Oral Presentation by Kate Liu
1. Life: Barth's life, the development of his work, and the critical trend in Barth scholarship.  
2. Work: the characteristic of Barth's metafiction.  
3. The End of the Road -- fiction as an artifice or a distortion of life.
  
I. Life
	The following are some facts directly relevant to Barth’s fiction.  First of all, Barth was born in Cambridge, Maryland, which provides the setting of all his novels except one.  His third novel, The Sot-Weed Factor, can be called a Marylandiad, an epic on the 17th century Maryland. 
	The second fact is that he was born a twin, an opposite sex twin.  According to him, that is the reason why his books tend to come in pairs, and his sentences "in twin members."  As we will see later, Barth is very interested in pairing not only his novels, but his characters. 
	Thirdly, Barth has long been immersed in the academic world.  He got his BA and MA in Hopkins and then he started teaching respectively at Penn State University, SUNY-Buffalo and Boston Univ..  From 1973 till now, he has been teaching at Hopkins Univ..  So, all Barth's novels were written in a school environment.  School is an important setting in his novels.  His characters, except for the mythic ones, are all intellectuals.  The main character of his first novel, The Floating Opera, is graduated from Hopkins.  And in The End of the Road, both Joe and Jake were in the graduate program of Hopkins.  

II. Work
Fiction
The Floating Opera (1957) 
The End of the Road (1958) 
The Sot-Weed Factor (1960) 
Giles Goat-Boy, or, The Revised New Syllabus (1966) 
Lost in the Funhouse: Fiction for Print, Tape, Live Voice (stories) (1968) 
Chimera  (1972) 
LETTERS (1979) 
Sabbatical: A Romance (1982) 
The Tidewater Tales (1987) 
The Last Voyage of Somebody the Sailor (1991) 
Once upon a Time: A Floating Opera (memoirish novel) (1994) 
On with the Story (stories) (1996) 
Coming Soon!!!: A Narrative (2001) 
The Book of Ten Nights and a Night: Eleven Stories (2004) 
Where Three Roads Meet (three linked novellas) (2005) 
The Development (2008) 

     One reason for Barth's putting what he experiences in life into art is that to him life and art are inseparable.  But this does not mean that Barth is a realistic novelist, imitating life.  On the contrary, Barth is most concerned with the fictiveness in reality and in representing reality.  To him, "one one way to come to terms with the difference between art and life] is to define fiction as a kind of true representation of the distortion we all make of life.  In other words, it's a representation of a distortion; not a representation of life....Art is artifice, after all."  So what Barth has been trying to do in his novels is not a realistic representation of life, but a representation of the distortion we, and especially the artist, make of life.  To put it in a simplistic way, the development of his novels is a move away from reality and modern life to the mythic realms of art and then back to reality and life.  Or to use his own terms, Barth takes realism to "the end of the road," then turns to "a literature of exhaustion," through which he tries to exhaust the narrative possibilities.  What he tries to do next is a literature of replenishment, which seeks to synthesize or transcend realism and modernism.        

II. 1 Development
	Except for the essays collection any the novel LETTERS, the first eight novels by Barth can be grouped into four pairs.  The first two novels, The Floating Opera and The End of the Road, are relatively realistic, but the views of reality, role-playing and language they present provide a premise under which his other metafictions are developed.  The second pair The Sot-Weed Factor and Giles Goat-Boy are, in Barth's own words, "fantastic and irrealistic."  They have a realistic surface: The Sot-Weed Factor has to do with history of 17th-c Maryland, and Giles Goat-Boy is an allegory of modern world.  But Barth presents this realistic surface only to undermine it.  In The Sot-Weed Factor the historical figures are mixed with fictive ones, and history is inseparable from fiction.  Giles Goat-Boy also displays its artificiality; for example, the protagnist George meets a girl who is reading the novel and has got to the point where it discrbes her reading. 
	The artificial quality of the third pair, Lost in the Funhouse and Chimera, are more exposed.  In terms of themes, they have to do with an artist's growth from a child, to an old man and finally to be nothing but his own words.  But these stories are not told in a realistic way.  Their narrative techniques are flaunted, the narrative frames are exposed, and in their labyrinthine structure, the stories are related more to each other than to the external world.  With the seventh novel, Barth, in a sense, turns to employ realistic techniques and return to the world.  In this novel, Barth is the Author who wants to write a novel with the main characters drawn from from his previous work.  So he exchanges letters with these characters to ask for permission.  The whole novel is composed of these letters, and the central action of Letters is the process of its own composition.  In a sense, the author seems to bring all the fictive events and fictional characters to the real life and the central action, the composition, is also real persons.  But to look at it from another perspective, we find that even the novelist is a fiction, and the world of the novel is a world of language.
	The last pair, Sabbatical: A Romance and The Tidewater Tales, are in a sense more conventional but with a metafictional twist.  Both novels are about what happen to the two protagonists while they are sailing on the Chesapeake Bay.  The metafictional twist is at the end, when the protagonists decide to turn their experience into a novel, respectively called Sabbatical: A Romance and The Tidewater Tales.   

II.2  Literature of Exhaustion & Literature of Replenishment
	Barth's two important essays, "the Lit. of Exhaustion" and "the Lit. of Replenishment" can help us understand better his the development of his fiction.  "The Literature of Exhaustion" is published in 1967, one year before the publication of Lost in the Funhouse.  In this essay, Barth gives reasons for the parodic and highly allusive modes of novels like Borges' and his own.  Barth claims that after modernism, the dilemma contemporary novelists face is the "used-upness" of narrative forms and possibilities.  But this exhaustion is not a cause for despair, because the artists can confront the dilemma by transforming the "felt ultimacy of our time into material and means of his work."  In his essay Barth gives some examples of how to turn the sense of felt ultimacy against itself to produce new novelistic form.  To him, both Borges' and Beckett 's is an aesthetic of silence: Borges is writing footnotes to literature, while Beckett is moving toward silence.  Barth offers his own work as a third alternative, which is, parody, or ironic imitation. ...  In other words, what Barth thinks the post-modern novelists should do is to parody, the out-moded forms of novel, and thus provide novel with a new direction to develope.  
	"The Literature of Replenishment" published in 1980 could explain why Barth's recent fictions become "relatively more" realistic and relatively less self-reflexive.  In this essay, Barth defines postmodern fiction in a new light.  To him, postmodern literature is not merely an exhaustion.  Rather it should reach a "postmodern synthesis" of modernist and premodernist modes of writing.  Quote.  The examples Barth chose are Garcia Marquez's One Hundred Years of Solitude and his own LETTERS.
	

II. 3 Criticism  
	About the critics.  The reviews of Barth's first two novels were mostly positive.  But since the far more experimental novel The Sot-Weed Factor was published, Barth criticism has been controversial.  One of the things that I found many reviewers and critics and me complain most about is the length of Barth's novels.  And I enjoy quoting some of the complaints.  One reviewer said that The Sot-Weed Factor is "talented but uncoordinated, precious, repetive, and...too long, too long, too long."  In The Situation of the Novel, Bernard Bergonzi complained that The Sot-Weed Factor is too long, and it is the only book he discusses without finishing it.  Giles Goat-Boy is also regarded by some reviewers as "long, boring, frustrating."  One reviewer even calls T "a novel almost two miles long."  Barth is also being accused of being male-chauvinistic.  One reviewer of Chimera calls him "a narrative chauvinistic pig."  And in the article by Cynthia Davis, there is a full-scaled analysis of Barth's male-centered myth in his first five novels.             
	The major attacks against Barth, I think, is on the postmodern self-reflexivity in his novels.  The critics like Gerald Graff deplores the postmodernists' shift away from a literature rich in "referential values."  And according Barth himself, Hugh Kenner mentioned postmodernists like Barth and John Hawkes "with a sigh." 
	Despite these negative comment or criticism, Barth is recognized as one of the greatest American novelist by many critics since the publication of Sot-Weed Factor.  And he won his economic success by publishing Giles Goat-Boy.  I don't think it's necessary to summarize the critics' approaches here.  I only want to mention that Robert Scholes is very influential in Barth criticism.  His book The Fabulators shifts the critics' attention away from themes to Barth's formal inventiveness.  All the books I listed in my bibliography are very good--except the one by Cynthia Davis, which is brilliant but has some obvious errors.

II.4. Characteristics  
1)	One of the characteristics is that many of his novels are parodies, or in his own words, imitations of imitations.  As we said before, it is to him a way to provide the old forms with new meanings.  To use The Sot-Weed Factor as an example.  This novel is "a novel which imitate the form of the Novel"; a parody of the picaresque novel like Tom Jone.  In other words, with The Sot-Weed Factor Barth does not imitate the world directly, but the world as it has already been distorted in the 18th-c novel.  So like Tom Jones, The Sot-Weed Factor has a very elaborate and highly structured plot, and it is filled with coincidences.  But what Barth presents through this structure is not the ordered and harmonious universe as the 18th-c novelists did, but the chaotic and absurd world of lust, sins and deception.
	Barth in this novel is an author who imitates the role of Author.  The novel is based on the poem The Sot-Weed Factor written by the protagonist Ebenezer Cook, a 17th-c minor poet.  In making his novel based on something which is both real, that the poem has its physical presence in the external world, and imaginary, that it is a product of imagination, Barth questions the boundary between fiction and reality.  He blurs the boundary, or frame, of fiction, not to make the fiction more real, but to make reality also a fiction.  This is one of the purpose of metafiction.
2)	Besides bluring the frame in fiction, Barth sometimes exposes it and make it into a Chinese box.  According to Patricia Waugh, "Modernist texts begin by plunging in medias res and end with the sense that nothing is finished, that life flows on.  Metafictional novels often begin with an explicit discussion of the arbitrary nature of beginnings, of boundaries" (p. 29).  This foregrounding of frame is not merely to expose the artificiality of fiction, but also to make us aware that everything, in a sense, is framed, either in fiction or in life.  Barth has always been interested in the frame tale, which, in his own explanation, is a story of somebody telling a story.  One Thousand and One Nights is the story he likes best.  "Dunyazadiad" is his own version of this story.  "Dunyazadiad" is about how Dunyazadiad tells her husband the story of how Sheherazade tells the king the story the Genie told her.  And the Genie who appears everynight to tell Sheherazade the stories is John Barth himself.   
	Another example of this tale within a tale within a tale and the Chinese-box structure of frame is "Menelaiad."  The core of the story is that it is Menelaus' distrust of Helen's love that makes Helen run away with Paris to Troy.  On their way back home, Menelaus rehearses to Helen how he destroyed their love.  And later he tells the daughter of Proteus what he told Helen.  And then he tells Proteus what he told his daughter.  And then he tells Telamachus and Peisistratus what he told Proteus.  And the actual story is Menelaus the narrator telling the reader this story within the story with the story.  
	A very simple and concrete example of Barth's use of frame: the first story of Lost in the Funhouse is a frame tale.  On the page Barth asks his reader to cut on dotted line and twist end once and fasten capitalized AB to small ab, capitalized CD to small cd.  And then it becomes the frame of the book.  And it reads, "Once ..."  Barth's use of frame may seem to be a mere game, but the basic idea is profound.  Reality, to Barth, is like the Proteus in the story "Menelaiad": it keeps changing its forms.  One has to frame it, in other words, to order one's own experience and make it into a fiction, in order to understand it.  We will come back to this later.       
3)	So far we have seen how Barth's fiction is self-conscious in terms of parody and frame structure.  From Barth's self-conscious narrator we can most directly see how his fiction shows a consciousness of language, novelistic forms and its creative process.  Barth's narrator shows this kind of self-consciousness even in his first novel, The Floating Opera.  The narrator, like Tristram Shandy, often talks to the reader and often make digressions.  He is aware that he could not stick to the main plot, and he compares his shifting back and forth between different subplots to the floating opera.  And he once even breaks the page into two repetitive columns to train the reader to read both columns at the same time.
	In the short story 'Lost in the Funhouse' almost every sentence of the narrative is undermined or exposed as fictional.  In between the narrator's description of the mother's attitude and appearance, the narrator says, "Description of physical appearance and mannerisms is one of several standard methods of characterization used by writers of fiction." (p. 70)  At one point of the story, he ask "What is the story's theme?"  At another point, the narrator talks about the structure of beginning, middle and end.  Right in the middle of the story, the narrator considers one possible way of ending the story.  Before the ending, he discusses the action of conventional dramatic narrative and even draws two diagrams to illustrate his points.   	The picture here is an example of meta-art.  The painter here paints a picture of him and the other spectators looking at his own picture, while his picture is reflected in the mirror.  So the actual object of his art, the royal couple, is twice mirrored and framed, while the artist in the process of painting and the spectators are foregrounded.  The actual spectators, we, are also implicated in the painting, because both the painter and the spectators are looking at us.  And we could be in the mirror too.        
	Barth is aware that the reader would be more disturbed than pleased by this kind of self-conscious novel.  And he is aware that to push it to an extreme, novels would be merely a system of endless regress, or an accumulation of signs with no external reference. 
	Then why does Barth insist so much on the artificiality of fiction?   I will next examine The End of the Road, as well as a few examples from The Floating Opera and The Sot-Weed Factor, to show that Barth, or his narrator, is preoccupied with artifice because that’s for him the only way to deal with the elusive and absurd reality.

IV.1	Nihilism/Absolutism/Cosmopsis
	Barth holds a nihilistic or existentialist view of the world.   To him, in this multifarious and absurd universe, truth and absolute values are impossible, and human identity is questionable.  As the Doctor in The End of the Road says, the world is everything that is the case and there is no such thing as truth.  Burlingame in The Sot-Weed Factor also expresses Barth's world view.....In this mindless, motley world, no absolute and transcendental value is possible.  Our position in this universe is also slippery.  We could not even find our soul; we need to first "make and seize" our soul.   	From Jake, Joe and Rennie, we can see how modern men react to these uncertainties in and out of ourselves.  Joe's reaction is to regard everything as relative, but choose to certain values for himself and stick to them as absolutes.  (Chap 4, p. 46, 47)  Rennie is an ethical vacuum, or as she herself says, "a complete zero"--at least she is so before she is married to Joe.  Then she allows Joe to mold her like a clay, and she accepts every value that Joe has.
	Jake's reaction is immobility, or in Barth's words, cosmopsis.  He sees too many choices in life to make his own choice.  (p. 3)  Throughout the novel, he continually identifies himself with Laocoon.  (Chap 6, p. 74) Like Laocoon, his eyes are "sightless," gazing on eternity, fixed on ultimacy."  (Chap 12, p. 196) Like Laocoon, his limbs are bound by...    
	In contrast to Jake's cosmopsis is Burlingame's cosmophilism, the Cosmic lover.  Quote.  In The Sot-Weed Factor, Burlingame thrusts himself into life, and assumes one disguise after another as the situation requires.  

IV. 2 Role Playing
	Burlingame's numorous identities reflect Barth's belief that life is a never-ending series of roles.  To Barth, we are continually making fiction out of our life, assuming roles ourselves, and assigning roles to others.  This view is presented through the Doctor in The End of the Road. (Chap 6, p. 89)  The reason that we have to change roles is that since reality keeps changing, we could not have a coherent plot to the story of our life. 
	Role-playing in this sense is a fictionalization of life.  It ignores the complexities in life, and so it is inevitably a distortion.  (p. 28)  It is, however, necessary if we want to act in life, or to get on with our plot.  (Chap. 10, p. 142)  For example, Ebenezer in The Sot-Weed Factor is in the state of cosmopsis before he assumes the role of a virgin and a poet.  To cure Jake's cosmopsis, the doctor also advises him to assume roles.  
	In The End of the Road, there are two different ways of role-playing.  Joe plays one role consistently.  And Jake keeps changing roles.  The reason that Joe can consistently play one role is that he refuses to adjust to the changing world.  Or in the Doctor's words, Quote.
	Joe not only assumes a consistent role himself, he also assigns a role of self-sufficiency to Rennie and expects her to be consistent too.  With her he takes the role of a tutor, teaching her how to act.  He always keeps an eye on her, and he hits her when she does not meet his expectations.  He tries her fidelity by having Jake take riding lessons with her everyday.
	In contrast to Joe's consistent roles, Jake changes roles continually.  The first sentence of The End of the Road is "In a sense I am Jake Horner."  Jake is Jake only "in a sense" because he has no consistent identity but different selves, or different roles.  Before the school's appointment committee, he acts as an idealistic and devoting teacher, turning his smile on and off as he wishes.  With Peggy Rankin, he plays the role of an irresponsible young man, or a cad, and assigns her the orle of "Forty-Year-Old Pickup."  
	After knowing Joe and Rennie better, Jake unconsciously imitates Joe, and plays his double.  Like Joe, he likes to try her, so he makes challenging remarks only to observe her.  After Rennie compares Joe to God, and Jake willingly takes the part of the Devil and invites Rennie to peep at Joe.  
	After the Doctor suggests Mythotherapy to Jake, Jake consciously different roles.  First of all, he imitates Joe when he is with Peggy, rationalizing about his view of love and hitting her.  After Joe finds out about the adultery and designs a melodrama, Jake plays consciously the roles of a coward, a parodoxist, and a penitent.  
	So most of the time, Jake has been conscious in playing roles.  The one part of him watching the other part assuming one role after another.  In other words, he keeps a rational control over himself and remains detached from the situation.  But there are twice when he loses control.  The first time is when he makes love with Rennie without conscious motivation.  (p. 100)  coincidence.  The second time was when he feels a sudden sense of guilt several days after the adultery.  (Chap 7, p. 103).  Why? 
	One reason that Jake is unaware of his motivations may be that he unconsciously wants to get rid of responsibility.  (p. 110)  Whatever reason it maybe, it shows that Jake does not follow the Doctor's advice, to always know what he is doing.  His unawareness partly leads to the tragedy.  At the end of the novel, Jake is left alone at the terminal to face "the raggedness of life, the incompleteness."    
	Scriptotherapy, or turning life into a fiction, is the only way for Jake to make sense of this mysterious life.
	  
