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I. IS LITERATURE TRUE? 
    The question whether written works are true, false, or in between, as 

well as the question of what we should make of our answer to that question, 

are central to Western considerations of the arts. Plato, speaking through 

Socrates in The Republic, famously proposed that poetry, being the shadow 

of a shadow (the latter being what we call "reality": as in the shadow of the 

eternal Ideas), should be banned from his ideal polis. Aristotle, in the 

Poetics, sought to defend tragedy, which was "more philosophical" than 

history: it had the positive effect of purging our emotions, rather like a good 
emetic for the feeling glands. Sir Philip Sidney, in his Apology for Poetry, 

came down on the Aristotelian side of the debate; poetry wasn't false: "The 

poet nothing affirms, and therefore never lieth." Poetry, thought Sidney, 

following Horace, showed things as they should be, not as they are. And in 

the twentieth century John Searle has worried the same question of 

affirmation in literature, reaching the somewhat dispiriting and ultimately 

rather Platonic conclusion that the assertions of fiction have the form but 

not the substance of true assertions: positive qualities they apparently have 

none ("The Logical Status of Fictional Discourse"). 

    Many common readers too wake up one morning to find fiction odd, or 

abruptly wonder, on opening a novel, what they are dealing with. "I was 

born ... on a Friday, at twelve o'clock at night," David Copperfield tells us. 

What have we just learned? And from whom have we learned it? Who is this 

David Copperfield? Was he born or was he not? If this is an assertion, we 

might ask, along with Searle, is it true or is it not? 

    Bertrand Russell analyzed the seemingly paradoxical statement "the 

present King of France is bald" (there being no present King of France, is 

the statement true or false?) as consisting of two assertions: first, the 

implicit one that there is a present King of France, and second, that that 

person was bald. If the first assertion is false, the whole assertion is false. 



But if David Copperfield did not exist (the comparable first implied 

assertion), then why read a book of falsehoods? My grandmother, a turn-of-

the-century one-room schoolteacher on Maryland's Eastern Shore whose 

class bell sits in my office here at the U.S. Naval Academy, would read only 

school books and the Bible: they were, she told me, the only thing that was 

true. Do we English professors then concern ourselves with lies? 

    Nelson Goodman (in Ways of Worldmaking, among other books) has 

attempted to redeem the honor of art by asserting that it too, like hard 

science, gives information, merely a different kind of information from 

science. Yet many readers feel uncomfortable with this attempt to defend 

the arts by clothing them in the borrowed robes of their attacker (for 

usually it is the positivist/objectivist viewpoint of the scientist that is taken 
by those who question the validity of art): we sense that there has to be a 

point to literature in its own right, which has nothing to do with transmitting 

information, even if we cannot articulate what it is. Northrop Frye, too, 

became famous for trying to beat the scientists at their own game: his 

adherents nowadays are few. What we learn from literature isn't 

information, we want to say, and it isn't science. But what is it? 

    Literature, therefore, has again and again seemed a problematic entity. 

Indeed, the question of whether literature is true, false, or other is merely a 

specific form of the more general question, What is the relation of the arts 

to life? The answers to this larger question compose the whole of aesthetics. 

    Yet if all written works of the imagination can appear, in this sense, 

problematic, some works are more problematic than others. Those that hug 

the home base of well-established conventions, which we use to define a 

genre or literary type, such as novelistic fiction or biography, have at least 

the "cover" and protection of many other works: we know what we are 

getting. More daring works, by contrast, seem to skirt the precipice at the 

edge of their type, or to fall into the gorge below. Two such particularly 

problematic works, to which I return later in this essay, are the recent 

novels The Blue Flower, by Penelope Fitzgerald, and Arthur Golden's 

Memoirs of a Geisha. For these push uncomfortably close to the edge of 

fiction, not quite making it across the abyss to the next peak, of history or 

biography. Reading them, I propose, induces a kind of vertigo, a feeling of 



shortness of breath: we are walking across the chasm with nothing solid, it 

seems, to support us. 

II. FICTION VS. BIOGRAPHY 
    It has seemed to many readers that fiction and biography are peaks 

separated by an abyss, distinct ways of doing things that can be combined 
only at the author's peril. Lytton Strachey, for example, drew Virginia 

Woolf's disapproval ("The Art of Biography") for placing into the mind of his 

subject Queen Elizabeth thoughts and motivations to which he, as her 

biographer, could not possibly have been privy. A biography a few years 

ago by Joe McGuinness of Teddy Kennedy, The Last Brother, drew similar 

complaints for similar reasons. Biography, Woolf pointed out, bound itself to 

more rigid rules than did fiction, where the author could by definition be 

everywhere, know everything about one's characters, who after all were 

inventions of one's own imagination. Fiction, therefore, on the one side; 

biography on the other. But what, in theoretical terms, is the difference 

between writing a book about a character one calls "Queen Elizabeth" and a 

book about a character named "Jane Smith"? In an article a few years ago 

("The Coffee-Grounds of the Labassecourian Housemaids," included as part 

of my book Caging the Lion: Cross-Cultural Fictions) I suggested that the 

distinction between the two was not an a priori one, and was not absolute. 

Rather, social groups (and by extension, groups of readers) are defined by 

their acceptance of generally known facts that at some point simply drift off 

into the grayness of ignorance. This pattern of generally held knowledge 

determines who is "inside" and who is "outside" for that particular group, 

and so determines both what has to be included in a work that will be 

congenial to that group, and what can be filled in by the author. All works 

depart, to some degree, from generally known knowledge: if they didn't, 

there would be no reason for reading them. What makes works different 

one from another individually, and different in the clusters we call genres, 
are the kinds of things that are filled in. Not the amount, the kinds: a 

biography does not invent less than a work of fiction. It's just that 

(following Virginia Woolf) it can't invent the same kinds of things as fiction if 

it hopes to be accepted as biography. This, of course, is a circular definition: 

generic designations are after the fact. 

    At or near the top of the list of givens regarding the nineteenth century 



of most educated people in the Anglophone world is that the Queen who 

reigned from 1837 to 1901 was named Victoria. Also given would, probably, 

be the name of her capital city, the country of which she was sovereign, her 

elevation to Empress of India, and a few other basic facts about her reign. 

We cannot, that is, imagine a book of either fiction or nonfiction in which 

such a person is named Margaret, or a Victoria who is said to have reigned 

for a mere three decades, or a Victoria who was in fact an Edward, not a 

queen at all but a king. We would call such things bloopers, or howlers. 

    Of course, the arts do contain such things. Usually such bloopers make 

clear to us the intended or eventual audience of works: if we see them as 

bloopers, we are not part of the intended audience (assuming audience to 

be the same as a group that accepts the premises of the work), or at least 
not part of the eventual one. Recently I read a Japanese novel that sent one 

of its characters to the "University of Georgetown" in the U.S., in a place 

not at all like Washington, D.C. For a Japanese audience, of course, this 

causes no problems, any more than inventing a Wild West town name would 

do to us now. The problem comes in the translation into English, and the 

marketing to the American audience. Indeed, even for a North American 

who doesn't know where Georgetown University is in fact located, this might 

well pass muster. 

    Hollywood movies, those quintessential products of mass consumption, 

are full of what audience members with any specialized knowledge would 

regard as bloopers. I, for one, enjoyed watching the heroine in a Brian de 

Palma movie called Dressed to Kill walk up the steps of the Metropolitan 

Museum of Art in New York and step into the front hallway of the 

Philadelphia Museum, take part in a lengthy scene in that museum's modern 

art galleries (itself based on a comparable scene in Hitchcock's Vertigo), 

then exit back into Manhattan traffic, all without benefit of the Metroliner. 

For movie-goers unfamiliar with museums, all blur. For someone who 

knows, such a generic view of museums seems ludicrous. 

    We can, therefore, be aware of such bloopers and at the same time 

acknowledge that the information their recognition presupposes is too 

specialized to matter. The mediocre thriller Patriot Games, based on a Tom 

Clancy novel of the same name, was shot in and around Annapolis, my 

hometown, as well as at my home institution. The Academy was real 



(filming was in my building): this, apparently, could not be invented, 

pawning off, say, a local college as the U.S. Naval Academy. But the chase 

scenes on a freeway purportedly outside Annapolis were shot elsewhere: 

Los Angeles? Those freeways are identical to our own, but where did those 

buildings come from? Still, I had to remind myself, who but an Annapolitan 

would know that there are no such buildings around here? The insider group 

for a movie like this is small; we locals would note the blooper and forgive, 

knowing that the intended audience was far larger than merely ourselves. 

Most audiences would accept free-ways as generic, but something like the 

U.S. Naval Academy must be rendered as individual. The possibility is too 

great that someone would take umbrage at a "generic" institution of higher 

education. 
    Let us return to the example above. We can, of course, postulate a book 

about an English queen of the late nineteenth century named Marie in which 

this would not be a blooper, so long as there are other "bloopers" of the 

same sort arranged in a pattern that makes clear to us their point. Single 

mistakes are only mistakes; lots of mistakes in a meaningful arrangement 

suddenly aren't mistakes any more. But of course this is true of many 

things: a single infraction against the social order leads to punishment, 

general abandon of societal rules leads to a change of rules. Langue, in 

Saussure's sense, is unaffected by parole, with the paradox being that 

langue consists only of many individual paroles. 

    If Victoria's capital, in the book we had just opened, were called Paris, or 

her country Erewhon, we would either throw down the book in disgust at 

the author's abysmal ignorance, or look for the joke: we would, that is, try 

to put together the pieces of the satire or allegory. In satire or allegory, 

which is to say a world that represents major parts of publicly shared grids 

incorrectly, things are incorrect in a perceptible pattern. Satire and allegory 

tend to work in opposite directions: allegory by establishing divergence and 

pushing us toward a realization of similarity with our own world (a remote 

desert island is discovered where people's actions, though outlandish by 

normal criteria, are remarkably similar to givens of our own world in many 

ways); satire by establishing identity and diverging in particular instances, 

say, the proper names of the protagonists. There is no intrinsic difference 

between the incorrectness of allegory (in which, say, animals talk and eat 



and comport themselves like humans) and howler mistakes in literature (an 

English queen of the nineteenth century named Marie): the difference is in 

quantity and consistency. 

    Though many of the details we insist on seeing in any acceptable 

rendering are things we have memorized or know offhand (such as 

Victoria's name and dates of reign), these are only the tip of the information 

iceberg. Next in line for those things that must be conformed to would 

certainly be items that we may not know ourselves, yet which, we are 

aware, can be readily found out: newspapers and political records, for 

example, provide the precise year a particular bill was passed, as well as 

the precise pattern and sequencing of Victoria's prime ministers (or any 

ministers), the process of wars, and so on. Eventually, however, we leave 
altogether the realm of the generally known or easily found-out, and enter 

what I am calling the gray area of ignorance. In this area, for example, lie 

the names of people who passed by Kensington Palace in May 1837 (even if 

somehow records come to light recording names of visitors), or what the 

Queen ate for breakfast on any given day (the menus might exist 

somewhere, but no one cares), or what so-and-so was wearing (not the 

Queen: this we know, at least afterAlbert's death). These blur, in the same 

way that museums or freeways blur for Hollywood audiences, and constitute 

what I am calling the gray area. 

    Thus such things may be "invented," or filled in, by an author, whether of 

fiction or biography. Yet even these things may not be filled in at will: it 

may be general knowledge that people of the time did not wear Mary Quant 

mini-skirts, so this stricture may not be violated, unless it is violated in a 

pattern (if this were the only thing "different" about this world, we would 

find it hard to see the point). The knowledge of the kind of things people 

wore at the time may itself be part of the general list of known things that 

must be adhered to. And we should be leery of inventing Victoria's thoughts 

(Woolf's point) simply because virtually everything else about her is a 

matter of public record; we are thus acutely aware that such things as 

thoughts are not. Gray areas remain gray areas only so long as we are 

unaware of their being such: when we become aware of them, we feel the 

need to confirm or reject. The trick is to dabble in the gray area we are 

unaware of being such, or have no reason to care about. 



    Any particular content of a novel can be different from what we perceive 

or know it to be in the world, but it must be consistently different if we are 

not simply to reject the result. Not all of its contents can differ from reality, 

or we are left unable to distinguish the merely repetitive elements from 

those peculiar to the particular work, those that make it worth reading. 

    The distinction between what must be adhered to and what may be (as 

we say) "invented" is not, therefore, the same as the distinction between 

fiction and fact. There is no intrinsic difference between the elements of a 

novel or a biography that must correspond to the known world and those 

that need not: that the Queen was named Victoria is just as much, or as 

little, a "fact" as what she had for breakfast on 28 March 1873. The 

distinction between them is based on the difference between things readers 
tend to know or can easily find out and things they do not. 

    The distinction between what must be adhered to and what may be 

invented is also, and as a direct result, not absolute; it can vary from group 

to group. Indeed, any individual can change his or her degree of knowledge, 

and thus reaction to a work; something that seemed plausible to us at one 

reading may seem wrong at another--this shows a shift of our gray areas. 

Because the names of all the women who worked as serving girls in, say, 

Bath, in 1842, are not generally known, a novel could well be written about 

one of them, called (let us say) Jane Smith. Yet if we are writing a paper for 

the (presumably imaginary) Society of Scholars Researching Nineteenth-

Century Bath Serving Girls, we may not invent Jane Smith. It is not the 

case that scholarship is true and fiction is not; instead the difference is of 

where the truth comes, and where the gray areas come. 

    It may seem that I am arguing a deeply relativist position: fact is no 

different from fiction. The very bases of truth-claims seem to be impinged. 

Am I saying that a statement like "the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor 

occurred on December 7, 1941" is not fact? Or that it has the same status 

as David Copperfield's assertion of his birth date? By no means. For we can 

shine the flashlight on any particular statement and decide whether it is in 

the category of givens (such as this fact is) or in the gray area. And 

deciding it is in the gray area means making it a candidate for deciding 

whether it is true or false. The gray area, in fact, is that area of things on 

which we have no impetus to shine the light: we do not care whether Jane 



Smith existed or not. But we can come to care, and if we do, we will no 

longer be able to invent her. 

    What of a statement like "the agony of the fourth man to be killed at 

Pearl Harbor was extreme"? Is this fact or fiction? This falls in everyone's 

gray area, though if we had access to God's mind, the flashlight could be 

shone even here. It seems to be like an assertion about Victoria's thought 

processes unsupported by external evidence: we are too aware that no one 

can decide it. So we are conscious in reading such an assertion that it is an 

invention. The way to gain acceptance is to hide the seams, invent what no 

one is in a position to refute. What of a statement like "the third battleship 

to be sunk at Pearl Harbor was the U.S.S. California"? I do not know if this 

is correct, but since it is a wild guess at a name, I assume that it is not, and 
know that the world is full of historians and WWII buffs who would catch me 

on it. So I don't make such a statement. I can invent a character named 

"Will Smith," an American seaman who survives Pearl Harbor. I cannot 

invent an American pilot named Joe Smith who flew the Enola Gay to drop 

the first atomic bomb over Hiroshima. The distinction is simply one of gray 

areas: there were so many people involved in Pearl Harbor we don't know 

all their names; since the pilot of the Enola Gay was only one, we do know 

his name, or can find it out easily. 

    Nor am I making a kind of pragmatist claim, or a group-relativist one for 

truth, that truth is what I can get away with, or get away with before a 

certain group: if I am lecturing in Japan, I might well be able to get away 

with referring to a University of Georgetown and placing it somewhere other 

than in Washington, D.C.; does this mean it is true? No. A claim I might be 

able to get away with for one group (say, that there was a Jane Smith who 

worked as a serving girl in Bath) and not with another can in fact be 

challenged: if we shine the flashlight on it, we can call it false and correct it. 

To challenge a statement like this already, by definition, means to be 

outside the group that would accept it: our challenge is, of course, from 

another point of view. But all challenges always are. This doesn't mean they 

are illegitimate. 

    Both fiction and nonfiction are linked to, and exploit, given states of 

knowledge that may change over time and vary from reader to reader. Like 

nonfiction, that is, fiction takes (or as we may say, represents) many things 



from the world, and plays in the gray area of many others. Yet this does not 

make fiction identical to nonfiction. If Queen Victoria occupies a great deal 

of the book's attention and/or figures in the title, the result is likely to be 

nonfiction. If Jane Smith, living in the reign of Queen Victoria, is the 

subject, the result is likely to be fiction. But even the biography of Queen 

Victoria will have "invented" as many details as the novel about Jane Smith; 

they will simply have something to do with Queen Victoria or her entourage. 

    Many people are comfortable with the notion that books may be hybrids 

of fiction and nonfiction; E. L. Doctorow has become famous for mixing into 

his novels vignettes of historical figures. Even Searle (who thinks fiction a 

different undertaking from nonfiction) holds that fiction may contain 

nonfictional elements, such as, for example, Queen Victoria. This view of 
fiction as a fundamentally different kind of cake than nonfiction, containing 

though it may nonfictional bits, tends to locate the nonfictional (and hence 

alien) bits in proper names of "real" people. Yet even the least "historical" 

fiction is largely factual. The sky is up, clouds cause rain, and most people 

in the West eat with knife and fork. There is something strange going on if 

the creatures in a book eat through their nostrils or greet each other as 

friends by slashing with knives, because such behavior contradicts what is 

known about humans, at least in our own society. In the same way, the 

particular clothes a character was wearing could be invented, but the author 

would still have to leave out the mini-skirts. It is merely the names of (say) 

Catherine Earnshaw or Becky Sharp that are in the gray areas, not what 

these women do and say. In no book is all of the narration in the gray 

areas: we wouldn't be able to follow if it were. The problem with both 

Memoirs of a Geisha and The Blue Flower is that far too much lies in the 

gray areas. 

    Sometimes, in our mood of insisting that all of fiction is a separate realm 

from nonfiction or fact, we assert that fictional characters live in a separate 

realm, that of the plausible, or the true-to-life: the French vraisemblable (as 

Boileau observes, "le vrai n'est pas toujours vraisemblable": what is true 

isn't always plausible). We say, such people or Becky Sharp could have 

existed. But plausible, which is to say possible, isn't an ontological state. 

What we mean is, we have no evidence to suggest that this didn't happen: 

this name and configuration of known things is within the gray area of our 



knowledge. So the author is free to work, putting together a character out 

of other things than the proper name that are on our short list of givens, 

our knowledge of how people function and what they do. But if our 

knowledge of the time were such that we could list all the people who lived 

at that time and what they did, saying that a woman named Becky Sharp 

did such and so becomes a howler on a par with saying that the Queen was 

named Fifi or Marie. 

    I am not, I should note, claiming that authors invent the particulars but 

correctly portray a kind of Platonic generality or abstraction: Anger, say (if 

not Becky Sharp's, given that she didn't exist), or Love (if not the love of a 

person named Heathcliff), or Upper-Class British English (if not that of a 

particular imaginary character). Representation is a fact of literature, but it 
need not be taken as the principal fact. I say, rather, that the author has 

given us yet one more recitation of what we know: the fact that some of the 

elements of a novel are in the gray area of our knowledge does not, pace 

Searle, act like a kind of multiplier-back-to-zero that makes the whole 

enterprise "fictional" (albeit with honorable exceptions for a few proper 

names). In novels as in life, people eat by conveying food to their mouths; 

in fiction as well as nonfiction, people living in the early nineteenth century 

in England got from one place to another by foot, by horse, or by coach, not 

by airplane. 

III. REFERENCE, REPRESENTATION, AND AMAZEMENT 
    To be sure, novels are portrayals, or representations of the world. But 

this does not make them a separate undertaking, a kind of mirror world of 

reality (as Plato and many equally hostile critics struck by this one quality 

have held). Representation is first cousin to reference, and a subset of 

relation: and the whole world is laced-over with relations. The fact that 

literature is representative neither differentiates it from a vast number of 

other things we may equally call "representative," nor does it make 
literature problematic to a degree greater than the rest of the world. (For an 

example of the garden of forking paths entered by someone who would 

attach labels to all the kinds of relations between things in the world, we 

have only to drift through the more voluminous works of Charles S. Peirce 

with all their subdivisions of subdivisions of relations.) 

    Indeed, the insistence that literature is primordially representative (and 



hence separated from the world) is the flip side of the assertion that it is 

primordially mimetic (and hence at one with the world): these are, 

schematically speaking, the Platonic and Aristotelean poles respectively; 

each is an overemphasis that carries within it the seeds of problems. (If 

completely separate from the world, how can we relate to it? If completely 

at one with the world, what is the point of reading?) 

    For thinkers like Searle, it is the lack of referent for elements of 

assertions that distinguishes fiction from nonfiction. But if we can speak in 

the world of "someone" eating, and mean, as we might say, a person (not 

otherwise specified) inserting food into his or her mouth and chewing, a 

book can use this phrase as well. Indeed, we can, to make clear that we are 

not referring to a known person, call this someone eating "David 
Copperfield" (a person whose name is in our collective gray area). We use 

"eating" (as a gerund) meaningfully, even though the more Platonic thinkers 

might well tell us we are referring to a particular entity that exists on some 

higher ontic level: Eating, as opposed to you eating, or me eating. Yet 

however we decide this, fiction is not different from speech, or from 

nonfiction: the fact that a book represents does not differentiate it from 

numerous other uses of language. 

    Nor is it the case that verbal assertion can be judged true or false in a 

way that other kinds of artistic portrayals cannot (Goodman's chief virtue is 

in seeing the continuity between, say, painting and literature). A still life 

may be judged true in some ways (or, if we prefer to retain "true" for actual 

assertions, "correct"; there is little difference), false (or incorrect) in others, 

and in the gray area in others: ewers in the light look like this (true), 

lemons are not this transparent (false) but they are yellow and segmented 

(true), cookies of that time may or may not have this peculiarly floury 

texture (everybody's gray area), never seen any container like this but 

assume others might have (our own gray area). 

    Some thinkers have thought the problem of reference is a general one 

with words (in doing this they group books with speech and leave out the 

paintings; we can just as well group paintings with books and leave out the 

speech). If we say to a certain John, "give me the muffin, please," and John 

gives us the muffin, we probably say "thank you" and enjoy our muffin. On 

the other hand, it is possible for us to stand amazed, as on a peak of 



Darien: how did these funny squeaks from my throat influence John to give 

me the muffin? And if we think about this question long enough, we might 

find ourselves creating anew Wittgenstein's Tractatus. And then his 

Philosophical Investigations, in which he wearied of the question, and said, 

in effect, Forget the problem. Reference works; that's enough, and it's far 

from the only quality of language. 

    The question of the relation of work to world is related to (but not 

identical with) the question of reference; the question of reference is related 

to the larger phenomenon of the relation between things in general. 

Sometimes we are inclined to declare relations primary, to add them to the 

list of things-that-must-be-known. My five-year-old daughter has just 

learned that the painted wooden doll on the German Christmas pyramid "is" 
Snow White; it remains, of course, at the same time a figure that turns 

around: probably she recognized that there was a relation between this 

figure and human beings, and more specifically women. I tell her that this 

"is" Snow White, and confirm that she knows it "is" a woman, because I 

know the world expects her to know these things. But there is no deep 

ontological sense in which she is bereft of all information if she knows 

merely that it "is" a woman and not that it is, or represents, Snow White, or 

even if she knows only that it is a colored, hard figure (as perhaps a dog 

would know). 

    I, for my part, can learn that a female nude in a painting "is" or 

"represents" Flora (who didn't exist), or the Duchess of Parma (who did). 

(This example shows us just how little changes in the case of an artwork 

when we know that it represents not an allegorical figure, but one whose 

name can be found on the census records: of course many portraits also 

represent their unnamed sitters.) I have certainly learned something, but 

what I knew before was not nothing. At least I knew that these paint daubs 

"represented" a woman. Some people might not know this, but they might 

find them a pleasing pattern of pinks. Is this nothing? 

    What if, coming from a non-Christian context, I find ravishingly beautiful 

all these women holding babies that so fill Western art to the Renaissance 

and beyond? Have I misperceived them if I do not understand they are 

"really" the Virgin and Child? According to one set of rules, perhaps. Social 

groups overlap with audience groups because of knowledge held to be 



necessary. In the set we move in, it may be necessary to recognize the 

daubs as "representing" (or being) a woman, but not to recognize that this 

woman represents (or is) Flora. Or it might: certainly we would be held in 

little esteem among art historians if we refused to speak about the symbolic 

contents of paintings. 

    We may, therefore, insist on people knowing certain relations, but we 

cannot insist on their knowing all relations. We may know enough to tip our 

hat to a lady. Do we have to know that this is related to, derived from, the 

medieval gesture of a knight opening his visor? Where does a man's four-in-

hand tie come from? I think I read, from a piece of seventeenth-century 

cloth worn round the neck at the French Court. Or was it the Russian? I 

know enough to put one on before I go to the office. I know too that if a 
curfew is declared, I had better observe it. Do I have to know that this is a 

corruption, rendered acceptable by time and distance, of the much more 

comprehensible French "couvre-feu," the time when fires had to be 

covered? Do we know nothing if we do not know everything? We can never 

know everything. 

    The fact that something seems problematic, such as reference in words, 

or representation in art works, doesn't mean that it is problematic to 

everyone, only to the person who has found it so. Creativity may in fact 

start with amazement, for example at how squeaks from my throat get me 

a mouthful of muffin: the glue holding together the world is thin indeed, and 

we can stop at any moment and break its joints. Advances in thought are 

made when many somethings of the same sort seem problematic, when the 

world suddenly breaks apart and, for the thinker, has to be put back 

together again. 

    But the point is that anything, absolutely anything in the world can, in 

this way, abruptly seem problematic: the fact of seeming problematic 

doesn't distinguish fiction from other undertakings. What does it mean to be 

angry? What is thinking? Do I really see the coffee cup? How do I know that 

helping a starving person is good? What is the justification of following the 

dicta of a president? Our conscience? Should a soldier follow a bad leader 

into battle? (The last is the sort of ethics question hotly debated here at the 

U.S. Naval Academy in its "Integrity Development Seminars": predictably 

enough, the institution is happy when the discussion turns toward a positive 



answer.) In each case something we hitherto took for granted now suddenly 

seems strange. Which is not to say that it will seem problematic in this 

sense for all people; our articulation of the position from which it seems 

problematic may, however, sway them to adopt this point of view. 

Philosophy doesn't convince, it just shows things from our point of view, 

one that others may decide they share. 

    There is, therefore, nothing wrong with the Cartesian enterprise of 

stopping the world in its tracks while we decide whether to trust it. We can 

suddenly call in question the fact of representation in general, or fictional 

representation in specific, or ask what strange sort of things these novels 

be. The point is that after we (and, if we are fortunate, our epigones) are 

done taking each particular question as primary, it sinks once again back 
into the undifferentiated realm of darkness below, like Erda in Wagner's 

Ring of the Nibelung. 

    Philosophy does not, save for the moment, put an end to questions: it 

answers specific questions, but it does not answer all questions. Analysis of 

anything is fundamentally ex post facto: we have to have something to 

analyze. (This point with respect to the artwork is associated with the name 

of Croce.) Thus changes in the sample we are analyzing, whether subjective 

or objective in genesis (either we change or the world changes), may well 

result in what seem to be counterexamples, or mutants that put our theory 

into question. At this point we always have to answer the question, Do we 

broaden (and hence change) the categories to include the new data, or do 

we split off these new data under their own rubric? In the first case the 

analysis is massaged but saved in its largest form; in the second the 

analysis alters. 

    We may, for example, hold that the arts are intrinsically mimetic. This 

works until we realize that paintings are flat (they may give the illusion of 

distance, but the flatness and the shine are not themselves mimetic), or 

until we reflect that the people portrayed in books are not just any old 

people, but people of a certain sort, or until we see a late Mondrian: we 

don't know what it is, but somehow it makes sense. Besides, as I indicated 

above, we may ask ourselves, If the arts really are mimetic (that is, to the 

exclusion of other qualities, or even primarily), why do we need them at all? 

    This is the point at which we begin to massage the theory. We are led to 



the plethora of neoclassical explanations of types and representative 

individuals (artworks don't show the world as it is, but typally), or to 

Sidney's moralistic view of the arts (life as it should be), or to neo-

Platonisms, or to theories of symbolic forms like that of Susanne Langer. 

What reality does a string quartet portray? Well, not the world as we 

perceive it, clearly: if we are committed to the assertion of mimesis, 

however, we have to find something that it portrays. For Langer, it is the 

structure of feeling. 

    Science works in the same way as philosophy, creating coherent 

structures of explanation a single level below the initial layer. It tells us the 

earth sits on the back of a turtle; it can even, subsequently, tell us whose 

back the turtle sits on. But it can't cut to the bottom of the stack, because 
we have to get there one layer at a time. (Some people have concluded that 

there is no bottom to the stack: but how can we say this?) For example, we 

may ask, Why do we get depressed? Nowadays, we answer with phrases 

like, We get depressed because our brains release, or do not release, x and 

y. That is the cause of depression (in some thinkers, this may come out as: 

this is identical with depression). 

    We can imagine asking, But why does the release (or the reverse) of x 

and y in the brain cause depression? The question is not meaningless, but it 

is (at this particular point) infuriating, in the same way the five-year-old's 

reiterated "why" is infuriating. Just because, we say. Or: that's what 

depression is. Of course, at some future date when the whole system of 

chemical releases in the brain is thoroughly mapped and understood, we 

can begin to ask "why" regarding such phenomena. But we are in effect 

challenging the whole horizontal layer of explanation, not trying to go 

infinitely deeper in a specific case. Science works one layer at a time; it 

cannot take core samples. 

    This, in fact, is one of the big contemporary problems: the nature of the 

mind. What does it mean to think? Can computers do it? Searle (once 

again) has become well known for insisting that explanatory layers do not 

supersede the initial ones: we can list all the things that take place in the 

brain, but this is not the same as thinking, or feeling pain, which are more 

than the sum of their explanatory parts. Thus, according to Searle, a 

machine cannot think, even if we can make a machine that does all the 



things that our brains do. 

    Though I am sympathetic to Searle, I believe that he is in some ways 

fighting a losing battle: or perhaps I mean only, those who live by the 

sword will perish by it as well. For the way that his opponents wish to use 

their related layer of events as a subsitute for the apparent events (say, of 

feeling pain, or of intending, or of thinking) is the way that all thought, 

whether philosophy or science, works: we can be tootling along merrily 

saying that we think this, feel that, mean this; we read that, understand 

that; we see this, and intend that. Then along comes someone to whom one 

of these things we so take for granted has suddenly seemed strange: and 

this person has the philosophy (or science) to articulate that viewpoint. We 

long ago accepted that the sun does not really "rise" in the morning (though 
the visual phenomenon here on Earth is unchanged), that truth is not 

necessarily what people say in response to questions, and that people's 

economic status and the structure of society may influence their behaviors 

(to bow rapidly toward Copernicus, Freud, and Marx in quick succession). 

We know that the plague is caused by microbes transmitted by fleas, not 

God's anger (or is it God's anger expressed through fleas?). We know that 

the universe evolved to its present state and was not created (as the Book 

of Genesis tells us) in six days, with all the shale layers and dinosaur bones 

placed there to keep us busy (as the losing rear-guard of the Anglican 

church held in the nineteenth century against Darwin). Or were they God-

days rather than people days? 

    I have here been using as examples explanation systems that have found 

widespread acceptance; my point is not, of course, that all explanations are 

so accepted. Indeed, most proposed explanations fail to be coherent or run 

up against facts (and I do not mean "facts"). And we always have the option 

of simply allowing the explanation the terms it wants, and making new 

terms to cover the ground we were comfortable with. So machines think, 

we might well say, throwing in the towel; what people do is people-think 

(place invented verb here). That's different. How is it different? Because 

people are doing it. 

    This is no more frail than a million other distinctions we draw daily. Take 

the Naval Academy ethics example: is it the right thing for a soldier (sailor) 

to follow a bad leader, one who, they know, is leading them to certain 



death? Certainly it is the soldier's duty to do this: but perhaps a person can 

be a soldier and at the same time something else, say an "ethical man," or 

a "social man," or a "reasoning man." Fine: it is the soldier's duty to follow 

a bad leader, but it is not the person's duty to do so: in that person is 

another duty, which we have baptized x or y, that trumps the soldier's duty. 

We have given our opponents the short end of the stick, trivialized the thing 

they wanted most. They said they wanted the principle upheld that it was 

the soldier's duty to follow a bad leader. We agreed, then minimized the 

importance of the "soldier." 

    In the same way, it is possible that we will one day look tolerantly on our 

use of "thought," "feel," "mean," and the like as we realize we are engaging 

in an archaism by speaking of the sun "rising." On the other hand, it may be 
that this language will be reserved for everyday use, and perhaps that of 

literary works: a more correct one (which is to say, merely a more 

specialized one) will be developed for science and technical philosophy. Until 

that point, that is, where people weary of the distinction and overthrow the 

explanation: much as Wittgenstein did in his progression from Tractatus to 

Investigations. Thought, like history, moves in nonlinear ways. People, in 

this way perhaps like the universe, are unpredictable. Which may mean that 

the everyday language of "feeling" and "intention" will never disappear. 

    In one way, as Wittgenstein might have said, all problems are pseudo-

problems: we have only to ignore them to have them go away as problems, 

and our existence is not altered for all that. If they bother us, we must solve 

them. If they do not bother us, we need not solve them. This is not circular, 

at least not in any debilitating way. It is another example of how turning our 

attention to something alters the something (or rather, the fact of our 

having-turned-our-attention means the something is already different). Like 

the electron microscope, which alters what it would reveal about the level of 

atoms, our attention alters the thing it focuses on. We cannot perceive an 

unproblematic problem, so we do not realize that problems appear and 

disappear: the best we can do is be aware of the fact that problems do, in 

this way, cease. 

IV. AUDIENCES AND WORLD-VIEWS 
    Questions are always questions in context, distinctions are always 

specific distinctions for specific circumstances. But what other kind should 



we pose or make? This realization leads, in some writers, to assertions of 

extreme relativism: hard relativism, we might call it, not merely a trivial 

fact of existence (such as I am presenting here), but a difference that 

makes a difference (to echo the pragmatist criterion for truth). 

    Stanley Fish, for example, drawing on German theory such as that of 

Habermas (in such works as Is There a Text in This Class?), has written as 

if the groups that are somehow the perfect receptors of works, those whose 

world-view the works perfectly correspond to and express, which he calls 

"interpretive communities," were well-defined entities that virtually never 

overlap and have little possibility of dialoguing with each other. In fact they 

are not so well defined, and they do overlap. We may at once be the 

member of many groups: male as well as a short-order cook, Mexican as 
well as tall, twenty-something as well as a pianist, straight (or gay) as well 

as red-haired. It does not make sense to speak of the groups associated 

with a particular work's "world" (a term Nelson Goodman, too, is overly 

fond of) as if they were self-enclosed monads: other works, other "worlds" 

need not apply. 

    Indeed, and more importantly, the group whose existence Fish holds 

necessary for perfect or correct reception of work X tends to define itself 

precisely by its enthusiastic reception of work X: we don't know who they 

are beforehand. They become a group through their reaction to a work, not 

the reverse. We define our own world-views, if we can call them that, 

through seeing which works we like: we cannot say beforehand. (This is 

why the notion of worlds or groups of perfect readers is circular.) How many 

times have we opened a book expecting, based on press releases, reviews, 

and peer report, to like it, and find ourselves otherwise inclined or the 

reverse? Several years ago I was asked by a major newspaper to review a 

book by the director of the writing program of a stellar university, himself a 

powerful figure; I am convinced that the paper was hoping for a positive 

response. They sent it to me, I think, because it was set in Tennessee, 

where I had lived; it dealt with the Great War and Modernism, my academic 

"period." Yet despite these prima facie reasons for my liking it, I found it 

long-winded and predictable, and said so: I was never asked to write 

another review for the paper again. It turned out I didn't belong to the 

group who shared that book's "world-view." But how could I have known 



beforehand? How could they? 

    Nor can we ever make a complete list of all the things in a book that 

would have to be presupposed by a group: that people normally stand 

upright, perhaps, is such a given, but who would think to list it unless we 

read a book in which all people walked on their hands? The fact that the 

people speak English, or a comprehensible language, rather than gibberish, 

may be another such quality. But we take this, too, for granted: who would 

list it? Indeed, we are made aware of what we take for granted only by 

seeing a work that does not do so. 

    The fit between intended audience and eventual audience, therefore, is 

not tight, nor can it be, given the capability of words to be comprehensible 

to large groups of people far beyond the situations of those who arranged 
them into the patterns we call works. We see what the "world" of the work 

is by reading the work; we determine the group it fits with by seeing who 

likes it. Writing is like putting a message in a bottle. Who reads it is a 

separable question. Many great works have no intended audience at all; 

their "greatness," denied by the audience they had when they appeared, 

became clear (as we say) only when the people around them had changed. 

All those thinkers such as Goodman or Fish who speak in terms of worlds of 

works or world-views of groups run into the same problem: the metaphor of 

multiple worlds (intended, of course, to make works seem sui generis or at 

least unrelated), stretched to begin with, breaks down into monadism or 

worse, unpredictable grouping and clustering, none of which seems to have 

anything to do with entities as large as a world. 

    Audience groups are fluid, ill defined, and largely ex post facto to the 

works. Yet this does not mean that we are unable to say anything about 

them. We can, by contrast, say a great deal about them, but only based on 

particular works, under specific circumstances. In this case as in all others, 

theory is the slave of criticism, not the reverse. There may be nothing God-

given about groups, but they do a pretty good job of defining our lives in 

the here-and-now; we always define them after the fact. Once we have the 

work in front of us, that is, we can usually do a pretty good job of sketching 

the audience the work would appeal to, if any. But this is contingent on our 

own knowledge of the world, and of course we may be quite wrong: we are 

permitted educated guesses; knowledge we will never have. Or perhaps I 



mean, we have the knowledge we have (see above for a sketch of how 

terms are appropriated or given up by opposing sides in an argument). 

    In this essay, for example, I am aiming at an audience clearly not of 

professional philosophers (who would not need the once-overlightly 

summary of the first paragraphs), but rather of educated generalists who 

follow contemporary novels. At the same time I presuppose an audience 

comfortable with theoretical issues, even if my ultimate point is that theory 

must serve criticism. Do I seek to publish it in a literary quarterly? In a 

magazine aimed at specialists? Perhaps, as an article, it falls between the 

cracks. I may have to post this essay on the Internet, where the question of 

audience does not arise. 

    We become aware of audiences for works when the works skirt the 
precipice at the edge of a group that the work allows us to sketch, either an 

audience group, or a group of works. Our reaction is frequently one of 

impatience; only subsequent reflection can suggest to us the boundary 

being neared as an explanation for this reaction. Individual bloopers may 

show this edge. When they are minor and isolated, we usually forgive and 

go on. Things become far more interesting, however, when large patterns of 

the book skirt the precipice of a given defining a group. We find ourselves 

reading a work apparently meant for someone entirely different than we 

are, or find ourselves concluding that it was meant for no one we can 

conceive of. In the first case we put it down and go on with our lives; in the 

second we assert that the work in question is bad. (See my article "What 

Makes a Bad Book Bad?"). Of course, we may later have cause to revise this 

assessment, or someone else may revise it for us, and that so loudly and 

successfully that our opinions are lost in the din. Saying that a work is bad 

is the way we summarize one particular set of circumstances, which may 

change. 

    It may seem that I am privileging relativism, as the substratum in which 

float bits of momentary absolutism: for particular circumstances, a work is 

bad, but it is not absolutely bad. Yet the fact is that one absolute is replaced 

by another absolute; where is the relativism? Nor am I cautioning us 

against issuing a dictum that a work is bad: this is one possible conclusion 

under particular circumstances. And all circumstances are particular. A kind 

of sophomoric glee at screaming "all is relative," like calling "fire" in a 



crowded theater, has marked (and marred) many works of theory in the 

last few decades. This, I believe, is why theory has been ghettoized to the 

university, where such bad-boy antics are still encouraged; in the world 

outside, of course, people merely roll their eyes. 

V. TWO CONTEMPORARY NOVELS 
    Two recent books skirt the precipices of their respective genres or 

audience groups in interesting ways, raising at least in this reader the 

feeling that they should have pulled themselves back toward the center of 

their domains rather than venturing quite so far outside. (Daring is not 

always a good thing in the arts: some things we can do we should 

nonetheless forebear from doing.) Both have been successful commercially 

and critically: clearly the things that bother me do not bother others, or if 

they do, do not cause others as much pain. The first is that book whose 

cover mischievously informs us that it is Memoirs of a Geisha/ a novel by 

Arthur Golden; the other is the Booker-Prizewinning historical fiction based 

on the early life of the German poet Novalis, né Friedrich von Hardenberg, 

Penelope Fitzgerald's The Blue Flower. 

    Golden's book, taking the form of a memoir, is written in the first person. 

It traces the career of a young girl born in a fishing village and sold by her 

ailing father to a sadistic "madam" (the word is my Western approximation) 

as an apprentice geisha. Subsequently she is taken under the wing of a 

famous geisha of the time, and tells of her career, which brought her a fair 

amount of fame. The book plays the game common to eighteenth- and 

nineteenth-century fiction of pretending to be edited or translated from a 

brute-written artifact: one thinks of Voltaire's Candide, ostensibly translated 

from German, of Bram Stoker's Dracula, or virtually any epistolary novel. 

Here, "Professor Jacob Haarhuis" (a house of hair, rather than of cards? In 

any case, knowledge of all professors isn't within the ken of most book 

audiences), the "Arnold Rusoff Professor of Japanese History" (is this a real 
chair? we don't know) at the very real New York University (this would be 

difficult to invent and keep the audience) purports to have translated this 

work for us. Haarhuis (which is to say, Golden, taking his character) writes 

in the "Translator's Note" of having watched the geisha at a Kabuki 

performance in 1936 and of the circumstances of her preparation of the 

manuscript that, in translated form, purportedly follows. 



    We are therefore meant to get the joke, not be taken in by the 

subterfuge. The title page that makes things clear, after all, comes first. We 

are never to lose sight of the fact that the author is Arthur Golden, whose 

picture and biography appear on the dust jacket: a young white man who 

grew up and was educated in the United States. Admire my imaginative 

displacement! the novel all but commands us. And virtually all reviewers did 

so, commenting on the fact that the author so convincingly evoked the 

world and persona of someone apparently so unlike himself. 

    The author's white maledom, in short, looms over every page, every line. 

And this is at the center of the novel's problems. We know that this is no 

memoir, and was not translated. No single person, living or dead, saw or 

experienced the things Sayuri (itself a professional name) purportedly 
narrates to us, certainly not the author. Thus we know that the things the 

narrator and heroine "sees" and "experiences" had to have been 

meticulously researched. How did a Japanese fishing hut in the 1930s look? 

What would its denizens have eaten? How would a geisha have spent her 

day? These are facts, and a representation of them can be true or false. 

Precisely the foregrounding of the displacement, moreover, impels us to 

accept them as facts, and the novel as representation. (This is an example 

of shining the flashlight on all of a book; here it is almost a floodlight.) We 

want to know, are they true? And we have no way of answering this 

question save by research of our own. Where are the footnotes? 

    Nor is it merely externals Golden represents; he shows us ways of 

thought. Sayuri, for example, analyzes the personalities of her parents in 

very un-Western terms, as having too much of the elements of water and 

wood; she compares the man who first discovered her to her bodhisattva, 

her kind of patron saint (a rough Western approximation): her guru, we 

might say. Would she have thought in this way? Possibly, which is to say: 

the answer lies in our gray area. But it might well not lie in the gray area of 

the purported Japanese audience. 

    Audiences are defined by what the author feels necessary to tell them. 

The problem is that Golden is playing at talking to one audience, and in fact 

talking to another. The result is a kind of double vision, a consciousness of 

our own position, at which the book is actually aimed, and of that at which 

it is ostensibly aimed. 



    Sayuri, for example, explains to the reader about China Clay, a makeup 

used by geishas of a previous generation, that turned out to contain lead 

and so ruined their skin. This, perhaps, is still within the bounds of an 

audience such as we might imagine for a real geisha's memoirs: even 

educated Japanese might not know this. But when she tells us that so-and-

so is one of the most famous of the pieces put on by the Kabuki, we balk: 

surely the fiction of her writing for a Japanese audience here is too thin. For 

us it is necessary information, for them it undoubtedly would not be (for 

who would pick up the memoirs of a geisha who did not know the first thing 

about the theater world in which many geishas dabbled?). This would be 

like a celebrated Western ballet dancer writing in her memoirs that "Swan 

Lake" was the most famous Western ballet. Anyone who read her book 
would know this. 

    Of course, if imagined as a book for geishas, the work has no point: all 

works presuppose an imaginary group that finds them interesting, and 

much of this book is nothing but explanations of things that for geishas 

would merely be commonplaces. Geishas are not the book's projected 

audience. I have pursued this point in Caging the Lion: it is for this reason 

that, for example, we see that Chinua Achebe's seminal Things Fall Apart is 

clearly meant for a non-Ibo audience. Anthropology is never written for the 

home audience, and all literature, in a sense, is anthropology, describing 

the goings-on of one group for another, even if the first group is a unit of 

one. 

    We never forget that this is a novel written and published for a literate, 

Anglophone audience. For this audience, most of the novel is in the gray 

area. As a member of this audience, I believe I may speak for my kind in 

saying that we haven't the foggiest notion whether most of the bulk of the 

book is true or false (and I am a professor with degrees in comparative 

literature who has read many works of Japanese literature in translation, 

and has visited Japan to boot). Yet the question of which of these it is, is 

eternally before us. The result is the feeling that the book is skirting the 

precipice at the edge of one world and another: a Japanese audience, we 

think, might well be able to follow, might be able to say, this is well done or 

badly done, true or false. For its real audience, however, the experience is 

like listening to a performance of a music about which we know virtually 



nothing. We can register the sounds, but cannot say whether the 

performers are good or bad, or even tell what is going on. 

    We take on faith things we should be able to judge: we become 

completely passive with this book. We have to believe that what we are 

reading is true, but in fact it is in our gray area. At the same time we are 

aware that it is not in the gray area of others: not only must it be true, but 

others must be able to do what we cannot, that is, know it to be so. We 

would be furious to hear that China Clay had never existed, or that it didn't 

contain lead at all, that fishing villages such as he describes were gone by 

the 1930s in Japan, or that young girls were never, in the manner of the 

narrator, sold into what we would now call sexual servitude. Translated back 

into Japanese, it would lose this quality of floating in a vacuum, because 
that audience would be able to react more precisely to its details. We, 

however, can only shrug our shoulders. 

    The problem with The Blue Flower is related to that posed by Golden's 

"memoir." For here we are once again in the gray area for virtually all 

readers, not just those defined by nationality and language. The author's 

note prefatory to the text expresses her debt to the editors of the complete 

work of Friedrich von Hardenberg ("all the surviving work, letters from and 

to him, the diaries and official and private documents"), implying not only 

that she has ploughed through all of this, but that the story itself follows an 

externally extant matrix of fact, is in short a sort of novelized biography. To 

this extent it is unlike the "memoir," which we know to be based on a 

fictional (as we say) rather than factual life pattern. The two are alike, 

however, in that in neither do we know what, or how much, corresponds to 

a set of publicly shared facts. 

    Here again the issue is one of audiences. Novalis, as Hardenberg later 

signed himself, is virtually unknown in the Anglophone world. Even in the 

German-speaking world, nobody but a handful of professors (who alone 

cannot constitute the audience of novels) knows what the man Friedrich von 

Hardenberg did as an adolescent. We have to hope that Fitzgerald too has 

done her homework: but once again we have no way of saying without a 

degree of scholarship that the work surely, we reflect, cannot be 

presupposing. 

    Presumably Fitzgerald has taken the publicly verifiable points of von 



Hardenberg's life and filled in what she did not know. But which is which? 

We can't follow her. Too much of the book, as in the case of the "memoir," 

is in our perceptual gray area. This book, like the other, itself raises the 

question of the relation between true and false: it problematizes, and then 

walks away without giving us any way to solve the problem. It skirts the 

edge of its world too blatantly, offering what is too clearly a dare to the 

reader. The author, we understand, has gone somewhere we have not. Yet 

there is no way to test what she has brought back for our delectation; we 

must either believe, or fling it down in frustration with what is being asked 

of us. I flung it down, and drudged through its remainder only to explain, 

through this article, why I had become so impatient. 

    The Blue Flower plays, moreover, to an interest I call secondarily 
prurient. Given that this is a novel for an Anglophone audience, it is unlikely 

that the book's reader has also read Novalis, or indeed even heard of him. 

Yet, in the prefatory "Author's Note," we are given the information that 

Novalis is "famous." This single bit of information alone can power our 

interest in the book: the events narrated have almost no interest in and of 

themselves. So this is what fill-in-the-blank was like before s/he became 

famous! It is this aesthetic that informs movie star biographies: the interest 

of the person buying the book is not in any particular set of intimacies about 

to be shared, merely in the fact of their being intimacies at all. But at least 

the large, public events narrated in such stories must be verifiable, or set in 

the matrix of well-known facts of history (what the character was doing 

when Kennedy died); this is what it means to be reading a biography. 

    The peculiarly stilted nature of the prose in The Blue Flower, in addition, 

seems an attempt to refer at every turn to the foreignness of the world 

being evoked, to make us taste the sweat expended by the author in 

bringing it to us. It insists, therefore, precisely on this factual aspect 

(brought to you at great expense from a real world outside) that is so 

utterly unverifiable. From the first sentence to the last, from direct 

discourse to narrative intervention, the English is again and again a 

horrible, stilted English that is meant to put us in mind of German. "Jacob 

Dietmahler was not such a fool that he could not see that they had arrived 

at his friend's home on the washday," reads the book's first sentence. Too 

many negatives for English; "on the washday," indeed! Random probes 



produce such crippled Teutonic echoes as the following: "'He was giving an 

impersonation of myself. That I could make out quite well as I 

approached.'" "His so good manners, where have they gone?" "Why do you 

not come with me next week?" "Sophie's cough soon put Günther's into the 

shade." And so on, in apparent imitation of Hemingway's howler 

"translations" from the Spanish in For Whom the Bell Tolls (which I have 

considered in an article entitled "Writing in Pidgin"). 

    In both the "memoir" and the novel, the effect of insisting on the virtuoso 

nature of the feat being pulled off, which is to say, the effect of insisting 

that larger quantities than normal of the work in question are in most 

readers' gray areas, is to make us feel helpless, at the mercy of the 

authors. We are asked, in short, to accept too much: but acceptance 
becomes an issue only because the authors have made it one. Trust me, 

trust me, they say: this crossing will be dangerous. And so we are afraid. 

     

 


