novelty of modernist art is the excitement to
discern the world well in advance wﬁich they were strdggling

to create.

Amidst all these changes and upheavals, we find

American modernism implicated to create something new.

Hoffman's .The Twenties bresents a rich survey aﬁd furnishes
a vivid and genuine piéture of the decadé; The;eventé of the
decade shifted from one period to another and from one\
writer to another because of the fact that no world-system
is ever entirely fixed or immune from moral revision,
innovation and alteration. Fitzgerald's work emitted é whiff
of money and wealth. A_haunting querx;of a fundamental iack
of substance and depth in the Americgn experience permeaies

Fitzgeral%'s stories. HaVing and nuhturing'wrong dreémg in

Fitzgerald led to tragedy and remorse. In Hoffman's view,

H
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"the mechanism of the dream became the most important source
of all Surrealist art, in its disgdiées one found remarkable
associations of images and discordances of thought" (Hoffmah

1962:243). Freud's Interpretation of Dreams led to the

undérsténding of man and his psyche. On the whole, the turn
of tife century ushered in radical developments in art,

thought, literature and science.

Romantioism and modernism depended on the concept of
imagination which imposed a kind of "order, value and
meaning on the chaos and fragmentation of industrial
society" (Graff 1979:33). This kind §f strict adherencé to
'order' could go on only till the first world war. The war
brought}abdut upheaval, disharmony ?ﬂd fragmentation. There
was a tétql breakdown and the Qnée accepted values and
beliefs came to be queétioned. Tbe modernist revolt ushéred
after the‘First World War mainly because the berisd after
the war.}s marked by an unexampled range and rapidity of
change. The catastrophe of Western civilization has raised

. doubts about the adequacy of traditional literary modes to’
represent thé harsh and dissonant realities of -the bostwar
world. Tﬁ§. Eliot, the high priest of modernist tradition
felt that the inherited mode of ordering - a literary wdrk,"
which assumed a relatively coherent and stable socialerder,'

could not accord with 'the immense panorama of futility and
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anarchy which 1s contemporary histopy'. 'In his The Waste
Land, Eliot experimented with new forms and a new style by
replacing : the standard flow of poetic languége witH
- fragmented utterances. His magnum opus substituted for the
.traditional coherence of poetic structure a deliberate
dislocation of parts, in which very diverse components are
relaﬁed “by connections that are left to the reader to
discover, or invent. Similar -kinds of equriments were made
by James Joyce and Ezra Pound. These kind: of work subverts
the basic convention of earlier prose fiction by breaking up
the narrator continuity. Further, they are seriou§ departure

from the standard modes of narration.

Postmodern art is not only anti-interpretative; it.is
multi-diménsional too. Culture in :phe Postmodern sensé
underwent alsea of chénge and came to be known as me;ss
culturé ot'popular culture. Mass cultpre ﬁeant anything f;om
pop musig, pop art, science fiétion, ~pornography to
painting. Fiedler explored his own brand of Postmodernism
which tended heavily toward pop art. Pop art which Leslie

Fiedler identifies with Postmodernism draws a parallel to

Joyce's Finnegans Wake. The point Ihab Hassan makes is

simply this} "Finnegans Wake carries the tendencies of high

art and of popular culture to their outer limits there where

all tendencies of mind may meet, there where the epiphany
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and the dirty joke become one" (Hassan 1975:81). It is true

that Finnegans Wake takes us to a sublime phase where pure

poesy'merges‘with the crude, the crafty, the bizarre, the
lowly and the obscene. Here, comedy asserts its authority
not only for amusement but more to mhltiply' and compound

complexities.

Complexity is an innate feature of the Postmodern art
and this could be due to several factors. One of these could
be the narrative pattern adopted by the writer. Self-
consciousness of one's art is the trademark of'

Posthodernism. The novel that parodies and reflects upon its

own structure is not new. Sterne's Tristram Shandy  (1760-

1767) antecedes even Joyce's Finnegans Wake in this. 1In

fact, Don'Quixote is really the f;rst important novel using
" the self-conscious narrétor. "The se;f-conscious ngrrat§r
intrudes into his own created work todpomﬁent on himself as
a writer, and on his book, not simpiyﬁgs a series of events

with moral;implications but as a created literary product”

(Booth 1952:165).

Nathanael  West is placed very brucially amidst'all
these éhanging»trends and values that the Western world waé
uﬁdergoing; In his piographer Jay Martin's words, "West was
unbearably sensitive to the paradoxes of his time. He was

part of the Lost Generation, the youngest of the last: of
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that gehgration" (Martin 1970:40); ;His . personal bent of
activitiéé strongly responded to tbe;bizarre, the grotesque
and to the potentially savage. His childhood adventures
reccrded é freakish kind of celebration of what is bizarre
and groteéqueh He had not at this time read Breton nor the
fin Qe siecle writers but he was surprisingly fascinated by
witchecraft, occultism and mysticism. Martin further records
that West shdwed "as striking preoccupation with the human
body, particularly with its odors, 1its orifices, 1its
corruptibility and diseases, with parasites that feed on
human body" (Ibid.:32). Such interests also led him to seek
his own identity in an age deeply perplexed about its own
character. Thoughts about the future were'inconceivaﬁle, for
it was averse to any kind of logical reasoning. This partly
explainS'twhy West made his novels resiétant to easy
solutionsi Such grotesqueries and diseased preoccupations
provided models fof his narratives which no doubt couldlnot
conform" and ‘succeed along conventional 1lines. Perhaps all
these are repercussions of a man who remained a mystery even
to himself. The sensibility. of "such a writer who ‘remained
essentially lonesome 1n spite of his many acquaintances
truly reflected the compléxities and all-pervasive pessimism

that characterized the modern age.

1
' -

This reinforces the fact\thaﬁ West was writing not
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only during an age entréppea at a .point of extreme

distortion but during a time when Aygnt—Garde, Dadaism and
Surrealism were in vogue. He staﬁged writing -during thé
twentie;ranh the thifties wﬁen a gréat upheaval had already
started és a result of the war. Wesé was caught in the wild
throes of unrest that the War and the Great Depression
brought:ébout. This period, as a pistorian puts 1it, "was
uniquely an era in which time outran consciousness, in which
the s%quehtial stages of depression and reform appeared too
rapidly to allow for accurate fathoming. Hence, the misery
of the country was equalled only by its bewilderment"

(Martin 1970:98). The debate between the characteristic
spirits Qf theltwenties and thirties 1is reflected‘thr§ugh
the divisions that took place within West himself. The
stimulating literature. and other cultural achievements of
the twenties elapsed and an altogether different- form of
interprétation took birth during ;the thifties. By‘ the.
thirties “"the attitude changed, as%writers both questioned
and struégled to re-interpret the history of their own:
culture which hadvchanged S0 radiqalﬁy overnight" (Bradbury/
Rulands+ '1991:319). Therefore, his works coﬁceived- and
written"during the thirties, were marked by a sense of 
megningléssness, despair, decadence, political failure and

‘entropy. 'No doubt, West is crucially placéd in the history

of Modernism and Postmodernism Qriting throughout the 1930s
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before he died in a car crash in W9HO.

The present study is an ;attempt to relocate West's
works in the context of of Modernism vis-a-vis Postmodernism
so as to see what aspects of his works carry on with tge
Modernist mode and in what sensgl his novels prefigure
Postmodernism. His works are notf governed by any pre-
determined credo. His fictional imagination does not adhere
to any set norms which are strictly formulated by the
traditional novel writers. His personal streaks of
rebellious nature are consistent with the unruly aﬁd
incoherent nature of 'his imaginative and creative ability.
Perhaps, this is reflected by the fact that West, mére than
anyone else, measured the malady’ of the spirit of the age.
Hence it is interesting to note that though he wrote‘duqing
the Modernist period,'he was against the formal, pohe;ent
orderly forms of writing. It is impontan£ to note here ﬁhap
a shift-oould be seen during the féte thirties - a shift\
from rational to anti-rational behaviour, from a formal
celebration of art to a kind of outlandish, freakish
celebration of the primal nature where thoughts and feelings
were freé from the control of 1logic and reason. West's
novels took this radical form of writing and so in this

connection No}man Podhoretz in an essay edited by Jay Maptin'

defines Wést's first novel The Dream Life of Balso Snell as .
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a brilliantly insane surrealist fantasy that tries very hard

to mock Western culture out of existence.

What West observed . in - Paris, the expatriates,
literary experimentalists and surrealists all found their
way’ into the writing of his four novels. Some of his novels

like The Dream Life of Balso Snell, Miss Lolelyhearts: have

a form which has continued to intr%gue his readers. In all
his works West has adopted a form of humour. which critics
describe. as vicious, mean, ugly, obscene and ihsane. The
modern disorder of surreal dreams, concelits, irony,
grotesque elements worked itself into West's writings.-This .
in a way shows that Modernism was spilling Over:into an
artistic.strategy of protest against society in the form of
radical movements like Dadaism, Surrealism and the Avant-
Garde. West started writing under the iﬁfluence of gll these

movements. In fact, The Manifeste du Surrealism was issued

by Breton in December 1924, just at the time when West
himself was similarly moving from his frivolous activities'

. R
to serious preoccupation with the- nature and craft of

-

fiction. 3{

WeSt's strategies ~evidenced obvious tendencies
towards the Avant-Garde, Surrealism and Dadaism. What marks
West's continuity with the Avant-Garde rather than with the

. traditional modernist writing is his central preoccupation
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with the extreme primal impulses of the irrational and the
noq-representable. In seeking to be non-representational and
ra&ical, West's world is dominated by randomness and
fragmentation. This takes him furthér into the realms of
.Surrealism. Breton defines Surrealisﬁ, in his Manifesto as
the pure "psychic autométisms by wﬂich it is intended to
express verbally in writing or by other means, the real
process of thought.'Thought's dictation in the absence of
all control ‘exercised' by the reason and outside all
aestheticﬁor moral preoccupations" (Gascoyne 1935:61). West
in a nutshell, suggests a. special relationship with -the
present and the new and this explains why he attempted new

things attaching new formal problém in each of his novels.

There is resurgence of interest in West now because

his techniques of writing call to mind Lawrence Sterhé's
BN . ,

Tristram Shandy and Cervantes' Dan Qq;xoté. To my knéwledge,‘
there are no booklength studies on West as a 'proto-\
postmgdernist, though there may beLAstray essays here and
there - touching on this area tangentially and marginally.

Some of such works are .Matthew jﬁqberts ‘"Bonfire of the
avant-gque; Cultural rage and readerly complexity in The

Day of the Locust." Here Roberts argues that Nathanael

West's The Day of the Locust marks the point at whichzthef

revolutionary avant-garde confronts the spectre of its own
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impossibi}ity in the Hollywood dreg& factory. Another one
could bewM.A; Klug's "Nathanael West: Prophet of failure"
where Klug relocaﬁes West in the Postmodern tradition. His

eééay bégins wiﬁh this sentence '"Nathanael West was the
prototype‘of the Postmodernist." In the same vein I would
alsao like to mention "The Sweet 3avage Prophecies of

Nathanael West" by Kingsley Widmer in The Thirties: Fiction,

Poetry, Drama, edited by Warren French. In this essay Widmer

presents very clearly how West foresaw the apocalyptic
violence of a warped and cheated humanity. Many are of the

view that Postmodernism started with Finnegans Wake in

Britain but we cannot say the same about America. Faulkne;,
Fitzgerald are all considéred as ;modernist writefs. The
underlyiné hypothesis of the present research is that
Nathanael West is a transitional writer who can be rightly
placed between Modernism and Postmodernism. Therefore, since

such transitional writer as West radicalized Modernism,"

perhaps)Posﬁmbdernism followed.

In the 1light df.the foregoing discussion, I want to
analygé the following novels of Nathanael West along these

lines: (1) The Dream Life of Balso Snell, (2) Miss Lonely

Hearts, (3) A Cool Million, (4) The Day of the Locust. I

divide my dissertation into the following chapters:
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Introduction.

Parody as Plot.

Grotesque as Characters.,

Certain  Hermeneutic Questions
Problems of Interpretation.
Narrator as Reader and Writer.

Conclusion.
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CHAPTER 1II

PARODY AS PLOT



Parody has been called "parasitic and derivative"
(Hupcheon ,1985:3).‘ Perhaps the term 'pérasitic’ and
"défivative' are used to signify their 'dependence on the
earlier texts. Parody is not defined as a ridiculing
imitation to invpke laughter as mentioned in the Dictionary.
A parody.need not always make fun of an earlier text, it may
sometimes ‘offer a much wider perspective. For example in
Joyce's Ulysses, while the Odyssey 1is clearly the parodied
text here, it is not one to be mocked at or ridiculed buﬁ
rather it is to .be seen "as an ideal or at least as a norm

from which the modern departs" (Hutcheon 1985:5).

Parody is not a new concept altogether. It has been

with us since Don Quixote and Tristram Shandy. With ﬁhééé

two novels, there came about the dynamic. activity < of -
intertextqality and self—représenta&}on whiéh influehced‘,
modern writing in a big way. The very fact that both the
texts  allow a wide diversity of; critical abpboaches
pespifgesli to their influence’ upon twentieth Céntury
writings. Among quernist writers,-@liot, Woolf, Joyce and
others use barody in their work. V%rginia.Woolf's Orlando
.for' exampvle’, is a parody on writing a biography. In this
novel, she exposes the pretentious style and solemn pedaﬁtry

that biographer go for rather than presenting any real
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insight:gffﬁhe lives they deal with. Parody'in modernist
works isA sustained by their style and to some extent by
decorum too. Such technical styles sustaining parody are no
longer seen in postmodern writings for the parodic form has
turned intenéely.radical now. ThnaisxﬁthIcall subversion of

the familiar staples of both modernist and realist fiction.

>
o+

The Forsterian expectatioﬁs of how a novel‘should be
organized certainly become unworkabie in Nathanael West;s
fictional works. The proper Aristotelian division of a
beginning? middle and an end gets diffused as soon as the
novel begins. With this bréak, thé novel enters into a.new

domain of writing which is rathef more complex.: In the
absence’Qf ‘80 called organized 'plots', it is parody which
pu§hes the narrative. Parody brings about a 'direct
confrontation with the form of the novel and the pfobiems
related to it. Such an art destabilizes and 'diffuses
conventions in parodic ways, ...k"self consciously pointing
both to their own inherent paradoxes and provis;onality and
of course to their critical or ironic re-reading of" the art -
of the past" (Hutcheon 1988:23). sb in the light of the
above claims, it is necessary to Q%alyse and examine how
West uses the Superimposing.structure of parody to pushlthe

blot forward or.to organize his plot.

i
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Parody is one of the major stylistic devices in both
modernist and postmodernist'ﬁorks. When we consider parody,
we need not always relate it to fiction because parodic ford
“of art is now popularly seen in modern forms of art like
films, music, painting, television serials and even in comic
strips. No fixed definition can be offered to Hefine parody;
in fact Hutcheon suggests that the concept of parody must be

broadened to fit the requirements of the art of our century

(Hutcheon 1985:11).

p :

This broadening aspect of ﬁbarody is very mucﬁ
applicable to West's works, for heldoeS'not use parody to
simply chk at past writingé. Hisr wofks, true to their
experimenﬁal nature, suggest a definition of parody of
rather relocate parody in a broader sense. The failure of a
systematip working of piot makes way for parody in w§sf. his
art failed to sustain itself during,the thirties because the\
nature of his writing Jjolted ;he complacent mindset of
readers during that period. But I would not term this as
West's fa;lure for he was only trying to present the ills of
the contemporary American soclety. His works depicted_the
malaise that was inherent in the world at large and in
America in particular. West, as early as the thirties coﬁld
envision and foresee the radical chénges'that Americatwasf

undérgoiné. Though the theme of 'failure' predominates his .
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works, West is not obsessed by sudh negative values. It
becomes imperative for - West to ~éhploy nightmarish and
repugnantﬂimages for only such imagés could vividly expound

a demented and sterile world. West therefore uses parody to

portray the ills of-a decadent and fragmented society.

Modernism is the launching pad for all the four

novels - (1) The Dream Life of Balso Snell, (2) Miss Lonely-

hearts, (3) A Cool Million, and (4) The Day of the Locust.

Though West is not fully skeptical of Modernist aesthetics,
he 1is awafe of the uncertainties that beset a modern mind;
His fictional works are-delicatel& balanced on a scale that
inclines more towards the end of Modernism. The complacentfy
balanced cworld receives a jerk ip West's novels. Miss
Lonelyheaqts' joke to be a saviour is jerked 1into rude
consciousness intensifiéd even more by the selfwrealiza{ion
of his helpless state just as Homer!s péssivity in Thé‘Daz‘

Of the Locust is jerked into violence bordering on madness

and the irrational. Nathanael West's works in their play of
parody and irony rédicalize the doubts and uncertainties
that Modernism faces. The complexity lies in the fact that
while it looks inwards and is int?overted, it is capable of

criticising that art which it seeks to describe.

The self-reflexive art of fiction - is an~impor€ant.

form of parody. Fiction turned x}ntensely introverted

v
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direciing its focus upon the self. Vgrginia Woolf and James
Joyce wrote fiction that transcenqéd ail limitations:.éf
simple realism and probed into the consciousness to explore
a more intense realism which the earlier texts failed to'do.
This kind of introverted realism@ which presented reality
through ﬁhe orders of modern consciousness underwent a
rad#cal change. The degree of self-analytical presentation
Abecame markedly radicalized} its obsessions with itself

could only be presented through the use of parody and irony.

The aspect of ‘exberimentation reverberates very
strbngly in all his four novels;!West experiments with‘new
forms of art such as Dadaism, Surrealism and Freudiénism in
alil his four novels. These expeﬁimenQal forms of art evoke
disparate images or rather strike a qéscordant note with th
eaflier_fqrms of writings. What makeé¢West's continuity diéh
these newaorms of art rather than %ith traditiOnaltwriéing
is his .peptral preoccupation with the extreme primall
impulses of the irrational and the non-representable. One of
the repep9ussions of- intense and radical experi@entation in
West regg}ts in self-reflexivity. As discussed earliér, the
novel that parodies and reflects upon its own structuré has

been with us since Don Quixote and Tristram Shandy thdugh'

the form was not developed further until the 1920's.
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Parbdic self-consciousness is presented through the

works of Nathanael West. His first novel The Dream Life of

Balso Snell is heavy with parodic undertones for it is at
heart a parody of the literary pretensions in which man is

imprisoned by 1logic and reason. The Dream Life of Balso

Snell then becomes the perfect vehicle of parody and self-

reflexivity Jjust as Cervantes' Don Quixote is a great

vehicle ofgself-expression.'"The wooden horse was inhabited
solely by writers in search of an audience" (CWNW 1957:37).
This tonev of self-reflexivity reverberates throughout the
novel. This aspect of self-scrutiny is rendered more intense
for iﬁ?deals with the illogicality of a man's dream 1life
which becomes more irrational and diffusive as one dream
overlaps ‘with the other, exploding finally into a
nightmariéh failure. The self-conscious artist is also séeh
through the little dramas of Beagle Darwin's ponsciousness
in which Janey Davenport is the actdr. In his musings he
replays the entire scene in his'unconéeious‘mind and ponders
what his reaction ought to be for ‘every action that is
feplayed; Such a solipsistic form of ‘art is parodied in The

Dream Life of Balso Snell. He is th% performer throughout

who must laugh at himself and if'the laugh is bitter, he

must laugh at the laugh (CWNW 1957:27).

The' Dream Life of Balso Snell continues the selff
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parodic mockery throughout. The artist 1s emotionally
incapacitated for he cannot escape his own watchful eye. He
is imprisoned by his vigiiant gaze to such an extent that
all his expressions turn into a parody of himself. The
‘artist here is fhe extreme kind of Eliot's espousal-poet as
crific, artist as critic. As a result the artist becomes a
tough critic of himself and cannot escape the clutches of
his own self-consciousness. Every movement here is ~
associated with literary. burlesquei which collapses into
parody. M.A. Klug's pertinent statement highlights the
parody beneath every action 1in Balso - "Every action,
whether it be spent in shaving, making love or killing the
next-door :neighbour, geté entangled in literar& associations
and collapses into parody, the  ironic ‘admission of the
artist's bondage to the deéd faces of the past which have
‘usurped the present" (Klug -1987319). The past no longer
remains a complacent picture for it becomes a mocking,;
jeering aﬁdience. Therefore, in“every gestﬁre of his 1life

and work, he becomes a self-consciousfpebformer.'

I

- The acute self-consciousness, on the part of the
artist results in superficial poses. This in a way gives
perspébtige,for judging the unreality of the presence. "In

Borges' stories, for example, technique of reflexiveness and

self-parody suggests a universe in which human consciousness
te A
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is incapable of transcending 1its own mythologies" (Graff
197§§55).1‘Again Borges's ”Tlon,. Ugbar, Orbis Tertius"
predicts the.ufeality of the very wqud‘that is presentgdﬁ
Though not with the same ‘intensitxé the presentation of
West's QOpks étrikes at- the root of‘uqreality - an unreal
world inh;bitéd by characters who.are ail perférﬁers in one
way ér thé other. The likes of Joﬁn Gilson? Harry Greener,

Lemuel Pitkin provides this very aspect in his works. John

Gilson in The Dream Life of Balso Snell cannot free himself

from his watchful eye and this is evident in‘the following
metaphor, "It is as if I were attempting to trace with -the
pointﬂéf a pencil the shadow of the tracing pencil. ‘I am
enchanted with the shadow's shape and want very ﬁuch to
outline it; ‘but the shadow is attached to the pencil and
moves with it; never éllowing me to trace its tempting form“
(CWNW 1957:16). This is a pointer to denote acute
frustrat%ons involved in the study oﬁﬁthe self. Just as’thex
pencil and the shadow cannot be separated, he cannot release

himself from his own vigilant gaze. Harry Greener in The Day

of 'the Lodust parallels the parody of John Gilson but in a
different sense. The domination of “the conscioﬁs mind 1is
undeniably strong that even at the hour of death .he can
hardly separate his mechanical gestures from the real one.
Faye Greener 1is an even greater 'performér, she strikeé

different superficial poses and emotes meaningless gestures.
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In the fﬁneral of her fathef, Harry ‘Greener, Faye wilfully
makeé a show of an affectionate daughter. She demonstrateé
and manipdlates the tone of her supposedly pathetic 'moans’.
This particular show is actually devoid of any real emotions

that could be ‘associated with the ideath of a loved one.

Lemuel Pitkin in A Cool Million is also a pathetic

performer. He must perform till the final show is over. In
the light of the above discussion we can observe that the
self-mocking parody is undeniably linked ~with the

presentation of a world that is superficial and unreal.

This strain of mockery is the underlying feature in

each of his novels. In Miss Lonelyhearts, the sense of

mockery 1is heightened right from the, beginning through the

letters.  ‘'Desparate', 'Sick of it all', etc. create a

B

i

mockery}d{ the universé that (the;g fragmented, dgpressed
selves) inhabit. They put forward various questions wﬁich~
dismantle -the reader.so intensely that the reader himself is
abruptly awgkened"to be pitted against a cruel, distorted
and mangled uﬁiverse. This very strain of mockery, acéording
to Linda Hutcheon, is associated with parody (Hutcheon
1988:34). Balso Snell, mocks at writers and their literary
works. Ba}s§ enters the Trojan Horse through the posterior
end which_itself is a direct mockefy of the world‘ofzart .

that writers inhabit. - This pseudo-journey that Balso
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undértakes ends nowhere; it explodes into ‘self-mockery and a
parody of a brash experimentation of 1illogicality and
futility of a man's dream life. Such a parodic form is

structured within a dream-upon-dream’. complexity. This game

twist of parody is continued in A- Cool Million. Lemuel -

Pitkin who leaves home in search of.p fortune is misguided,
deceived,. deluded, dismembered and finally killed. This
signifies a mockery of the American dream of success. A Cooll
Miflipn_is in many ways a parody of the American ideals of
community and oneness. But such a lofty dream turns terfibly
ridiculous and culminates in a nightmarish failure. Such
violent  self-mockery and burlesque stretching ' Lem's
adventure to an extreme end echoes a brofound .truth as
suggested by Kingsley Widmer - "mocking the gross American
costuming in innocence and a lashing out against ltﬁe

contradictory and fraudulent American culture and society" .

(Widmer 1982:65).

Beqeath the motif of self—moqkery and burlgsque lie
acute intricacies that are not meaﬁt to be resolved but are
to be held in an ironic tension. Iq this context, I would
categorize West as an artist fascinated by what is difficult
and paradoxical. The ironic tension becoﬁes taut in Miggv

Lonelyhearts for there are such an amazing number of A

unresolvable paradoxes. Its main narrative . is structured
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upon a pattern of stating questions, a .structure that 1is
foregrounded on enigmatic truths and quests almost verging

on the grotesque. Miss Lonelyhearts is located amidst these

unresolvable and diffusive queries. There are né 'logical
solutions to questions like - 'What did I do to deserve such
a fat;?', 'What is the stinking business for?', 'How can I
havé faith in this day and age?', 2Whén the salt has lost
its savour, who shall savour it again?' (CWNW 1957:67, 110,
125). Such questions foreshadow a Qeep and poignant query
about thé very construct of universe and man. This self-
mockery 1is -complicated by the fac@ that the characters,
espdcially Miss Lonelyhearts, are ihcapacitated and shaken
by such agencies presented in the form of letters; West's
characters are non-evolving and mute according to Robert
Emmet,LOng. He sees é "distinct affinity with the characters
in Beckett's plays, who cannot e%olve to the point of self-
recognitibn- or to a mastery of themselves .or the wofld"\
(Long 1985:155). This 'mute' state in West aggravates as the
questions multiply for they demonétraée the insubstantiality -
or :the slipperiness of the novel's movement - art of unrest
offering ‘only questions but no final answers. ‘The entire
novel works to problematize such tendions for the real truth

and the:réai answer diffuses into its dark enigmatic nature.

The presence of such glaring and poignant'questions'



37

{

becomes a reality in West. But reality collapses into
parody, mgcking the very aspect o} uncertainty and unrest
upon which the novel 1is structuredt In Miss Lonelyhearts;
~ the casually oriented expectation of a supposed 'saviour' of
the depressed ‘and the 'unfdrtunate lot becomes subverted.
Subvefsion takes the form of parody here. Miss Lonelyhearts
becomes a:parody of a columnist who 1is supposed to ease the
troubled énd perplexed mind with his advice. The reader's
expectation of a conventional detective story is subverted
but nevertheless it is a quest to solve the unsolvable in a
world beset with untold perplexities and uncertainties. All
possible landmarks to solve the mystery are destroyed aﬁd
the novel itself becomes an anti;detéctive novel. The
questibn éets more embroiled in the}mystery thap he himself

is turned'ihto a victim of his own deception. Umberto Eco's

The Name of the Rose is also an anti-detective npvel
Shrouded'in mystery. Both the novels violently ffustréte the-
reader'é'éXpectations of a detective novel - what Bertens
and Fokkema state perhaps could be applicable he;e:i.é., "it

refuses to solve the crime and refuses to offer a totalized

world of order and patterning" (hertens'& Fokkema 1986:21)..

Ironic inversion perhaps could be a characteristic of
parody seen in West's novels. A closer reading of his @extf

shows a subtle inversion or rather an imitation of the.

I
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conventions of the earlier text. The description of Fay
Doyle's ‘'undressing' 1likened to the 'sea sounds' is in a
sense a parody of - the seventeenth -century metaphysicgi

conceits. The episode in the final chapter of The Day of the

Loéust, the sign of "Mr. Kanh A Pleasure Dome Decreed" i1s
Coleridge's reversal of the romantic imagination in "Kubla-
Khan". In Robert Emmet Long's words "The assumptions of é
transcenaent world far above reality afe mocked lby the
sterility implied to exist in the film industry" (Long
1985:(17).'In a similar vein the chapter "Miss Lonelyhearts
and the countryside" 1is another inverted irony of ‘the
Romantic notion of escape into the dnreality. Wordsworth's
obsessions to seek refuge in nature as an escape fr&m harsh
" reality is échoed in Miss Lonelyhearts' trip to the
coUntryside' with Betty. The 'idyliic' picture of nature
whi%h Romantic writers glorified thﬁbugh their writingé ére
rather dark’ and sterile in West. &The ironic parody here
reaches édérescendo because instead Of being rejﬁvenated and.
renewed;"MisS Lonelyhea?ts turns: back even more morose,
cbnf&seériaﬁd ill;humouredu It 1is a parody which Linda
Hutcheon.Adescribed- as "a form of 1mitation but imitatipn
characterized' by ironic inversion, not always at the expense
of the pdarodied text ... Parody is a ... repetition with
critiqal ‘distance, which makes differences rather than

simiiébitY"‘(Hutcheon 1985:5-6) .
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Subversion and inversion of the familiar staples of
f .
earlier writings are a part of parody. Ironic subversion is

projected neatly by Thomas Pynchon‘in The crying of Lot 4o

Here the name Oedipa Maas has no direct connotation with the
Greek tragedy. We are shown how the subversion works in the
sense that Oedipa Maas is supposed to be a woman yet her
name echoes the name of a classical hero Oedipus; Similarly
all the 1traditions of an experimental art inverts the
intellectuality by parodying the conventional truth and its
significance. It signifies a break from an intelligible

domain by parodying its respect for reason and logicality.

In West's The Dream Life of Balso Snell, the domain of
‘logical reasoning  shifts ;violéntly under the pressure of
irrational and rampant exhibition,of self parody. This novel

] .

mocks at an established world order monitored by reasén'and
logic. Such a world is denied fréedom for it is imbriséned‘
by 1logical ~thinking and reasoning. . Reason and logié in\
West's- fictional world are rendered’ immobile for they are
not cbnsidered as potential remedies’ to heal én émofional
and gentglly' distorted univérse. - Adorno togeﬂheﬁ with
Horkheimer  while "refiecting’ on the difficulties in
the conceBt of reason termed it'as "the cdurt of judgemént
of calculation", "ratio of capital", instrument  of
dominatfbh,!and means for the most rational exploitatiog'of

nature" (Burger 1984: XVI).
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The collapse of all logic and reason results 1in a

i : .

direct confrontation witn the explosion of tho irrational
and the.prooess of dehumanization that has permeated into
the world at large. The general symptom of malaise in West
'is characteristic of the larger ills present in the society.
All expressions of meaning and logic not only fails 'but
explodes 1into parodies of themselves. Malcolm Bradbury
considers Balso as a parodic and nightmarish comedy
generating into a world of massivej,literary pastiche and
artistic self-mockery (Bradbury 1991:342) and this is an
inevitéble symptom of the malaise exploding into literary
pastiche. A world'oonstructed on dreams and nightmares is a
frenzy and a complex world which coulo never be prosented
neatly ‘through structures. of a sequential plot pattern.
West's fiétional imagination_cannot adhere to any set no}ns'
like the ' traditional notions of plot, simple and lucid.
descripﬁion of characters and straightforwand narration. ™
Theréfonéf in the absence of any of these, it 1is lparody
which sustains the structure in West's novels. In Balso
Snell; we see every gesture collapses into parody. Here,
even‘ art is reduced to mere excreﬁgntal images and also
further 'éoatological' images are used to mock at art and

Iiténény,pneténtions.

wt . ) . -

- The depiction of the past and the present merges into



31

én inhuman order of disintegration aga violence bordering on
the grotesque which explodes into parody in West. For this
reason West is considered a pe531mlstlc writer who is sé
obsessed with the decadent life of both the present and the
'past. Bﬁt‘inISO"doing'West conducts a study of both the
elusive past and present Jjust as Joyce probes time in
relation to the elusive present.. Though the attack on past
writings are not so conspicuous in West, I have shown in My
discussion how West in subtle ways parodies the past
romantic writings of Wordsworth and Coleridge. West's
biograszher, Jay Martin, reveals to the readers the pent-up
raw violence hidden for so 1long beneath the rpmantic
surface. West's works in a profound manner attempt to
" release such pent-up forces that codlﬁ neither be understood
or controlled just as.- the releaSe: of the mindless éna
numberless locusts creafed havoc and rampant 'destrucpion

that could not be controlled. In ‘the light of the ongoing °

*
3

discussion we see that Nathanael West gibes at the
riaiculous'style of degeneréte romances and this énéblés him
to ‘create” situations that are:'brofoundly parodic. Don
Quixote is a precursor of such a legacy. There is a constant
play of parody here "owing to the.perpetual contrast between
Don Quixote's noble nature and absardiﬂies he>forms from his

by
surfeit of romances" (Cervantes 1979:26).:

N SR
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Milan Kundera considers Cervghtes!. Don Quixote a

founder of modern era (Kundera 1993:15) and Sterne's

Tristram Shéngx an important eighteehth-century novel that"
réaches the heights of playfﬁlneséi and lightness never
Scaied"béfofe. (Kundera 1993:15). Their béntemporaries
abaﬁdoned the possibilities opened up by these two master-
pieceé and, it is only in the Postmodern period thaﬁ both
Cervantés énd Sterne are continually being rélocated in the
context of the present times. In the twentieth century, we
also seé a resurgence of interest in West because his - .

techniques are considered similar to those of Tristram

Shandy and Don Quixote. West's works break free from. the
seeming notion - of verisimilitude.  The Self—coﬁscious‘
representation in -both Cervantes éﬁd Sterne influenced
West's fic¢'tional works in a big wa§€ The Westian man 'is
pitted agagdst4a world he canqno longér‘recognise, The image
of God slo@ly losing control over tﬁéguniverse énd its oraer "
of valueé 3s being presented vividly by Milan Kundera; Hence'
it is into such a world that the Westian man 1is let'loose‘or
rather iﬁﬁrfsoned.‘Moreover, he is also imprisoned by his

own conscious self so that every gesture or movement  he

makes'QOIlaﬁses into parody. For example, Beagle Darwin in

The Dream Life of Balso Snell replays the little drama of
Jéhey Davenport's suicide in his unconséious mind and

péndéhs as:to what his reaction olught to be. The tough §elf

!
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critic in West juxtaposes to the presentation of double Don
Quixot§'s‘éhd Sancho Panza's in Part II of Cervantes' Don
Quixot;. The first two remains fictional characters while
the other two who live outside the stdfy judge and criticizg
'whaf has been written about them. Inffhe modern period, Don
Quixote ié being increasingly viewed as a Postmodern work.
So,'west by following in the trédition left by Cervantes'

and others perhaps could be considered as a writer

fore%hadowing Postmodernism.

Every novel says to'the reader: "Things are not as
simple as you ﬁhink" (Kundera 1993:18). This is the
standpoint upon.which West's fictional works .are based. It
dbes nqt peiieve in the organising ‘capacity of the
imagination nor does it have any confidénce in imposing love
and order in an otherwise chaotic worlq. In the cohtemporgry
age, we are grappling with such unggsolved,:mystifiedfénd‘
decentered aspects of novel writng which tend to be\
unsettling. Since West deals with the experimental seif, his
characters are unthinkable and ugfepresentablé as 1living
beings. Ip this way, West's novel reconnects itself with Don
Quixote whq is unthinkable as a living being. Ihab Hassan
states that Modernism '"created its own forms of Authorit&",-
whereas Postmodernism "had tended towards Anarchy, in'deeper:

bomplicity with things falling abart" (Calinescu 1977:1&2).
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Néthanael West, in presenting the unrepresentable and the
unthinkable, leans more towards the latter part of Hassan's
claim. Therefore, we see that West is being increasingly

.viewed as a precursor of Postmodernism.
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CHAPTER 1III

GROTESQUE AS CHARACTERS



I have tried to show in the foregoing chapter that
the.{traditional unbolding of a 'plot' is unworkable in
'West‘s fictional works for the simple reason that the authorl
uses parody to push his narrative forwahd. Within the limits
of such 'a parodic form,’the characters in West's works do
not subscribe to. the Forsterian concept of being well
rounded and definable. The nature of character portrayal is
somewhat realistic in modernist novels- but the rounded
fictional character, standiﬁg between the narrator and thé
reéder; "seems. to dissolve into the 'interiorizatién'
techniqué in the hands of writers like Virginia WO§lf and.
James Joyce. In subsequent decades the shift in character
portrayal  becoﬁes ‘more noticeable as. characferé .aré
increasinély created mo}e to depf%t the absubd, chaptic ;nd
meaningleéS'universe than to suit the minas of the reade; or
the writer.

.y
S
1

Fragmentation is seen- both iqhmodern as well as in
Dostmodern' writings. Ezra 'RoundA céﬁpares the notion of
fragmenta%ion to a bundle of broken mirrors which canriot be
pieced up .;ogether. Pound's concept of fragmehtatioﬁ +is
echoed 'in‘ West's works for nowhere in West can we get a
picture of fullness and.perfection. Fragmentation has beboﬁe'

an inevitable reality in West. We see no heroic struggle, no
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gigantic feats being achieved in West. .West's characters
appear abnormal and weird more éecause "of their mute
acceptadéé of fragmentation that has begun to corrode 1life
at its very roots. This in a way signifies a symptom of the
‘collapse of chronological patterning that gives 1life .and

meaning to the code of characterization.

>

The delineation of character has undergone certain
radicéﬁ changes. Though this kina of change has been there
for a long time but it becomes more evident and intensely
radical during the Postmodern ﬂ}mes. The Postmodern
perspective indicates a fragmentatioﬁjin culture and society
and henc; Athere are perceptions' of " unalterabie. and
inevitablg fragmentation of the contemporary sensibility.
The rconcept of the authof being the over-all cdntrolling
force and;authority.behind his creation no longef holds t;ue
in the present times. Characters.are let loose andﬁthey do
not speak or behave in a natural manner. To suit such a~
fragmented'and decadent culture qu soclety, the naﬁure of
characterization tends to be unrealistic. My purpose in this
chapter 1is to analyse and see whether West's ‘novels
subscribe to this radical nature of character presentaﬁion

or not.

s

The term 'grotesque' is noé' altogether new. '“The

'Grotesqué', as viewed by Philip° Thomson, is not "a
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phenomenpn solely of the twent}ephﬁicentury, nor even of
modern cixilization. It existed as an artistic mode in the
West at least as far .back as the early Christian period of
Roﬁén culture..." (Thomson 1972:11); The grotesque world had
.been with us since Don Quixote. We: calnnot talk about the

grotesque without referring to Cervantes® Don Quixote

because this was.tbe first recorded work which'heightened
the effecp of phantasm in the fictional world. Wilson Knight
also observes the grotesque that surrounds the action in
Shakespeare's King Lear. He says "that "the tragilc elemenp
present also involves the comic with the slightest shift in
perspective" (Nelson 1982:193). Another writer whose work
could be interpreted in terms of the grotesdue is William
Golding.. His novels reflect an ‘joverall view of an
unfathqmaéle universe, both tragic and comic.

I3
+ -

Kayser's book The Grotesque in Art and Literaﬁure

contains. a persuasive description of the grotesque in which\
he holdg tﬁat the grotesque in art 1is a result of seeing
event% in a particular way. Before I start to.discuss thé

grotesque 1in reiation to West's 'works, I would iike to
consider thé generally»acknowledged terms of the grotééque.
Kayser cites fhese terms as "maimed, deformed, monstroﬁs,"
unnatural% fantastical which may' exude. both piﬁy and.

laughter or ,disgust in context" (Kayser 1963:37). He further
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elucidates that the grotesque world is under "the impact of
- abysmal forces, which break it up‘and shattér its coherence"

1

(Kayser 1963:37).

Kayser and others 1like Rab?lais has stated the
features ';f the grotesque. Taking; their theories as a
stén?point,:l would 1like to examiné West'é works. West's
novels deviate from the realistic nature .of character
portrayal and as stated earlier théy are never round or
definable. West himself suggested in his unpublished story
"The Adventurer" that he created .his man and woman out of
worthless odds and ends. To quote him, the worthless odds
and ends consist of "buttons,’st@ings, bits of leaﬁher, a
great deal of soiled paper, a few shouts, a way of clasping
the hands, of going up tﬁe steps,iof smoothing a lapel, some
prejudices, a recurring'dream, a distaste for bananas, a few

keywords reported endlesslyf.." (Barnard 1994:330).

-3

F;om:the above elucidation ié is clear that West's
men and wdmen are not seen as indi‘iéuals created for their
own distiéctiveness, nor yet are tﬁey exactly "typgs" or
vehicles to convey ideas and meanings‘bup they aré more like
fragmented bits and pieces titted together to suit West's

vision of a tattered, warped and cheated humanity.

A sense of total self-integration or wholeness 1is
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missing in West's fictional works. This 1is because of the
fragmentary and meaningless existence of the characters.
R.E. Long makes an insightful'remark while talking about the

theatre of unconscious present in The Dream_Life of Balso

Snell. According to Long, this theatre of the unconscious
"comprises fragmentary episodes fnvolving fragmentary
people, who appear briefly to proclaim the misery of their
isolation,. then disappear or are transformed suddenly "and
often grotesquely into other characters who are in search of
themselves" (Long 1985:150). The same vein of fragmentation

verging on the grotesque 1s continued in Miss Lonelyhearts.

The letters do not only protest their misfortune but - also
present the misery of their fragmented selves. Hence.we sSee
in West a process of intensification of the notion of
fragmentation found in earlier writers like Pound and Eliot.
Perhaps the notion of "shattering its coherence" ‘used,; by

Kayser (Kayser 1963:37) could be approprlated by the Westeanx
world.

3
[

In‘the opinion of some Westeré;critics like Long and
Hyman, Nathanael West celebrates the grotesque, the abnormal
Vand what ;s’derogatory in his fiction?l works. To understand
this concept I_would like to connect West's works to thef
thirties and see whether they fit into the writings of that'

period. During the thirties, when the proletarian forms of
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writings wére predominant, West swung to the other extreme
by glorifying grotesque realism 1in literature. In this
connection, I would like_ to refer to Bakhtin's theory of"’
vgrotesque and carnivalesque literature. Bakhtin's theory of
gro?esque stresses the "Gargantuanlsize,'huge protuberances,
vasé_excretions represented in gross and exaggerated forms"
(Morris.. 1994:21). Though West. has not fully endorsed
Bakhtin's theory, nevertheless we find that the grotesque
elements present‘in his works border ground this theoretical
standpoinp. Grotesque exaggeration shgpes the delineation of
most of West's characters like §amuel Perkins, Janey
Davenport, Mrs. Doyle, Abe Kusich, Homer and their. likes.
For example, "Perkins face was dominated by hisfnoseh (CWNW
‘1957:33).“Thel"nose" in this'case protrudes out of the face
 which appears monstrous and grotesque. Janey Davenport
exhibits ‘disproportionate set of teeth - "One hundred and
forty fbuﬁ exquisite teeth in rows of fouf" (CWNW 1957:38).x
'She also 'has an enormous hump supposed to be carrying a
child. By'presenting West in this light, I do not intend to
indicate €hat Weét is a wriﬁer Who only glorifies what 1is
abnormal and grotesque in his fictional works, my aim is
‘only to show how in effect Wesfv through all the§e_\
brddﬁétfvé and new influences, has offered us completely new

ways of relating the novel to the world.
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West 1s continually belng ce@ocatedvin the present
times *alqng with writers like Thomas Pynchon and several
others. Pynchon's Oedipa Maas 1is a wéman but her name echoes

the name .of .a classical hero and not of a heroine. This

aspect of the grotesque is seen in West's Miss Lonelyhearts.

- Miss Lonelyhearts is a man Whereas the address used is that
of a woman. The confusion of genders appears as being
grotiesque and abnormal and this seems to be a regular

feature in West's works. Miss McGeeney wears mannish suit in

The Dream Life of Balsoc Snell, In!The‘D31 of the Locust, we
are introduced to grotesque charaéters right from the
beginning. The male dwarf Abe Kusich, rolls himself up in‘a
woman's flannel bathrobe when Tod Qihds'him. What kingley
Widmer had explained in so many lines (Widmer. 1982:69-70)
finally culminates to a.single term igrotesque'. Therefore 1
feel thatithough most of West's criéics do not use the‘term
'grotesdhg';'whaﬁ they have attempted to say'moré or less

hinges on the . term 'grotesque'.

Doq Quixdte (1615) is the typical example of a work
which qualifies the term 'grotesque'. We cannot talk about
-grotesque  characters -without refebring to Cervantes' Don
Quixote because this was the 'first recorded work which
heighteneézthe effect of phantasm‘in.gke fictional wofld:lln

the person of Don Quixote, both ;the conscioué and the
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unconscious states of mind are mergedtogether so much thqp
his® illusionary chivalric advenﬁure% are continued even
during his sleeping state. The reéder's dilemma to discern
between these states of mind‘bordens:on the grotesque. Such
'complexities and ambiguities;are being explored to a certain
extent in Nathanael West's fictionél works. West's works
suégesttfhaﬁ reaiity is too elusive and 1incoherent to be
formally représented. His affiliation to Dada and surrealism
makes him sensitive to the promptings of the unconscious and
internalﬂ-impulses- while rejecting vehemently all fixeq
categéries and rationalizationé that threaten to impoverish

man. e

To this end, the representation of straightforward,
lucid and uncomplicated characters  becomes unworkable in

West's works. Brian McHale in his Postmodernist Fiction uses

the term "Chinese-box worlds" in relation to "The process of
world-construction" . (McHale 1987:112). Though used in

anotiner sense, West in The Day of the Locust uses the same

epithet "~ &o‘ describe Tod Hackett - "... despite his‘
appearance, he was really a complicated young man.with a
.whole set of personalities, one inside the other like éAnest
of Chinese boxes"™ (CWNW 1957:2§Q). Such an embedded :and-‘

nested concept makes Tod. This deep-structured nature of .

creation is extended even in his other novels. The
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overlapbing pattern of intricacy is preéented through dream-
within—a—dream séquence. This sense of embedding is
continuqus in West's sense of charactet portrayal and such a
nésted representation turns radical' bordering on t@e
grotesqué. Tod is shown as having a ﬁlarge sprawling bodyﬁ,
"slow blue eyes" and "sloppy grin"_vwhich makes him look
almost dol}ish (CWNW 1957:266). All these works together so
neatly drive home the concept of Tod's "Chinese-box"
personality. On the other 1level, the very word "doltish"
implies ' a dimwit, idiot, simpleton just as the term
ﬁautomatonﬁ, which describe Harry, Faye, and Homer, reduces
them to almost machine-like entities. In a way, the. effect

of nested or embedded characters also complicates the

reading of the novel.

West's ability to rethe the characters to machine-
like entities borders on the grote;gue; In-all ﬂis ﬁoun
novels, _we see men and women intehacting and living és\
machines. ;w§st's biliographer Jay: Maftin states: ﬁWiph the
gxpeption;of Tod, West's‘characterssare not really people,
perhaps each 1is only a reflex of the other, who are
‘shattered bundles of mirrors" (Martin 1970:333). ' This
signifies&a fragmentation within the creéted‘being which in
a sens’s ig;very much akin to Ezra'Pound's‘concept of ;broken

mirrors'.k William Carlos William, in my opinion, very
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closely touches on the grotesque as characﬁers, when he
'accuratély observes the grotesque in West's works. He states
that "few characters in the novel are really described in
: physilal terms. Faye hasn't any face that amounts to
anything. How would you like to see a woman coming at you
with a face such as Picasso gives them? ce Nathanael' West
somehow builds Fayé Greener out of such deformity beforé»ug"
(Martin 1970:333). The images of Féye suggest a machined
doll triggered by meéhanical movie fantasies, her
vau@evell&an father is an "Over wognd mechanical toy"; Homer
is an automated zombie, one of Faye's lovers is described as
a pure "mechanical drawing". Mechanization turns man. into an
object '‘and a sort of automaton.'The ingenidusly gfotesque
gaits that we encounter in Balso Snell, Homer and Harry
Greener heightens the, effect of dehumanization. The fact
that West builds his characters out of the bits aqd pieces
of their machine'age is a reflection of thé machine;like

mentalitY‘which opens up into the grotesque.

Combined with West's emphggis on a society of
mechanical responses is the ‘jébsence of iowering
_pergoha;;;ies in his fiction. West'ﬁlworld presents no.hero
or. herpiﬁe in the traditional sense. ~This brings to mind:
whatA Beﬁpens ~and Fokkema say .about how "the Poétmgdern'

writer must do without heroes and heroic conflicts, he can
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only ficéi;nalize ﬁhe "malaise" of the "increasingly
" shapeless" world he lives in and in his "increasingly fluid"
experience..." (Bertens & Fokkema 1986:13). Perhaps this is
the stanééoint West adopts because in his fictional works
‘there 1s no trace of a towering personality. If we are to
conduct.a character study,vthe Westean man can never measure
up to the essentiél features of the so-called 'full-
bloodied' individuél. He caﬁ only provide us with debased
goals, debauchgry, infertility, dismemberment and a death-
like passivity. Miss Lonelyhearts, the suﬁposed redeemer;of
the dejected, the sad and the oppressed is a vexed and

depressedécharacter himself. Lemuel Pitkin in A Cool Million

is a medhan}cal robot and has no :identity or will of his
own. He is mutilated and dismembered bit by bit until he is
reducesl to the state of a freak. Till the final curtain; is
drawn, ﬁ?imuSt act out parts assigned by others. West, in
presenting such twisted, fragmented, mangléd,:confused Bits«
and pieces, is only projectiné the malaise of a totally
“meaningless, illogical, demented and thwarted world.
Therefore, we see that Weét's works are conspicuous for the
"delineation of “anti-hero, a person who, instead‘ of
iman;fésting largeness, dignity, power ahd heroism 1in the

face of fate, ignominious, ineffectual’, or passive.
i

There- is no coherence or logicality in the
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preséntatioh of characters. Characters in recent works liket

Umberto Eco's The Name of the Rose and Kurt Vonnegut's

Slaughterhouse Five are highly complex and incomprehensible.

In the former, the characters are dislocated from present

time and. space into the medieval world of monks and textual
intrigues; In.the latter, all oomprehensibility and sanity
are being wiped out by the timertravels and adventures of
Billy Pilgrim.. All this provides a context for the grotesque
in i fiction. In West, thoughA such dislocation and
diSplacemeﬁt of time and space are not seen, nonetheless the
incoherencies offer a touoh of the gnotesque. For example,
R.E. Long compares '"Homer to Xa  bundle of incphereq§
gestures? anq in mény_ways he is so ;ﬁfantile that he seems

to struggfé merély ﬁo be 'born into iife'" (Long 1985:132).
Homer' in ﬁady ways reminds us of tﬁefstutteher in Rabelais'
work. Evéfy' action Homer pérforms is the résult of some
great effort wﬁioh could be likened to ﬁhe stutterer *
grimacing ‘and' wincing to uﬁter a word. The image of pain
associated with childbirth is brought 1into chﬁs -here.

Perhaps such parallels are drawn to connect West's notion of

the groteSque with Rabelais concépt of the same in fiction

arid moréover, to present the essential and fundamental

traits of- the grotesque.

Perhaps Homer could offer a; case study of the
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. i "
implications of the grotesque 1in West; his subsequent

vt
<

actions will conform to the portraiﬁ.of grotesqueries. In

Homer, the SIeeping state merges wifh the waking state to
N B _

such an extent that "even when he was fully awake, people

# P
thought him

to be Sleep-Walking or barticularly blind" (CWNW
1957;296): His hands are in comble?e discordance with his
body, even if every part of his body was awake, his hands
still slebt. In one episode, Homer carries his hands into
the bathroom where he places them in a basin of cold water.
West further observes that they looked. with "a pair of
' strange aquatic animals" (CWNW 1957:289). David Madden
presents a very clear picture of Homer's death-like
passivity. He says that Homer's passivity is so inteﬂse that
even "hié act of waking is a }%ng struggle towafqg
conscioushe;s, and when he achieves‘?he "victory" he has-go
reassemblé himself methodioaliy, ﬁechanically"' (ed. . D.
Madden 1§73;210). Homer - can be ha}dly called a "human"'.
because hé has no sense of identity. He is like a bundle of
incoherent gestures and an infant.: in many ways because

throughdut we sSee how he struggles merely to be born into
life. His’servility, his lack of assertiveﬁess, is exploited
.to full advantage by the likes.of Faye Qho treat him like a
dog.: Fihaily Homer explodes into violence and the total
rélease of his pent up emotions 1is the climax that sums up

_the entire aspect of such a grotesque portrait.
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A kind of unfathomable. destruction. unleashed by the

collective mob fury in The Day of the Locust is the final
grotesque pictufe which is apocalyptic in nature. Such’
" untold terror is inspired by the q;bintegration .and the
éubsequent collapse of the world sysﬁem which more or less
borders fu;y of the mob énd the finaliﬁutrage demolishes all

sanity and.intelligibility. The Day of the Locust reinforces

the idea that violence and destruction is inevitable and the
eruption of volatile uncontroclled anger 1s the glimax which
hails the final doom of such a dislocated world. All this
drives hodé the fact that West's works, in seeking t§~be
non~-representational and rédical, turn more fragmented and
incoherent; The Westean man is not only physicaliy grdtesque
but the madness that surrounds this world is a terrible
combination of the features that in some sense qualifies the

notion‘of the grotesque.

West was also influenced by gébelaiS' work in many
ways. Rabelaig' artistic 1logic of  the grotesque 1image-
"ignores.tge closed, smooth ahd impegetrable surface of the
body‘and getains only 1its excreceﬁéés (sprouts, budé) apd
orifices, pnly that which leads beygnd the body's liﬁited
spacé or intq the body's depth. Mountains and abyss, such is
pbe reliéf of the grotesque body or speaking ‘ in

architectural terms, towers and subterranean passages"
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(Morris 1994:234). Nathanael West's The Dream Life of Balso

Snell perhaps qualifies this aspect of the grotesque because
a se%selof disgust permeates this novel. West talks abduﬂ
"Houses that are protuberances on. the skin of street-warts,
tumors, pimples, corns, nipples, sebaceous cysts, hard and
soft chancres" (CWNW 1957:32). Balso's speech 'is replete
with genital images. For example, he says, "I wore my heart
and genitals around my heck" (CWNW 1957:26).-"Bowels of my
compassion, depth of my being, receding vistas of-my memory"
(CWNW 1957:24). Besides these, in Weét, most of the
cha%aeters appear as abnormal and weird. Samuel Perkin's
face is dominated by his nose, Janevaavenport exhibits one
hundred and forty-four exquisite teeth in rows of four,
Mrs;”Do§ie appears monstrous and perverted. These show how
Wést makes full use of caricature and distortion and paints
them 'in eiéggerated colours to drive their grotesquerieé and
abnormalities home. |

P

Likewise;-West's works appear as a highly distorted,

deformed painting. His paintings in The Day of the Locust
consists of grotesqueries in the fdrq”of "a cockfight in tﬁ@
~8&F§5§,.}he;ShOWin8 of an obscene f%}m, séveral'formidéble
debauches, a crazy riot" (Daniel Aaron 1951:636). This
Qistgrteg3 %nd, hellish  painting ,dfl the- fragmentéd .and

1

confused lot 1is perhaps presented by West through the
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followingi,linés: "Everyday of their 1lives they read the
néwspaper and went to the movie§. Both fed them on
lynchings, murder, sex-crimes, explosions, wregks;
Alove_nests, fires, miracles, revolutions, war. This daily
diet madé'sophisticates of them. The sun is a joke. Oranges
titillate their jaded palates. Nothing can ever be violeht'
enough’ to make taut their slack minds and bodies. They have
been cheated and betrayed. They have‘slaved and saved for
nothing" (CWNW 1957:411-12). Such emptiness is resounded

throughout West. Lemuel Pitkin in;gA Cool Million, -1is

considered a prototype of this resounding emptiness, riot
and violence. Lem earns his 1living by letting himself be
thra§hed; cheated and demolished. Chapteb thirty records a
detailed account of the dismantling of éll his vital organs
i.e. eyes, legs, dentures and even his scalp. "For a final
curtain,’” they brought out an enormous wooden mallet labelled
'"The Works' ... and with it completely demoliéhed our hero. -
His toupee flew off, his eye and teeth popped out, and his
wooden 1leg was knocked into ‘the audience ..." (CWNW
1957:350). Lem 1s adorned as a comic victim. The bldys and
thrgshings he receives bécohe only a comical source of
'lauéhter éﬁé merriment with the audience. "At the sight-of

the wooden leg, the presence of which they had not even
"suspectedf the spectators were codVulsed with joy. They

laughed Heartily until the curtain came down, and. for

1
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sometime afterwards" (CWNW 1957:250). Most of the characters
in West arevdeluded by their consistept but pathetic acting
that finaliy‘they reach a stage where they become unable to
distinguish between reality and mere écting. |

In .the same continuous light that Rebelais had
rémarked - would further illuminate these | hollow and
superficial characters -~ "They do not see themselves in the
mirror of time, do not perceive their own origin,

limitations and end; they do hot recognize their own

. ridiculous faces or the comicAnature of their pretensions to

eternity and immutability. And thﬁs these passages come to

i
'

the end of their role still seribus,. althcugh.-their

spectatorfzthavé been laughing for %e long time" (Bakﬁtig
1981:225). , |
T

It;.iss.this ridiculous and pathetic laugﬁter which
reflects t%eir pretensions ahd emptipess. Moreover, it ﬁot
only mé%ifesbs the absurdity of contemporary society and its
papiqggl apd. coherent promptings but alsp presents the
ap§urq, chaotic universe . in new and different ways. The
laughper echoed in West's works are rather monstrous and
hollow. A typical example of such a laughter is that of
Harry Greener. Harry's laughter i$ a. part of his péntomime
act, ;he mpst laugh thus to earn his iivelihood. The

bitterest’  quarrel between Harry Greener and his daughter
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Faye takes this form - hé laughing, she singing. Harry has a
large assortment of unsettling laugh§-that he works up. His
favourite one begins with a "sharp metallic créckle ... then
gradually?increased in volume until it becomes a rapid bark,
then fell_é&ay to an obscene chuckle ... then to the nicker
of a hopse, then still higher tof become a machine-like
scréech..;J' (CWNW 1957:307). As in  Harry's laughter, the
mediey of sounds are incoherent in Wesf. This lends a
grotesque touch and such a laughter could be recognised as
black humour. R.E. Long recognizes West as one of the
progenitors of the "black humour' which dominated  the
contemporéry period of the early sixties. Hence, we see that
West in many ways is perceived as a forerunner of almost

everything new in fiction.

West attempts to drive homé’ the distortions iapd
monstrous (creatureé through a dre%h—like structuﬁe. This
techniqqe; itself’ is highly "experimental and incoherent;
West's ggﬁius lies in the fact tha£ while he imbibes this
idea fpoﬁ _Freuq and Joyce, he goes a step. further by
analysingfintensely the "itfationality of their diéconnec-
tednessﬁ; This is a term used by James Light (Light
1961:320) which in a way appropriates the crux of West's -
characters. Light sees the grotesque even in the sequénce of

dreams -~ . "the adventures end when Balso has the sexual
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climate of a wet dream; between these two points Balso meets
a collection of dream grotesque ..." (Light 1961:320). In

The Dream Life of Balso Snell, the dream grotesques are

encountered soon after Balso enters the posterior end of the
‘wooden horse which leads right into a{physical domain. We as
readers, along with Balso are plunged right from the stért
into‘a g?qtesquely unfamiliar world inhabited by even more
weird characters. The first of the grotesque is the guide
that ﬁalsp meets to the bowels of the wooden horse. The
second is- Maloney the Areopagite "a man naked except for a
derby in which thorns were sticking who was attempting to
crucify himself with thumb tacks" (CWNW 1957:9-10). - West
introduces such weird characters. one after.the dthef SO as

to hHeighten the effect of grotesquery in new and different

ways. . ’ ‘ '

From ﬁhe foregoing discussion it should be cléar that
man and woman in West no longer gct in an organized manner
for they are undér the direct contro;;énd prompting of their
own priga} impulses. The concept of the author being the
overall controlling force and author%ty behind his cfeation
no longer bolds true 1in West's works. Hence, wé éée ’a
freakish kind of celebration of fantasies and dreams which

is dissipated into grotesqueries.

1

Théhgh such a deménted and warped world picture
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predominantly figures in all of his'fqur works, West cannot
be branded merely as a writer ogsessed only by suq?
nightmarish . and negative vélues. R.E. Long goes to the
extent of?saying that West's works bggin and end "with the
.drama of =~ human absurdism" (Long .1985:1u7). Unlike what
critics like Long hold, I feel that it became imperative for
West‘ to employ nightmarish and repbgnant images for only
such 1images c¢ould vividly portray a demented ahd warped
world. i£ -is this troubled vision that motivates the
grotesque in West as also provides the proper vehicle of
expreé%ion to convey the terror inspired by the unthinkable

and the unfathomable in fiction.

We_have seen West's affiliation with the grotesque.
ﬂgs%ﬂiswpraditiOnally,considered as‘gne of the progenitors
ipf npbe'ﬁgpotesque in fiction. Togeéﬁer with writers liﬁé
‘Cgﬁsop “MQqu}ers, Flannery O’Conn%r and others,' Wést's
(E%gﬁ?oqu;Qyides a context for the gfotesque. In fact, John
'Qa%kgg qqmpéres West with Flannery O'Connor and argues thét
gxg}Fhngh”(the sources of their aésthetic ‘aufhority are
different, - both writers demolish man's prétensiéns to
ggaflgpaliﬁy" (Malin 1972:8). Hyman also draws‘ a' paféllel

between West's Miss Lonelyhearts and O'Connor's first novel -

Wise Blood ”(1952). According to ‘Hyman, "Wise Blood is -

T

.cleagly‘mpdelled on Miss Lonelyhearts ... and contains bany
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specific reminisoences.of it. Hazel Mbpes has a nose 'like a
Shrike's bill'; after he goes to bed'ﬁith Leora Watts, Hazel
feels 1like something washgd ashoré on her ..." (Long’
1985:158).v We can thereforé say ‘thét West's concern with
.grotesque characters became, in éourée of time, the shaping

influence on later writers of the grotesque.

Nathanael West is rightly éonsidered a forerunner of
grotesque writers. Gilbert H. Muller remarks; "Among the
major writers df the thirties, the grotesque was a seminal
imp&lég in the fiction of Faulkner and Nathanael West, and
it coﬁtinues to pervade the best contemporary- fictioﬁ -
Viadimir Nabokov, John Barth, Jamés Purdy, John Hawkes and
Thomas Pynchon" (Muller 1972:20). The main concern of the
pfg;gnt chfpper is thus fuily legitiqized. With West bef?re
us, we hgvg to recall thég the fict%op of the 1930's was ﬁot
a,maﬁtepAof"repértagé or speculation. It was_rathef a hew
k;ndrof experimentation and one of the finest examples of
sg?hugxpgrimentatiqn was provided by the works of Nathanael

West.
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CHAPTER IV

CERTAIN HERMENEUTIC QUESTIONS -

PROBLEMS OF INTERPRETATION



The. title of this chapter is perhaps a predictable
sequel to the preceding two chapters. The breakdown of the
'traditiohal concepts of fiction writing into posturing and
seif-parody and the dissipaﬁion of character into
grotesqueries could be considered as the perfect vehicle of
expression to convey a non-interpretative and a non-
conventional world that West's WOriderefigures. With the
breakdown of  traditional values,l all illusions of
constructing an interpretative world are shattered. .NoQ,
with the ;dvent of postmodernism, tﬂé domain of meaning.and
interpretétion‘has began:to lose ground more'intensely and

hence it has become too difficult to please the reader.

The poétmodernist believes that the world is 'not
greaped for our interpretation and therefore meaning does
not pecome their concern. The domain of interpfetation is-
Qhapagtgq;zed by its precarious gature in postmodern works.
Susan Sontag, denounces the interpretation of the works of
gp?ypn‘fﬁg ground that "to interpret is to impoverish, . to
deplete thg:world - in order to,sepgup a shadow world of
meanvix:i;g"“(Sonf;ag 1967:17). We have come a long way .since the time
Forster made the claim that the basis of a novel 1is the
QQQQy;ggd;the‘story is a narrative éf events arranged in a

§¥m§p§¢9?éla(Forster 1927:30). Some examples of contemporary
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.works as ¢ited here to show how everything meaningful and

-

logicai is. subverted. Pynchon's novel The Crying of Lot 49

decries and refutes the very concept iof meaning. This novel
reveals nightmare by nightmare, dream vision by dream
AViSion, the realities beyond the appearance of America and
the meanings behind her empty words. Oedipa Maas takes the
will, of which she has been named executrix, from person to
persuyn seeking interpretation. As. readers, like Oedipa, we
come to embrace the reality of ambiguity, uncertainty and a

highly confused world. Kurt Vonnegut's Slaughterhouse Five

appears equally confusing and fncomprehensible. In this
novel time, space and event proliferate with no logical end
in sight.. All logical and rational interpretations are
subverted ‘by £he adventures of Billy Pilgrim. This is the
kind of world we have eéntered, where the very sense "of

meaning is  depleted and subverted.

SQQ# progiems of' Interpretation and questions of
hermgneuﬁics are taken up 1in this chapter in relation to
West. West's novels signify a loss of confidence in the
older claims of the moral and interpretative authority of
art. This according to Gerald Graff is the advent of a new
sensibility. Graff shows that "this new sensibility
manifests itself in a variety of ways in the refusal to take

art "seriously" in the old sense; in;the use of art itself
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as a vehicle for exploring its tradiﬁional pretensions ..%
in the rejection of the dominant tradition of analytic,
interpretative ériticism...".(Graff 1979:31). Concurrent to
this, West's sensibility is manifested in a variety of ways.
He uses barody as é vehicle of expression to expose the
various péses and pretensions of the American society. He
asserts the irratiénal and the ridiculous by reserting to
misshapen and grotesque characters. In this chapter, I will

attempt .ah analysis to see how West's works defy the

tradition of interpretation.

“West 1is ‘steeped in thé radical changes that took
place during the thirties. The first world war brough£ about
upheaval, fragmentation, decadence aqd cultural émptinessg
Theﬁe was a total breakdown and the o@ée»accepted values and
belief's caﬁe to be quesﬂioned. The depial of straightforwérd
narration énd characterization resulted in'a total diffusion
of @eaning and interpretation; Ulysses 1is famous among
unre;dable- books - "The close reading of Ulysses reveals
that'.thew meaningless 1is deeply interwoven with the
@eaningful in the texture of the nqvel.... It is a book and
an anti-péok, a work of art particularly receptive to
accident, It builds wup acute ‘and poignant states ’of

consciousness, yet its larger ambition seems to be put aside

consciousness as a painful burden" (Hassan 1975:9). With
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Finnegans Wake. which appeared to be pore-like poetry, the
profundity of meaning simply disappeaged. This novel rejects
linear or discursive logic and gttempts to>_re—create
reality. éonsidered in the same ligbt,'it is evident that
Wesé's imagination also does not adhere to any sSet norms
formqiated by the traditional fictional-writers. Perhaps a
sensitive reader would see West as truly concerned with the
fatuous and machined dreams counterfeiting all reality.
Kingsley Widmer could apprehend the true essence of West's
sensibility for  he remarked that "Weét foresaw» the
apocalyptic violence of warped and cheated humanity" (French
1967:97). West adopted increasingly a parodic view of the
world where all meaning and iﬁterpretation has been diffused
and decentered within its matrix.’Perhébs'what Sontag stated
could be true beWest's world - "To'avoid interpretation?
aft may “become parody it may’ becoméﬁ abstract..." “(Sontag
1967:20). * ' | | '

U [

In my earlier discussion I have presénted.'Parody as
plqt! by‘gsing parody as a vehicle to expose the vgrious
pqsg§”§nqrppetensions of the American society. In the'same
vein I haye‘ also attempted to present the grotesque and
mi§§h§pen‘peings in West as characters. All these preced£ng
g}ucaqat;gps perhaps converge on;thé fact that the task‘of

interpretation becomes problematic in West. West's
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“affiliation’ to the complex and irrational is his central
preoccupation with the extreme primal impulses of what 1is

non-representable. s ‘

The Dream Life of Balso Snell (1931) signifies  an

affiliation with Avant Garde wriﬁing in general ana
Surrealism and Dadaism in particular. This work, in a way,
offers an énalysis of the Avant—Garée as a revolt against
the coherené, rational mind-set of  the masses during the

first three decades of the twentieth century. The Dream Life

of Balso Snell .is darkly shaded by what Andre Breton called

"humour noir" (Long 1985:22). It has the irrational, cruél,
mocking quality of Surrealism. The novel is interwoven along
a dream intricacy, each dream morg intricate and irrational
than the_other. This dream world begins as soon as Balso
enters the posterior end of the woodeh horse. The anal
opening of the Trojan horse leads: to a decadént and
repulsive world of flesh inhabited by unbalanced and
grotesQue characters who are obsesseé with even more weird
dreams. ﬁhesé dreams are beyong interpretation and
reasonrngwnfpr they are SO hazy and élusive that»their very
existence ~becomes unreal. The grotesque characters4 ﬁhat
inhabit the dream world of Balso are a Jewish guide, Maloney
the Areopégiﬁé; a Catholic mystic; John Gilson, a precbcious

schoolboy' and Miss McGeeney, John's eight-grade teacher.
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Each narrates a story and merges with Balso's dream 1in a
very confusing and grosteque manner. The account of John
Gilson's Jjournal of his Destoevskian murder of an idiot;
dishwasher. is répulsive. John Gilson consists the murder so

as to gain the victory of the spirit over the flesh because
| tﬁe idiot is all flesh in all physical sense: his pink, fat
throat, his toilet-like swallowing. But flesh overrideé his
senses for we notice’  that soon after the murder, Gilson
feels in an extremely physical way like a girl and even has
an orgasm when some soldiers pass by. Thisbaccounts for the
futility énd irrationality of Balso's dream life. The final
climax of'all»theée.meaningleés and grotesque dreams are

i . :
"terminated rather than resolved by the orgasm" (Hyman

1962:15) % °

As mentioned eariier, West wrote his novel when the
Surrealistic and Dadaistic ferment were at its height.

Dadaism was dominated by the worﬁ 'disgust' and this term

ppplg.beAaptly applied to The Dream Life of Balso Snell. A
p}pggr neaﬁing of the novel will make the reader see how
Dggg{hhag_:a ‘strornig hold upon .West, PArt is likened. to 'a
§ublime qgcrement'. John Gilson u%;s excremental iméges
wyilgﬂq§§cr}bing journal keepers. "?ﬁey come to the paéer

Wi;h:a_cqpstipation of ideas - eageg; impartial. The white

paper acts as .a laxative. A diarrhoea of words 1is the
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result" (éWNw 1957:14). As John beaté Sanniette he cries "QO
constibatfon of desire! O diarrhoea of lovei" (CWNW
1957:27). The entire vision is scatological, fragmented and
irrational. Dada was scatological So was Balso Snell. From
’the abovéhdiséussion, we can see how Balso's dream world is

far removed from reality.

The portrait that West paints is a dislocated and a
deformed one that goes to construét a splintered portrait of
a socilety. The pursuit of the real loses 1its meaning and
purpose. Robert I Edenbauh makeszthig point in one of his
articles on West: he says that "thewﬁord 'reai' has little
meaning in a Surreal world" (Maddent1973:203). It is true
that Westéopens up into a Surreal world where one dream is
intricate%x;woven upon the other. The waking state merges
into the sleeping~staté, the sane into the insane, and the
characters into'grotesque mechanical entities. Suchcmerging
of states‘of mihd is significant of the grotesque and insane\

merging of dreams and reality in Cervantes' Don Quixote.

This sort of mix-up 1is brought home when the narrator
remarks..that "Saﬁcho awake was' worse than his 'master
asleep..." (Cervantes 1979:365). This is the _inevitéble
aspect that is being -confronted in West's works too. The

inevitgbility and undeniébility v of ;the merging _of guch

o

grotesque:‘states, of mind in West kbresents the ultiméte
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disorder-. proliferating into a- nighéharish and disgusting
failuref Such a demented and disloéated picture militates

again:st a ‘meaningful order or structure in the novel.

i

The process . of disintegration of values 1s an
inevitable and undeniable fact in West's world. A sense of
alienatidp ‘and lovelessness 1is the logic ' behind the
irrational presentation of human values and principles. The
Westean man sees nothiné ahead but a future of lovelessness.
The ,world Miss Lonelyhearts répresents is one devoid of
love. The grievance underlying every letter cehters upon the
isolation and helplessness of those who write them. Sick;of~
it-all has been made pregnapt yet again by her Catholic
.husband who will not permit her ;to “have an abortibqs
altbgggh‘éhe has been advised by hgt Doctor that she w;ll
.Qie %n gi&ing birth again and her kipneys ache agonizingiy.
'Desperate' is a girl of ‘'sixteen years born witbout.a nose.
She: is ﬁéing‘shunned by her friends ‘and she moans over the
fact that'no boy will ever love and éccept her as she i1s. A
letter frém Harold S, fifteen informs Miss Lonelyhearts that
his “sister, thirteen, -a dumb mute has been sexually’abused
by a stranger, but is "afraid to tell mother on accounf of
her ‘Béigé liable to beat Gracie up". These letters,
éccdrdidé to R.E. Long, "suggest an almost insane léck of

.caring of 6f compassion toward thbse who have every right to

it
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look for understanding" (Long 1985:58). This becomes even
more acute when we examine the thwarted marital bliss of the

two families in Miss Lonelyhearts Shrike's and Doyle's. .To’

Fay Doyle; her husband, a cripple, ﬂis‘all dried up" and
.devoid of dife. She simpiy married him oniy to cover up hen
pregnancy. Mary Shrike too- has a loveless marriage: ravaged by
violence.'Both Mrs. Shrike and Mrs.: Doyle refer to their
husbands as 'skunks;. The irony of their married lifer is
that though fhey live together, they feel so lost and alone.
R.E. Long presents them as being 'devastatingly alone' (Long
1 1985:58). All intelligible communication breaks down between
husband and wife. If there are any, then those are along the
lines of abuses, threats and aggnession, There is indeed a
horriffing' hostility in their relations. Fay treats her
husband like a dbg, physically aseaults him and betrays him
sexually. Shrike and his wife despiée each other so mucn
that they live with constant hatred and inva'stete of sexnal‘
wabfare;:we also see a very sterile kind of relationship
between Miss'Lonelyhearts and Betty.ﬁBetty is being treated

like a sex object, he never misses’ to taunt her for her

>
K

sexuality 'and in one episode we see how with sadistic
ebUelﬁy'MisS;LOnelyhearts reaches under her robe and gives a

éharpitﬁg to her breast.

. West's world looks like a dead world where a spirit
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of lovelessness is paramount. This could.be traced even in

his other novel The Day of the Locust. Here, we see how all
: : !

logical relationship between mother and son, father and

A daughter, are demolished. Mrs. Lgomis is the prototype of a
mother who considers hep sbn’A%ore }oomis a money-making
machine and prods him on to act out all grotesque roles ti%l
the final violence breaks out. Fayg and her father Harry
'Greener‘ %re so much enclosed within their show business
iliusion ~‘ar}d S0 can neyver be authentic. All display of
affection and love between them 1is Jjust a hoax., Their
farcical lives reach a crescendo”. in the scene where Mr.
Greener;whoAis sick cannot stop playing roles. On the other
hand Faye is shown to be extremely insensitive to ﬁer sick
ahd:dyihg’father. Through all these character portrayals,
Wéstrbfihgs out the abject barrenness and sterility that has
no human‘depth._Perhaps, what R.E. Long says is so true of
their meaningless, illusionary. 1life: "Weét's isolated
characters are driven inward upon themselves, forced to
embrace 1illusion, and 1living throuéﬂ illusion as they. do
they déhhoﬁ establish contact with? others. They are all
participants in thHe theatre of the ’absurd, ‘acting~ out
i1lusioharyi parts" (Long‘1985:79).1I% this sense, an attempt
is made to study the miserable state of poverty of the human

soul yearning for love and friendship.

. 4.}
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Perhaps all these are repercussions of the various
complexitiés inherent in the pattern of social existence.
This 1is aiso the outcome of a massive invasion of human
privacy that has taken place, of'man rushing ever faster
.becausg of - the dizzy rate at which the changes tend towards
a desginy overcast with many puzzling Questions. In the
procéss of:this mad pursuit, life has turded more shadowy

and elusive. The Westean man combats with shadows

throughout. In The Dream Life of Balso Snell, he tries to

seize the shadow of the pencil with which he in writing and

this in itself indicates an exercise in a futile - and
meaningless pursuit. True to this, West's invisible edifices
are shadowy structures that characterize a grotesqué world

bereft of any order and logicality.

. "For the older forms of Modernism - that of Pound,
Yeats, Wyndham Lewis, Eliot and even Joycei ~ the past
fgmayqs‘afspurce of order, even when it is rallied against
gnq%q§cn;éd. For the néwer‘form of Modernism, which Kermode

calls the. schismatic form, "order itself is what must be

denied” (Ricoeur 1985:26). Perhaps West's world could be

seen as a straining towards "the newer form of Modernism"
for: the world which he delineates is one devoid of order. In
the following discussion, we will see how there is a shift

towards a chaotic and meaningless universe. A major part of
O, s P
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the answer to this shift lies in the role played by the
first world war and the Great Crash of 1929 which developed
into a deep-seated and widespread depression. In Miss

Lonelyhearts, . West shows how all attempts to restore order

meet with a frustrating failure. In oﬁe episode, we see how
Miss Lonelyhearts attempts to create order by arranging the
parabhernalia around him is likened to a kind of Sisyphus
struggling ‘with an impossible task. However hard he tries to
balance and compose the multiplicity of the physical
universe into some static, ordered harmony, the result is
that it always explodes into insanity. Like Balso,_ Miss
Lonelyhearts must face the sad truth.of man's dilemma: "Man
has a trQQism for order.... The physical world has a fropism
for disdrder" (MFS 1958:327). This implies the impossibility
to crgaté order and coherent interpretation out of chaos.
His lgét and most desperate attempt. to .set some order with
'Love' isi-thwarted miserably. Miss Lonelyhearts delivers a-
sermon of 'Christ is love' to theé Doyle's but know that he
has failed miserably, 1in effect he "felt 1like an empty
bottle,'“éhiny and sterile" (CWNW 1957:129). The. final
delusion occurs when Miss Lonelyhearts runs out to embrace
the Tcrippfed Doyle, and the whole humanity of Desperate,
Harold S., Catholic mother, Broken-hearted, Broad shoulders,
Sick-of-it-all, tubercular husband 5%0 suécour' them with»

love, Wwhen the gun accidently fired and "both Doyle and
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Lonelyhearts rolled part of the way ébwn_the stairs" (CWNW
1957%140). This in a way accounts fof?the final destruction
of the final vestiges of traditional American viewpoint that’
sanity and order directs the Universe. While summing up Miss

Lonelyhearts, Victor Comerchero very aptly remarks that "the

layers of heaning in the novel do nbt, as they might seem
to, éit éh top of one another as oil sits on water, they
dissolve iﬁto each other. The purity of each line has been
blurred by the other" (Comerchero 196&:101—1@2). Interpre~
tation becomes blurred because meaning ceéses to exist. The
modern world with all its falsities, complexities and
sufferings cannot be interpreted?nof the iils diagnosed and
located. It ends in a deadlock giving;no defiﬁite sélution
because their physical illness adﬁ defects cannot b#é
anelidrated nor cured.
i - , ‘

e Ngxt, wé may observe that in West‘coherent thinking
;s;ﬁ;ess._important than the irrational dreams we share.
?hergforé; it is important to-note how one has to go through
.mqqne§s in order to release the energy of creation. Lacan
qunp§ out that madness is a process of the "total rélease
of the real" (Lacan 1996:2). This is true of the Westean
@gg;‘ﬂthﬁﬁwmpment his characters express their 'unchecked
ﬁmgp%gns&OIQhey are ‘left in the freedom of the insape,

belqgging;to no one, not even to .themselves. The flavour of
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violence .is strongest in The Day of the Locust -but almost

like everything in the novel it is artificially flavoured.:
In an atmosphere of superficial emotions, faked—oﬁt personal
conflicts and social rebellion, Todggackett Ltries to become
real bug leads té his own destrucéﬁon. Tod's unexpressed
hysteria is located within the colléctive mass. The moment
he ldgesfaLl hope of ever reaching ;Faye, he gets literally
and symbolically immersed in the bpredom of the anonymous
masses whose betrayed emotions explode into collective
violence. In the final violence, Tod merges along with the
mad army of the anonymous crowd and is swept along wiﬁh
their mad fury. Tod finds himself absurdly part of the
hysteria for he too finds himseyfAscreaming~loudly with the
siren and the mob at the end. The sounding of the siren
perhaps marks the apocalyptic "doom or rather the final
release into the irrational. Tod Tinally comes to appreciate
the fury of the anonymous masses by identifying himself with
the samé‘maddeningly mad promise tﬁat has pathologized the
cheated masses" (Robefts 1996:75).f5Finally we. agree with
Widmer that "violént hysteria provides the only available
simulation of a return to life" (French 1967:106). The above
elﬁcidatibn shows that the pursuit of ‘madness or the
irrational leads to some form of sanity.West's world in a
way is restored through médnes&iwhich‘KIug defines as "a'

total suﬁrender to the irrational that would release the

!
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full creééive power to the image but at the same time would
deskroy the artist, his tradition and his society" (Klug
1987:18). Such meaningless violen§ explosions of mad fury

undercut all meaning and logical interpretation.

The concept of 'reality' "looses its meaning in the

world that West présents.John Gilson"in The Dream Life pf

Balso Snell cries out 'Reality! Rea}ity! If I could only

discover - Real. A Real that I could know with my senses"
(CWNW 1957:14). Perhaps, this is the Reality that eludes
West's world. Instead of. moving towards the Real, what we
have here is a movement towards the irrational and the
unfathomable. Such a shift is seen in West, which 'labels him
as a highly experimental and an individualistic writer. What
now holds the centre of attention in West is the incomplete-
ness of personality, the irrational character of feeling
which iﬁj itself is fragmented and inconsistent. Such
fragmented and splintered experience 1is what West tries
to deﬁlct through his novels. He.clearly seems to have gone
ahead of  his contemporaries in articuiating the

inevitability of a demented and warped world system. ©

[

By .way of relocating West, Ihwould like to consider
both. Moderpnism  and Postmodernism. The concept of
?ostmodernism is more wunstable than Moderhism because :.the

+

latter is marked by a sense of uncertainty and randomness.
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Most studénts of literature understand and accept modernism
put many fail to understand and accept Postmodernism. The
Modernisfiworld is widely studied and interpreted. The How?;
Why? and What? part of this world.éan be answered, at least,

partially. Umberto Eco's noével The Name of the  Rose is

poised on the Modernist/Postmodernist cusp posiﬁg
epistemolégicél qustions througﬁ_its detective étory that
is transforméd into an anti—detective»‘story hinging upon
ontologiéai destabilizations. Postﬁodernist works assert
their authority not only for amusement but also to multiply

and compound complexities.

fIn this regard, the quest image which is of an open-

ended nature in Modernist art has become indeterminate in

Eqstmodern;st art. For example, The Name of the Rose by Eco
i§ a‘q§thEive novel in thch the characters get more.deeﬁly
embroiled.in the mystery while trying to unravel the plot.
Gradually it turns into an anti-detective novel. This aspect
?fitgg qugst image is also very §§rongly projected through
West;s novels. The Westean man is_invpufsuit of a definite
sense of'iife but is confused and unsure of the nature of
his :quest/mission. Miss Lonelyhearts§ is in quest of an
answer to ease the world of pain, méﬁery and destructionw
The novel records the pathetic and passive attempts.of Miss

Lonelyhearts to unravel the mystery‘and of how the quest iS
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unsuccessful. This failure is intensf}ied_further by a tone

l

of non-finality. The faint traces of story-line that may be

present pﬁoliferate and diffuses as the novel progresses.’

.

This quest 1image in Miss Lonelyhea?ts ends in a parodic

outburst just as the dream sequenéeé in The Dream Life of

Balso Snell ends in a nightmarish failure. Hence we see that

the very domaln of interpretation becomes hazy by the total

mystification and subversion of the very nature of the

quest.

Modernist art, though of .an open-ended nature, leaves
behind some signposts and the reader .does not feel totaily
lost. In Postmodefnist art, on the contrary, the4meaning'is
in§§terminate. For example, in a work like Pynchon's The

Crqug of Lot U9 the Oedipus myth is brought in, which has

.....

no dlrect connotatlon w1th Greek tragedy The as3001at10n is
brought forth to mock at the prev1ous techniques of wrltlng

'To elucidate further, I want to quote an example from The

Name”ofmthe Rose. Here, there is a continuogs diffusing of
?Qﬁ, gppry%ine which turns intriqately dense as thel novel
advanceé into its enigmatic and vacuous end. The 'lerary

whlch was considered as the epitome of mystery disappears

into 'a kind of vacuous oblivion leav1ng behind myrlad
’ 2. \' (S : ) .
queries unsolved. Hence we see that in the contemporary age,

oy
R

we 'Hre grappling with such uhresolved, mystified and

e » e
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decentered aspects of novel writihg which tends to be rather

unsetting.

~#Such an unsetﬁling aspect 1is held in ironic tensioﬁ
.even in West's works. A sense of ambivalence echoes even
through hi's writings. He doés not poésess_é closed mind and
his works are never compartmentalized. He gives us no final

solution and so the readers are left bewildered, grappling

with the. .unknown dark forces. In Miss Lonelyhearts "they'

both rolled down part of the way ..." (CWNW 1957:140)
symbélizes his refusal to write an easy conclusion by fixing
guilt and offering rewards. The end splinters into diverse
readings. - Darryl Hattenhauer indicates the ambiguity that
the novel": reverberates with.‘ Tge conclusion takes us by
surprise for we cannot know whq, if anyone, 1is shot or
killed. "The fact that both Doyle and Miss Lonelyhearts fél}
down does not necessarily indiéatei”that anyone -has beeﬁ
shot, much’ less killed. In fact, it could even be that Betty
iS'éhot,kBécause mwie has tried t§ td%n in her direction and
is:stkugglihg with Miss Lonelyhearts:when the gdn éxplodes"
(Hattenhauer 1991:121). Such non-final conclusions not only
mark ‘the ambiguity; in fact, they undercut meaning and

' significance too.

An action is considered whole and complete if 1t .has

a beginning, a middle and an end. This is the Aristotelian
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myth of tying a beginning to an ending. But when we study
West, we seem to have left all these notion behind and in
fact now we have entered into a wo}ld which we no longer
recégnize_nor understand. We are cast adﬁiff within a worid

IWhere the -beginning has no 1link Qith the middle nor the
middle with the ending. Hence we can see how complex West's

WOorks aré and how difficult it is to interpret them.

A refutation of' interpretation or "a flight from
interpretation", as Susan Sontag puts across, could be
associated with a refutation oflmeaning and logicality in
West too. His affiliation to thé parodic form of art and
grotesqueries:stands as a perfect véhicle of expreséion ﬁg

drive home the unresolved, mystified aspects of the world

..'} .

his fictional characters inhabit.qur example, in "Pierre
Menard, the author of the Quixote",, Borges also shows how
the techniques of reflexiveness and .self parody suggests a

universeqdevoid of interpretation.
[ S . . MR

" The convergence of West's world with that of Borges

mighﬁ not be congruent. I am here referring to Borges -simply
"to indicate what an uphill task it is to interpret West: In The

Dream Life .of Balso Snell, all sense “of logicality gets

mystified as the reader along with Balso enters the
posterior end of the wooden horse and becomes more perplexed

/’ .
as he is accosted by even more weird characters, bordering
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onlghe grbtesque. West's lesser known work A Cool Million

also habﬁé on the refutation of meaning. Lemuel Pitkin's
misfortune leading to his final dismemberment is significant
of the mockery of the American dream of success. Hence we

' see West as an artist fascinatea by what 1s difficult and

paradoxical.

The dissipation of identities into mere '‘grotesqueries
refutes the very structure of meaning and rationality. The

reader of A Cool Million 1is wunable to perceive anything

clearly f?r reality and unreality, are mebged together.
Nowhere ig the book do welsee~Lem in his real person; he is
always in1the guise of someone other than himself. His real
identitymis §plintered into different bits and pieces and he
assumes él; these identities stoically so that he is likened
to _ijecf§ 'like - a 'glass eye" or 'false teeth', Tﬁis
accountsmfpr thé-'duplicity theme'. This is a term'hsed by
Malin Irving (Malin 1972:79) to reinforce the theme of
qulicity:and superficiality that lies beneatﬁ the American
dream of success. Finally, it becomes difficult tb'place Lem
because of his many‘missing parts. But ‘the irony lies in the
fact'thatihe is hired with a vaudeville team as an objeét of
merriment. Lem is regarded as a personification of a stooge/
‘dummy{ Herﬁs a pafody of the American .innocent without any

RSV LS L N . L
motive, direc¢tion or personality. He becomes a pawn in the
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hands of 6thers who dictate, give prders and determine even
the coubsé of his 1life. Lem 1is a performer and has to
deliver the gbods to the jeering audience till the final act

and, ¥*ike the audience in The Dream Life of Balso Snell,

tolerates any amount of loose excrement being dumped as long

as it is part of the show.

An intense case of West's stooge is Homer in The Day

of the Locust. Homer is an etherized entity who has no

function of his own. He has no sélfﬂidentity and, like Lep
Pitkin, waits for a dozen of decisiogs as they are given to
him by 5§hers. His. death-1like pass;vity likens him tb a
mechanicaf entity or rather to a robot. Peter Doyle along
with Homer is also likened to a dummy or a stooge. Peter
Doyle merily slips in and out of many roles "as the sport",
phe:'"husygnd", the "fdol", and the "gas-meter inspectbr"
(CWNW 1957:49). All of West's stooge are impoveriéhed' in
manner:anq gesture. This very impoverishment 1s a travesty
of their own existence and they are all a part'of.the act.
'They must participate in the mass malaise of self-scrutiny
till the final act even if it ,is at the stake of‘-their
lives. Their suffering cannot be released into anything
brodhctive but only .into self—con§éious and meaningless

RN

perfoérmance. S

oo
L

: Ngﬁhanael West shows wus thp it is this sense of
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irrationality, tbis sense of impovépishment of the humén
soul that, underline all aétions, {individual as well as
collectivé. We need only to examinéAour own lives to see how
much this ' irrational system directs our attitudeé too.
West's n@vels are a syStematic study of the process of
‘ disfigura;ion, dislocation, decentering and indeterminacy.
Victér Comerchébo, more than anyone else, sees West as a
visionary. He clearly says ‘that "without him, we would be
likely biind to the specific process of disintegration of
which we are victims" (Comerchero 196“:170).VThérefore, it
may not be entirely pointless to hold that in the great
masquerade that 1is the world . West's sensibility will

probably remain intriguing and significant.

Tooopt e et wr

ek
ce i

iﬂest,stands out even among his contemporaries, for

during, . the thirties ~ while the main focus was " on

'[prgletgrianfk writings, West went on to become "a
masquerader as well as a masquerade breaker'", terms used by

WiQmep_Kipg§ley who remarks: "West is both a masquerade as

well as a masquerade breaker, wildly fantasizing and

sardonically attacking fantasies. He puts forth large

?dre?msw .~ or Modernist art, Christianity, the American
I3 lr’.(;‘; ¥ S B IR Do

oot

gospel of success and mass romanticism - while exposing them -

Vel

%§”m§stunpatohy,_escapist, frauQulént, violently vehgeant,-

Mg

i

catatonic”" (Widmer 1967:2). Such a paradoxical involvement
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with fantasies makes West a difficult writer to interpret.
The ‘answer we sense in West's novels: is a very different
one; forvhim, the meaning lies not ‘in the presentable and
the 1logical but in the terror that is inspired by the

unthinkable and the unfathomable. .Similarly in Sterne's

novel Tristram Shandy, Milan Kundera also concludes that
"the poetﬁy lies not in the action but in the interruption

of the action" (Kundera 1986:161).

West's novels never proceed in a linéar, systematic
naréative. As soon as the novel opens, one dream is builﬁv
upon the éﬁher in an intricate apd complex manner. These
dreams are not inter-connected ﬁBr are they rational and
representable. This creation of dream structure Jjuxtaposed
one upon the other gives a sense éf. fragmentation and

disconnectedness. Sterne's narrative ,in Tristram Shandy i§

{

also .intgrrupted throgghout. The i;F_boo.k starts with a
dgscp%ppipg_ of the night when Tristram was conceived and
another }gga suddenly strikes'him in the course of which the
book's hepb'is fdrgotten for quite a while. Hence the form
in Sterne's novel is seen through the intermittent
interruption. Likewise, in West, all logical intérpretaﬁioﬁ
disappears in a hazy process of floating from one dream. to
éhégééheb. Lyotard has pointed out that "a Postmodern artist

or Wriﬁérwis in a position of a ,philosopher; the text he

(SR BRSSP RN
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writes, the work he produces are not in principle governed
by pre-established rules and they cannot be judged'acconding
to a detenmining judgement, by applying familiar categories
to the text of the work. These rules and categories are what
Athe work of art itself is looking for" (eds. Ihab & S.
Hassan 1983:340-341). Perhaps consioering West in this-
contex?, we can onobably assume fnim as being viewed

increasingly as straining towards Postmodernism.

West's world has no unifying centre. The very notion

of a centre holds no meaning. It is a chaotic world

positioned on a slippéry ground of uncertainties. Perhaps in i

‘the world of fiction, it was Don Quixote who in setting out
fnomfhis,nome ventures out into a world he could no longer

recognlse on‘ comprehend. The world appears fearsome and

IR

ohaot;o ~and, in such a world of profound ambiguity the
wngogn‘man is. left bewildered and confused. West is aware
oﬁ thls cosmlc chaos in its entirety and does not try to

oyadthtﬁ_napher the Westean man leanns to adapt himself to

the 1rregular beat of such a chaotic world The recognition

oq‘tne“fln?l demise of all centres and all loglcal sense of
order leads to an acceptance of chaos and hence attunes
itself %8“%5& irregular beat reasonant with such a chaotic

World. Yeéat's often quoted line "Things fall apart, the

teritré 8annot hold..." may be used to highlight the

LR B L
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decentering aspect of a meaningless -and chaotic world in

West!'s fiction.

I have made an attempt in this chapter to trace oul
some problems of interpretations concerning Nathanael West's

works. I have also brieflyl shown West as an artist

' fascinated by what is difficult and paradoxical. I would

therefore like to suggest that as West is a complex writer,
one has to strain one's nerves to interpret his interpreta-

tion-unfriendly works.
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CHAPTER V

NARRATOR AS READER AND WRITER



The shift from traditional novel writing to the craft
of fiction developing in postmodernism brought about a
‘radixzal shift in the nature of language and discourse. In
traditional novel writing, the presence of ‘an omniscient
narrator was very important. The: God-like author was
invested with the sole authority of creating his own works.
This concept_gradgally underwent a. change and then greater
importance was placed upon the text. But in contemporary
fiction-writing a radical change has been brought about.Thé
multiplicity of meanings derives from the reader who alone
deciphers the text. In between the traditional mode of
narration and that of the present times, the interior
monolbgue‘predominates over conversation or éction much}as
it does”iE:W6olf's and Joyce's fiction. This suggests that
Modernist "fiction lost touch with the everyday world by
déliberatély creating a difficult and challenging art for
the ‘blite’ 'as seen in the works of Eéra Pound, T.S. Elibti

Wyndham Lewis in one way or another.

toveatead wind

i

..To emphasize what I am trying to say, I would like to

T

refer to Roland Barthes' concept of the 'Writerly' texts and

‘Readerly' .texts. According to him, 'Readerly' .texts are

closer to
LN I A N R I

ithe,conventions of the nineteenth century fiction,

Rg§§ent;gg a ready-made world, one that can begcomprehendéd

PR
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with the minimum of effort by a reader who finds the fiction
straightfgrwgrdlj constructed and the nature and motives Qf
characterS?clearly,'objectiveiy explained. In Barthes' view,
a 'Writerly' text is one in which readers are almqstAforced
fo become' writers or at least, to enter into an active
chlaboration with the author, who ébliges them to "construe
meanings ,and develop the text's significances for
themselves" (Randall 1992:216).

In the light of what has been said in the foregoing

i

paragraphs and by way of relocating West, I would like to

consider him vis-a-vis Modernism and Postmodernism. Towards

X

the end of the nineteenth centuny,!the'concept of language

qnderﬁent é radioal change. Joyce'siUlzsses and Finnegans
Wake totally broke down the coherent aspect of the
linguistié@cémhunication; The 'unreadability' of thése works
acerues ffpm .the fact that they have no story, no plot,
almost no" action and practically no language in ‘the
qonventional sense. Here, we see a complete breakdown of'the

praditional aspect of novel writing. As Lyotard puts it:

The grand narrative has lost its credibility,
regardless of what mode wof wunification it
uses, regardless of whether it is a
speculative narrative or -a_  narrative of -
emancipation. The decline of ndrrative can be
seen as an effect of the "blossoming of

: tecqniques and technologies since the second

- world war, which has shifted emphasis from the

ends of action to its means (Lyotard 1984:37).

i
i
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The subversion of language is what Postmodernism is all
about. The complexity of syntax implied complexity 1in

thought and sensibility. The complexity in Postmodern art is:

innate and irremovable. Kurt Vonnegut's novel Slaughterhouse
Ellé appears confusing and incomprehensible. In this novel,
time, space and event coalesce and this idea is effectively
conve&ed in the narrative structure. Postmodernism totally
subverﬁs - language and leaves the reader with nothing
tangibie except to reflect onn the disorder and

indeterminacy of the times.

As the ‘'author' gradually departed and disappeared
from the seat of authority from where he directed ﬁhe
ggivepse;“we,also see the dissipatiop of all sensible and
%pgical feétures into a total disarray of things illogical
gpd’gnrepﬁgsentqble. Pefhaps it was Cervéntes‘ Don Quixote
whq first‘set out to confront a world he could no longer
understaqd'or comprehend. This sense of incomprehensibility
prevades _West's' world tob, for even in West the overall
Qpﬁtrolliﬁg force or authority seems to have debarted. The
world'appegrs fearsome and chaotic and. it is into éuch a
wgrld.féf wide ambiguity that the Westean man 1is ieft
bgwilderedr and confused. In‘ this chapter, as the title
indicates, I will attempt’an analysis to show how the reader

has gained a place of importance more than the author.

chy
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To begin with, I would first like. to point out the
non-uriiformity  and inconsistency of . West's style of
narration. This is so because the world he paints through

his novels 1is a maimed and distorted one where the
.traditionql narrative style will seem inappropriate and out
of place.‘ The narrative pattérn is fractured, broken and
taut with tension. The broad and elaborate discourses that
chargcteﬁized the nineteenth éentury works underwent a
gradual éhange. West was caught up in this turn of events
specially in the use.of language. West, as sensitive as he
was, believed that 'grand discourses' would not solve .the.

inevitable threat 1looming large upon mankind. In Miss

Lonelyhearts, the pathetic cries in the form of letters

opens a chain of communication imong the characters. Fear,
pity, immobility and passivity paralysé him and even the
sys}em of communication is broken down. These letters .¢&f
agony'aﬁeJconcretizéd into fragmentéd bits 5f pain, fear,

diséase, frustration, anger, humiliation and deceit.
T t

The complexity in deciphering West's texts into a
meaningful context.- is perhaps undeniable.- As mentioned in
phg.precgding chapters, West was thrown amidst the throesfof
various new and ~ radical movements like Avant-Garde,

N :
Surrealism and Dadaism. This accounts partly for the

complexity even in the mode of narration. In The Dream Life
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of JBalso Snell, the language used is extreme, radical,

repleté with scatological images which has an underlying
tone of disgust. T.S. Eliot's form and style in The Waste'
Land is represented by voices which have no identity. This

lack of identity gains monumental proportions in West as in

The Dream Life of Baiso Snell, Miss Lonelyhearts. They
presént us with a menagerie of rhetéric. Between them they
make up a:splintered_portrait of a sociéty that has becomé
consﬁmed by its own cliches.'Here, the reader is confronted
with confused and depressed'voices which ultimately become
one universal voice shouting hoérse the cruelties and the
injustices meted out to them. The narrative structure 1is
made up of different voices, confused and dejected frégments
6f .4 mass’ world. As the voices become noisier ‘and
Ufitntef1igible, the images become more and more contorted' to

bovey oo bl L . '
the point of growing surreal.
R I T S A . : ‘ s

i

oeenls ”fchgidered in the same vein,. Miss Lonelyhearts

: prese.ptsH
HER A [ G N

a. study in the breakdown of any intelligible
gggggﬂ%c?”}opiiin Wesﬁ.‘ The tongue ;s compared to a "fat
ngqbvﬁpqpe¢hjhe‘presence of the tongue instead of assisting
gpﬁmggggq@ éﬁocess, freezes the or%l activity, The speech
Q???a93§qui§v frozen into silence in theilface of life's
gggp%ex%&}gﬁ anq abnormalitiesﬁ In such a world of

'unsgg%kable pain- and hatred, silence is fraught with
i pRYS L L . . .
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with meahing.:in the final chapter in Miss Lonelyhearts,

when the Doyles and Miss Lonelyﬁearts share the silence,
there is excitement in this kind of communication. Once this:
'sile@ce is interrupted by meaningless chapter, the
inevitablé'happens, violence.and aggression erupt breaking

into chaos and confusion.
1

West uses this condition df wérdlessness ironicallg
as a vebicle of expression to impag:t a breakdown in the
system of Qiscourse. This indicates hoh West seems‘to depart
from the ;traditional vein of grand and uninterrupted
diélogue. Raﬁdall Reid has touched ubon this asbect for he .
Verf clean}y observes that "Miss Lonelyhearts does not talk
Tugh,”exgﬁpt to himself. He is unusually a silent auditor
for the extended and formal speecq'of others ... he is only
intermittently articulate and only intermittently consciodsﬂ
(Reid ]967552-53). Such lack of organised discourse further
deslitp ;Qhe compiexity of his character because all his
gpggcqupations are private and introverted. In general West
never indulges .in using direct; statements or. elaborate
details to familiarise his characterd” with his readers -and
in this way not only.his charécters biit also his entire work

R S . .
appear cryptic and enigmatic.
[enn T B : = 3

‘;w;hpwasg_;has explicatéd the symbol of a disappearing

L3R S N

narrator. The concept of the presence of an omniscient
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narrator is no longer valid in West's works. Tod Hackett in

The Déy of the Locust is a very thin version of Melville's

Nick Carraway. The. so called narrator:functions mostly as a
passive and voyeurisﬁic auditor 5ere. Kingsiey Widmef
.observes that "Tod's 'talent' 1is asserted along with the
contradiétbry appearance of being © 'almost doltish'. He
‘fUPtﬁér adds that wunderneath this was really a very
cdmblicated_.young man,.yniﬂl a whole set of personalities

like a nest of Chinese boxes" (Widmer 1982:69).

Tod acquires a privileged status in the text no
doubt. But 'he is presented as a parasite and is another
vicﬁhn of the mass violence thaf ultimately leads to the
fina;: destruction in' the book. The former concept 1is
qust;fieq:qul by Roberts. It is Roberts who states: "Tod's
stervatioﬁé and'experiehces organized most of the narhat;ve
gnd,ztoge§ber with fragmentary descr%ption ofAthe painting
;tsg;Q? ‘ ppqvide_ the major véhicﬁe for the novel's
phesgqtgp;on of the cheated and iQSVdiagnosis of American
massyculture!” (Roberts - 1996:67). To expiicate the latter

claim, I.would like to consider Kingsley Widmer's notion of

the narrator Tod in The Day of the Locust. "The painter-
narrator, in spite  of his insight and decency, carries the

plague; he too, is one of the sexually defeated, a voyeur of
£ .

grotésque’ violence, and a reluctant part of the mob which

|
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;iterally cripples this artist" (Widmer 1967?10&). The fact
that the_-parrator himself gets implicated 1in the final
violence goes on to show that the narrator has no control-
over the happenings :in- the text. He 1is no longer the
:omnisc;ent narrator. West creates his. characters, breathes
life into them but leaves them to thHeir own devices. The
reader then becomes almost like the 'writer for it is uptd
him to iﬁterpret the text and construe meaning to it. This
aspect of‘west briﬁgs him closer to Barthes' concept of the
'writerly“texts;

~
1)

In stating thus, I do not simply mean that West's
works could be fitted only into the 'writerly' text concept.
Qerein lies the genius in West which is accounted by the
fact that‘ he 1is an _individualiétic writer having no set
norms_of novel writing. An act of pre—empting the reader
present both in Modernist and Postmodernist fiction could be
seen in West too. This act of _bre—embtion originated as

early as the seventeenth century in ngvantes' Don Quixote.

In bon Quixote, we have the concept;, of thé author slowly

bgipg relegated to the background. lgervantes was tbtally
eclipsed:bghihd Don Quixote that the world lost sight of
Cegvanpes. "In Part II, we have two Don Quixotes and Sancho.
Panzés; we have the Don Quixote and Sancho whose life story

the author ‘continues to relate, but there is another Don and

L
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another Sancho who live outside that story and will judge
and criticize~whét has been written about them" (Cervantes
1979:32): 'This is an act of "pre-empting the reader. The

Author has already read the rcéader and anticipated his

reaction. Therefore, Don Quixote though'written during the
early part of the seventeenth céﬁﬁury, foreshadows what the

Postmodern .author talks about now.

Lawrence Sterne's Tristram Shandy could also be

considered as one of the first novels along with Don Quixote

which présents the act of pre-empting the reader. Sterne's
-novel creates itself before our eye?. "Tristram makes'the
process of composition pért of his harration. He does not
éqver up.ghe seams of the narration —‘the leaps in time, the
alpepatiqns of voice, the digressiveness - but exposes them
to gcﬁutiny and comments on their weaknesses" (Melvyn
1992:111-112). This tradition of a self-conscious narrator
;s.pr§sent both in Modernist and Postmodernist writings. The

act . of pre-empting the~reader is .very strongly projected by

Pynchon in The Crying of Lot 49. Oedipa-Maas takes the will
‘and takes it from person to person, seéking interpreﬁation.
The yeadeh's understanding of thé'no¢él will depend on her
intebbrefdtion of the will. 'You hypgcrite‘reader' in Iﬁé

Waste Land is also an act of pre-empting the reader

rendering the reader at a loss to construe meaning from the



106

B .
text. West also continues in the same tradition and this in

a way signifies that he was - influenced by Sterne and

Cervantes; to a great textent. In The Dream Life of Balso

Snell, the seif—conscious narrator goes in seach of his own
audience. . The narrator is so self-consciously preoccupied
that he even goes to the extent of deciding who his readers
Qill be. The artist in West is emotionally incapacitated for

he cannot ‘escape his own watchful eye.

Therefore, in West it 1is parody which pushes the
narrative forward. The self—consciousvnarrator,in The Dream

Life of Balso Snell tries to Eead 'his own actions that

)

. . 17
sometimes even before an act is performed, the entire action

)

as well a§’its consequences are repl%yed in his unconscious
mind. Such ~a case is seen thhough} the little dramas of
N P PR oo |

Beagle Darwin's. consciousness in which Janey Davenport is
the actor; In his musings’hé replays the entire scene in his

ungonsciousﬁmind and ponders what his reaction ought to be

fpr every action that is replayed. In The Day of the Locust,

the.domination of.the conscious mind is undeniably strong in
Harnxhprgener.‘Harry‘has a large assortment of unsettling
laughs that he consciously works up - his .favqurite one
begins ;aith "a sharp metallic crackle, then gradually
fﬁcréased in volume until it becomes a rapid bark, then, fell

away to an obscene chuckle ... then to the nicker of a

. . l"
hore I . 1
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‘horse, then still higher to . become a machine-like
screech..." (CWNW 1957:307). The performance of Harry and
his daughter Faye - he laughing,‘lshe singing appears
rehearsed.
’ |

Perhaps West's novels could be placéd within the

s
tradition of Sterne and Cervantes not only in pre-empting
the readér‘but also in its resistance of being absorbed into

a straightforward narrative. It projects a narrative pattern

that 1is necéssarily open-ended. In Miss Lonelyhearts, the

narrative énds with "and they both'rolled down the stairs“
(CWNW 1957: 140). This incompléﬁe narrative symbolizes a
refuqal to write an easy conclusion by fixing guilt and
gfggringﬂrewards. Such incompletipns %n West leave various
2§§gg%§§iqps‘upon the reader's hands,}The reader is leftltg
ﬁggstﬂggﬁm??qing to the text. ! |

"CUCATERGland Barthes has stated that "... a text is not a
line oqiﬂgrQS releasing a single th;ological meaning (the
message of the Author-God) but a mﬁlpi—dimensional space in
yg%cp&ghxar;gty of wriﬁings; none of them prigipal,‘blend
‘gngng%aghf.‘(Barthés 1984:146). This is the theoretical
position which West's writings also take. The multi-layered
%g;grgrg&apiqns tend to be éomplex[and cryptic and it breaks
gowqpalgﬁ%qgical~and ratiénal interpretations. West presents

b

per§oqalities and events thﬁt are incomplete .and
[QRCH R . ] .
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disconneéged. The narrative is even more incomplete which
perhaps suggests a disconnected sensibility slipping between
the extremes of a meaning and a world devoid of meaning. A

consoling sense of order or completeness is denied by its

'fragmentary structure and lack of coherence.

A disjointed or rather a brOkén speech characterizes
the Westean man. Perhaps all these lapses in the system of
communication could be the. repercussions of the various
complexities inherent in the social set up. It is evident
that West anticipates such a break and so he presents this
aspect very strongly through his works. He shows us how
Faye's spéech pattérn is disjointed. Faye's assortment of
gﬁqpures!;like her smile, laugh, shiver, whisper, her
megp{?gleés body movements like crossing and uncrossing her
iegs,'sticking out her tongue, Qiden}ng and narrowing her

]

eyes, fossing her head are weirdly dgésociated performances

of ,gestures and words. Kingsley W%dmer provides an apt
staﬁement to capture thevméaningless”éestures of Faye - her
body langilage disconnects from her wbords, "her gestures and
éxpressions didn't really illustrdte what she was éaying"
(Widﬁér'1§82f7u). Whal we see is a great tension between the

comp ler b ! -
arrazgement of words.

Lyt

ieonn; The inability to speak in West, hammers home -the

aye

?s§eqpia£nﬁpraits of grotesque ,gven in the pattérn'4of
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narration. In. The Dream Life of Balso Snell, words come to

the;baper‘"with a constipation of ideas, eager, impatient.
The white paper acts as a laxative. A diarrhoea of words is
the result"‘(CWNw 1957:1&). The constipated idees of words
being let loose into a diarrhoea-like flow is likened to
Hcmer unable to speak towards the end;of the book. But once
he starts, he cannot stop himself. Hé& speaks rapidly like a
dam bursting. Homer's words are {not simultaneous but
continue so much that Malin Inving compares them to
"flésning images on a screen" (Irving 1972:112). His words
flow ouQ?in jerks and spurts and hence it is aptly named
'diarrhoea of words'. This is likened to the stutterer in
Rabelais ... A stutterer talking 'with Harlequin .cannot

13T

rondunceé -a difficult word."His face is swollen, his eyes

"o..<

pop ot

vy

it ‘looks as if. he were in the throes and spasms of

énfldﬁinth" (Morris 1994:232). This sense of inconsistency

li\

in'“tné narrative pattern is echoed through West's Homer as
L 11 it . .
statéd above. _ K
oy unntdd o ' d

he st In exp031ng the disjointed pattern in the narratlve,
e A LU

West drlves home clearly the fact that his narrative can

Pytiic. -

never, proceed in a 1linear 1line. This is so because the
p t re he palnts is a tainted and a distorted one - a

ther sterlle and demented portrait. West transposes all
¥ N

these broken and twisted forms of words into disjointed

Al
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speech p%ttern that renders the world highly ~elusive and

complex. A1l these  could signify in a way that the epoch

when the writer'photographed the life about him, With the.

mechanics of words, is drawing to a close.

‘The ¢ollaboration of a writer (Narrator) and reader

has been with us since Don Quixote and Tristram Shandy. In

the latter work, this 1is what the ;narrator advises the
reader as they progress from 'slight acquaintance', to

'familiarity' to 'friendship' and on his willingness to

accept the writer's aberrations. Both Tristram Shandy and

Don Quixote are Dbeing increasingiy relocated in the

contémporary times. Though written much earlier{ they
gontain m@ny seminal ideas which could be interpreted in the
Spteetin phooac o . .

present ‘context. The very fact that they allow wide

TR e

i1y RN

dlver51ty of critical approaches is significant of their

1nfluence upon twentieth century works

TR ARSI

W%th:the coming of Postmodernism, it has posed fresh
Prgb%gms in fiction writing. Borges, the Argentinian writer
ngfiﬁgqqﬁlPgstmodepnism. In "Pierre wenard 'the Author of
tpshguiggte'", he has cobied out thq;original Quixote word
f?fmawch~;99d glaims that his wofk tis more original than
Cgpygntqqﬁ¥ Quixote. "The text of Cervantes and that of
Mggar?) @Q$)ﬁverbally identical,-.butf the second ‘1s almost

;nflnltely rlcher" (Borges 1970:11).'This short fiction is

A N
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Y i '
more like a criticism. If fiction writing itself tends to be
_é:criticai exercise, then what willithe reader and critics

do? . '

‘Such. questions lead to an unstable and incoherent
world. Perhaps, West's world is also perched upon such an
unstable. . and precarious position. Owing  to such
complexities, West's fictionai work could not conform to any
literary tradition since théy were highly individualistic
and experimental. His works according .to Malin Irving, "shy
away from the full-bodied, substantial materials used by
Géorge Eliot or Jane Austen. They are flat, 'stylized and
-nocturnai:;Their very strength lies in such qualities. They

rgqug to éccept the world as it isu.i. They want to bélieve
ip.thglvaihéS'of everyday life - as the English novel does -
put ﬁhey know that such values cannét exist with certainty
in  a :%orfd_ of illusion, deception and violence" (Irving

1972:7). A ‘ ‘

;:“,Alepnathan Raban has termedi West's style of writing
ﬁ§9§5y",gﬂinadequate" (Martin 197f¥220). In the like manner,
maqy;readers of West see his stx;é of writing as a maimed
QQQ'HB“t:I would rather consider'Wesg's works a cut above
thQIPest‘of his contemporaries. His §§—called maimed stylg

hgs”'gprk§d. itself so successfullvainto the texture: of

literature: As sensitive as West wasﬁ'he had his hands full

AR PR S S S S A
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: ¥ g

in trylng to understand and then descplbe the concept of

Amerlcan §en31b111ty. Therefore, only such a maimed and

fracéured étyle of writing could depict such a sterile and’
demented sénéibility. | |

The ‘pattern of narration in the fiction of Nathanael

West '‘implicates the reader as the writer. For example, to

quote Jonathan Raban - "The reader's central problem in Miss

Lonelyhearts is to shape the hectic and confused voices of -

the book into the stylized patterns offered him by West"
(Maptin 1971:225). It also presents the reader as a self-
conscious narrator, reconnecting:'itself to the works of

Cervantes and Sterne's. What dlstlngulshes West from the‘
I»

Modernlst writer in hlS active concern with the emergence of
31y iy V& . . |.'

the new.

Amarioan  Gone b v ;.

Pirac gy the "light of the above’ discussion, it can be
pointéd 'out 'that Nathanael West's works evidence a breakdown
in the4H§raq1tional concept of plot,: characterization,

meanlqg and narratlve structure No doubt ‘West is truly one
NS RS

of the , innovative stylists of his, times. He adhered to an

extrﬁme form: of art, though now, such exacerbated

.....

$§ns1b111ty has become almost pormative for sensitive
e : .

;qgg%%;geppe; He was known as an 1intensely pessimistic

i
1

wrlter who;“§eemed to glorify only the disgusting, the

VI o

;rragi?nal and the maimed image inifiction. But a sensitive

E
tois
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reader sees him as one truly concerned with the fatous and
machined dreams counterfeiting all reglity. Kingsley Widmer
apprehends the true essence of Wést's sensibility and
remarks that it was West who "fégesaw .the apocalyptic
violence of warped and cheated humanity" (French 1967:97).
No doubt West very successfully envisions the tumultous age
afte;’ﬂodernism and specifically underlines the process of
disintegtation and collapse of the modernlman of which we

are victims.
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CHAPTER VI

CONCLUSION



"I have not defined Modernism; 1 can define
Postmodernism less" - (Hassan 1975:54)

Taking'this standpoint, I would like to refer back to
my earlier  standpoint that the concept of postmodernism
remains moot and beyond derivation or definition. The
composition and historical boundaries of the postmodernist
canon are still being debated. There are, however, broéd
areas ‘of agreement. and it will ﬁot be inaccurate,
histsriCally speaking, to say that postmodernism is a post-l

4

world war ' phenomenon, features"of which are shared .by
writers‘and-artists in Europe as well 4s in America. In this
context, it should also be added that, as modernism haunts
’postmodernism, - literally 'and physically, their inter—

relationship should not be ignored.

In the preceding chapters we have taken note of how
the pgdical repercussions of writing during an age beset
with turmoil and pessimism in the:aftermath of the war and
thghudepres§ion affected West's pone and tenor. West's
ficpion reflects fhe anger and ffustration of his times.
This was one reason why his books were criticised and
rejec@ed,iThe glaring absurdities, thehporrid sexual images
and grotgsgﬁe, sgrreal dreams pervade'his works. He does not

try to offer solutions to the problems. His writings have no

f
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cure, no rélief from the pain and suffering that is being
inflicted oé humanity: "His writings %éceived rather limited
responses ﬁuring “his 1lifetime, butz they became~ widely
recognized'és important and influential a generation later.
His rolé“ in American literary history and modernist

sensibiiitj will probably remain intriguing and significant"

(Widmer 1982:1).

It is only now that West's originality and moderniﬁy
are being appreciated. The Westean_man is more complex than
he appears to be. The fact that West's works are so
ambivalen£ may account for this complgxity. Although Weét
creat;s his art with great care, het does not possess a
closed‘ mindj  his novelg are not com?artmentalized and ‘he
giyg%»ﬁs ﬁd‘final solution. As elucid?ted in the preceding
qﬁéP#ér§; ~§h¢ novels are open—endedi and ambivalent. His
baffling conclusions symbolize his. refusal to hand in
simpl%§ticz sglutions, fixing guilt and .offer;ng rewards.
Weﬁnggies to present the rampant chaos that is present in a

world devoid of order and rationality. The very nature of

P

the vagﬁeness of truth 1lends litself to the cﬁaotic
atmosphere discussed earlier. This element of the elusive
naturé of truth is what the postmodern writer underlines in
his ‘work. We cannot be really sure about ¢truth because

"things are so problematical and fuzzy that ‘their very
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existence becomes unreal. West's genius lies in the fact

: L
that he inter-weavés all these ambiguities, chaotic
R '

symptoms,.dlsconnected, surreal dreams and grotesque images'

H r..

into an 1ntr10ate and compact work of art This is also the
{'.
reasog' why‘ his works are differentiated from the most

popular ‘proletarian' novels of the thirties.

Suéhﬁ anomalies led to an unstable and incoherent
world in %Wesf: Perhaps, such a world is perched upon an

unstable  and precarious - position. Owing to such

complexities, West's fictional work does not conform to any
literary tradition. It is higHly individualistic and

experimental. His works, according to lrving Malin,

‘Shy away from the full-bodied, substantial
materials used by George Eliot or Jane Austen.
They ‘are flat, stylized and noCturnal. Their
very strength lies in such qualltles They
‘refuse’ to accept the world as it is .... They.
‘want to believe 'in the values of everyday life
;- ‘ds' the English novel does -.but they know
-that such values cannot exist with certainty
in‘a world of 1llu31on, deception and violence
H(Malln 1972:7). : ‘

Perhaps, ultimately what makes West's work so
qﬁg%%as%ntﬁgpqiupsettipg is this ability ;o generalize an
imgggd}pf man as a diseased, endlessly suffering yictim.
JQQ%EU%Q;B@Pan has terﬁed West's style of wriling as "soggy"
%qq“ﬁagadéégate" (Martin 1971:220%“ Likewise, many . readers

of West term his style of writing as a maimed one. But I

A ETAT R I USRI
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wéuld .consider West's striking d;ﬁtincbiveness from his
contemporaries as a sure sign of his creative genius. His so
called "maimed" style has worked itself successfully into
the texture bf-literature. As sensitive as West is, he has
Ahis.hands‘full in trying to understaﬁd and then describe the
concept of "American sensibility. Therefore, only such a
maimed and fractured style of writing could depict such a.
sterile and demented sensibility. Perhaps West's strength
lies in his being tbo unique to be classified sums up West

as a great novelist of his age.

In the light of whaﬁ has been said ébove, one can
conclude ‘that Nathanael West's works é&idence a breakaown in
ppetgraQ{pipnal concept of plot, chéracterization,'meaning
épg!ggrﬁ?giye structure. West remainé one of the innovative
s;x¥£§ts”9f.the thirties. He subscribes to an extreme férm
Qf}ﬁa;}, rphough now, such extreme sensibility has become

almost normative for sensitive intelligence. He is known as
ra D s g

an intensely  pessimistic writer who seeks to glorify the

T e

%%§gg§t;ggf ‘thé irrational' and the horrid in fiction. A
§§g§%§;yeﬁ_reader may find in h}ﬁ a writer who is truly
QQQQF?Hedb; with fatuous and surreal perceptions,
prqtgqféiting.all reality. Kingsley Widmer appreciates ihe
true essence of West's sensibility and rightly remarks that

it was* West who "foresaw the apocalyptic violence of warped

.
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and cheated humanity" (French 1967 97) No doubt West very
suocessfully envisions the tumultuous age after modernlsm
and spe01flcally underlines the process of dlslntegratlon

and oo11apse of the modern man of which we are victims.

: Postmodernism,'does not believe in the organising
capacity of the imagination nor does it have any confidence
in the ablllty of literature to impose value and order on an
otherwise chaotic world. In the fictional works of Nathanael
FWest,'as seen in the foregoing disoussion, man seems to be
graleing .With such unresolved, mystified and deceptered'
aspects of;life. In saying this, I do not mean that West's
novels fully highlight the postmodern features but it

neyertheless prefigure postmodernism.

irh

The presentation of a world hlghly irrational and
devoid ofg,meanlng is the stamp that West has Jeft
unforgettably on modern uriting. West, being a visionary
could foresee‘the demented and warped world picture that is
to follow.after modernism. Victor Comerchero considers West
as ope:oﬁithose rare American phenomena, a visionary. He
goes on to say that "Without him,;we would be likely blind
to“tuehspeoific process of disintegration of which we are
v}otimsﬂr'QComerchero 1964:170). gM.A. Klug goes a step
Qunther oy saying that West wasl "the p;ototype of the

postmodernist. While the first waves of modernism were still
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breaking on American shores, West was already anticipating a
decadence, a period in which literatuﬁé along with the other
arts, must pass 1into posturing and self parody" (Klug’

1987:17).

There seems to be a wide agfeement that Nathanael
-West's fictional works signify a cod§xinuation or extension
of Hmodern;sm into postmodernism. The title of my thesis
Fprotp-pos£modernist" is therefore fully legitimized. 'By'
ﬁprotb" I mean prototypical, not .in the sense thaﬁ West 1is
the originator of postmodefnism but that he could be
considered more a precursor of pdétmodernism. The point is
simply that it would be an anomaly, to term West as sélely a

modernist writer and at the same time he cannot be termed as

hpaalcieg, o
Qeiqgiqq out and out postmodernist wriger too. In this sense
it will be apt to point out that the arrival of

postmodernism was facilitated by such'a transitional writer
ARSI A A A A '

as Nathanaél West.
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