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The "romance" has become a widely accepted concept in the critical and theoretical discussions of 
American fiction. Richard Chase's The American Novel and Its Tradition (1957) was the first and 

perhaps most important of the books that have reemphasized the important differences between the 
self-reflexive, hermetic, nonverisimilar American romance and the more objective, socially engaged 
realistic novel. Chase in particular highlights the tendency in the romance "to render reality in less 

volume and detail," to prefer action to character," and to present characters who are "probably rather 
two-dimensional types," not "completely related to each other or to society or to the past." "Being less 
committed to the immediate rendition of reality than the novel," Chase concludes, "the romance will 
more fully veer toward mythic, allegorical, and symbolistic forms." At the same time, Chase warns 

against "trying to define 'novel' and 'romance' too closely," advice which subsequent commentators on 
the romance have generally taken (13). "Romance" can perhaps most profitably be seen as an 
inclination on the part of many American writers toward a more flexible view of the relationship 
between fiction and ordinary reality.  

Since Chase, several scholars, including Joel Porte and Edgar Dryden, have examined the elements of 
romance in provocative ways, firmly establishing that it is a central impulse in American fiction. They 
have emphasized the ways in which the romance draws attention to the form itself, from the depiction 
of artist-figure characters to a preoccupation with the very act of reading. They have also focused on a 

predilection for exuberant, at times even excessive, stylistic effects, showing how a reliance on 

metaphorical language and other rhetorical devices results in a high level of abstraction and a 
ruminative, at times self-conscious tone. Although most of these studies concentrate on nineteenth-
century fiction (Dryden, however, does include John Barth in his The Form of American Romance), it is 
clearly possible to trace the impulse through the twentieth century, especially into that fiction notably 
identified by Robert Scholes as "fabulation" and "metafiction." 

One of the best of the recent books on the American romance, Michael Davitt Bell's The Development 
of American Romance (1980), offers a perspective that illuminates the attempt to see classic American 
fiction and postmodern fiction in such a continuum. Bell writes of the status of the romance in 
nineteenth-century American that the romance-novel distinction was not necessarily as significant as 

"the more general distinction between all fiction and what conventional thought took to be fact" Bell 
continues: 

Indeed, the novel/romance distinction was often used to obscure the larger dichotomy. The avowed 
"romancer" admitted or proclaimed what the "novelist" strove to conceal or deny: that his fiction was 
a figment of the imagination (xii). 

The romancer's proclamation is, of course, quite postmodern. Perhaps the hallmark of metafiction is 
its open admission it is indeed a "figment of imagination," a "fiction" not to be mistaken for "fact." 
Writers like John Barth and Vladimir Nabokov insist their stories and novels be taken as writing, not as 
reflections of literal reality. The celebration of sheer artifice is these writers' work validated the 
romancer's emphasis on imagination as the essence of literary creation. 

But this celebratory gesture in such books as Lost in the Funhouse, Pale Fire, or Robert Coover's 
Pricksongs and Descantsreveals an attitude toward literature not really shared by the classic American 
writers. As Bell establishes in his discussion of the romances of Charles Brockden Brown, early 

American fiction writers simultaneously embraced and suspected romance, seeking it out as a more 
suitable mode for the expression of American experience but also exposing in the fiction itself a "basic 
fear of the origins and effects of imaginative fiction": 



The romancer's unreal and delusive picture of life unsettles the natural balance of the mind--both the 
reader's and the author's. In doing so, it releases a repressed imaginative energy that threatens not 
only the order of society but also the order of fiction, the narrative communication between author 
and audience. (60) 

Postmodern writers clearly do not express such a fear. The distinguishing feature of American 
metafiction is the deep beliefin "imaginative fiction" implicit in its obsessive formalism and its self-

reflexive uncovering of the "order of fiction." Metafictionists deliberately disrupt the "narrative 
communication" traditionally conceived as the rhetorical contract of fiction in order to forge a new 
relationship between writer and text, text and reader. Thus, metafiction can indeed be taken as a 
postmodern reworking of the underlying assumptions of American romance, but, importantly, it is one 
in which the kind of guilt Bell identifies has no part. 

Barth's Lost in the Funhouse(1968) provides a cogent example of such a development. Barth is 
probably the most prominent American writer of metafiction, and Funhouse is his first and most 
revealing experiment in this mode (although Chimera[1972] is more thoroughly schematized.) 
Further, Barth was one of the first metafictionists to write abouthis aesthetic and theoretical principles 

in terms that suggest considerable consonance with the tradition of American romance. Particularly 
revealing is his use of the term "aesthetic irrealism." According to Barth, this phrase denotes "any set 
of artistic principles and devices, conventional or otherwise, felt by people on a particular level of a 
particular culture at a particular time to be enjoyable and/or significant though understood to be not 
literally indicative of their imagination of the actual world" (The Friday Book, 222). Barth's statement 
strongly brings to mind the preface to The House of the Seven Gables, in which Nathaniel Hawthorne 
asks his reader for a "certain latitude" in the creation of nonverisimilar effects. This preface is one of 

the most direct expressions of literary philosophy by any American romancer, and its implications go 
far in explaining the connection between romance and metafiction. 

Like Hawthorne, Barth wants to take fiction beyond a merely documentary function. The writer should 
be allowed to indulge in effects that ignore the demands of verisimilitude, effects which affirm that a 
novel or short story constitutes a world unto itself, operating under laws of its own making. Barth and 
Hawthorne seem to accept the essential insularity of fiction, which takes "life" as raw material but 
converts it into what Richard Poirier has called a "world elsewhere." According to Poirier, "the great 
works of American literature are alive with the effort to stabilize certain feelings and attitudes that 
have, as it were, no place in the world, no place at all except where a writer's style can give them 

one" (ix). Thus, the true subject of much American fiction is not really the phenomenal world of 
American "experience" at all but the problem of creating a world in fiction. 

Tony Tanner, who acknowledges the influence of A World Elsewhere on his own City of Words, has 
demonstrated how this problem has continued to preoccupy contemporary American writers. 
Contemporary writers share with classic American writers, according to Tanner, a tendency to 

"foreground" language "in such a way that it draws attention to itself" (20). Tanner agrees with 
Poirierthat such foregrounding has been the result of American writers' uncertainty about the capacity 
of language to encompass the rather inchoate and elusive realities of American life, but clearly the 

effect of this gesture is to separate literature from the very realities it might otherwise seen to 
represent. American foregrounded fiction anchors itself ever more firmly into the world of language, 
making suspect any work's claim to represent the world of experience, but also making possible a 
more creative, playful use of language. Lost in the Funhouse is a triumph of just such literary 
playfulness, an uninhibited self-reflexive display which effectively banishes that fear of imaginative 
fiction exhibited in the early American romance. 

Barth's early work certainly reveals a writer unafraid of the robust exercise of imagination. The Sot-
Weed Factor and Giles Goat-Boyin particular are overreaching, larger-than-life depictions of alternate 
worlds, full of the improbable, if not the impossible; while it may not be correct to call these books 

"romances" in the strictest sense (Scholes's "fabulation" seems most appropriate), they are surely 

informed by the same broad impulses expressed in Hawthorne's slimmer, more sinuous volumes (but 
not more sweeping in range than Moby-Dick), both nevertheless ask that the reader allow the author 
to indulge in effects "of the writer's own choosing" and both display considerable "management" of 



what Hawthorne calls "atmospheric medium." Moreover, Barth's later novels Sabbatical and The 
Tidewater Tales take a form highly suggestive of the romance as practiced by Melville, while at the 
same time continuing the experiments with self-reflexivity associated with Lost in the Funhouse and 
Chimera. The Tidewater Tales, for example, incorporates the preoccupation with storytelling that 

underpins metafiction with the romantic quest narrative. The protagonists of the Tales, cruising the 
Chesapeake Bay, are on a journey of sorts, one that ultimately reaffirms the value of their marriage; 
at the same time, the journey is periodically interrupted by a series of very tall tales, at least one of 
which--about the author of the Iliad and Odyssey--is literally a story about storytelling. 

One should finally hesitate, however, in claiming that The Tidewater Tales is a full-fledged romance or 
John Barth a contemporary American "romancer." In considering the development of romance in the 
nineteenth century it is impossible to discount that "fear" described by Bell, a fear that no longer 
burdens postmodern fiction. It is precisely this fear that undoubtedly contributes to the darkness and 
pessimism most readers find in the novels of Hawthorne and Melville. While Barth's earliest novels, 

The Floating Opera, The End of the Road, even The Sot-Weed Factor, were indeed quite dark--almost 
nihilistic--works, it should be pointed out that from Lost in the Funhouseon Barth becomes a more 
hopeful, indeed celebratory, writer. But Barth's "hope" is not for the moral or ethical elevation of 
humankind; rather, his books implicitly place their hope in the aesthetic elevation provided by fiction. 
The celebration in these books is not of human possibility in the abstract, but of the humanizing play 
of language. Such emphasis on the value of form and language for its own sake is the key difference 
between Barth's metafiction and the romances of Brown, Hawthorne, and Melville. 

The title story of Lost in the Funhouse is in many ways a paradigm of the metafictional  impulse, a key 
to this book's place in the tradition of experimental romance, in the words of Chimera, the "key to the 

treasure." "Lost in the Funhouse" is ostensibly about Ambrose Mensch, an intellectually curious, 
bespectacled, Barth-like character groping through childhood and adolescence in three Funhouse 
stories in which he is the protagonist. But the story is also about its own creation. On the one hand 
there are conventional expository passages: 

Thrice a year--on Memorial, Independence, and Labor Day--the family visits Ocean City for the 
afternoon and evening. When Ambrose and Peter's father was their age, the excursion was made by 
train. . .Many families from the same neighborhood used to travel together, with dependent relatives 
and often with Negro servants; schoolfuls of children swarmed through the railway cars; everyone 
shared everyone else's Maryland fried chicken, Virginia ham, deviled eggs, potato salad, beaten 
biscuits, iced tea. . . .(73-4 

On the other, such passages alternate with passages of self-reflexive commentary: 

Description of physical appearances and mannerisms is one of several standard methods of 
characterization used by writers of fiction. It is also important to "keep the senses operating"; when a 

detail from one of the five senses, say visual, is "crossed" with a detail from another, say auditory, the 
reader's imagination is oriented to the scene, perhaps unconsciously. . . .73-4) 

The second passage seems to undermine the first. It seems to tell the reader that the previous 
passage is full of calculation, the product of sheer convention. This move is one of the central features 
of metafiction. By calling attention to its own artifice, metafiction attempts to demystify the fiction-
making process. Most importantly, it undermines what Jacques Derrida has called the "presence" 
inherent in any use of language, whether spoken or written. In traditional fiction that presence 
corresponds to the "elements"--plot, character, theme--that are the vehicle of the author's "intent." 
Barth questions, and asks the reader to question the unexamined assumptions of such a view, and, in 

effect, leads the reader back to the resources of language per se. Thus, while "Lost in the Funhouse" 
seems to undermine itself, it actually works to affirm the independence of language in its literary 
context. By calling attention to its own narrative artifice, the story emphasizes its substantiality as 
language. 

In Barth's fiction, and in metafiction in general, the reader cannot consider language to be a window 
on an immediately present view of the world. Approaching metafiction in this way will provide only 



frustrating glimpses through the window of the writer himself, staring implacably back at the reader, 
or even more frustrating perhaps, the reader's own image reflected in the window's foreground.The 
language of metafiction is opaque, implicitly requiring the reader to acknowledge the distinction 
between "the world" and literature. This distinction is crucial, of course, in the tradition described by 

Poirier, Chase, and others; metafiction takes the principle a step further, making problematic the idea 
that fiction creates or reflects anyworld beyond or separate from the language that evokes it. In 
metafiction it is language--as Derrida might have it, "writing"--that itself becomes the "world 
elsewhere." 

Many of the other stories in Lost in the Funhouse reinforce this gesture. Such pieces as "Echo" and 
"Glossolalia" obviously call attention to their own linguistic structures. "Menelaid" and "Anonymaid" 
together represent a kind of apotheosis of self-reflexivity (and look forward to the equally self-
reflexive novellas of Chimera. "Menelaid," through the exaggerated use of the story-within-a-story, 
makes all notions of "objective" storytelling seem ludicrous, while "Anonymaid" is a virtual anatomy of 

the storytelling impulse and an appropriate conclusion to a book that is itself an anatomy of the 
process of fiction-making. Other stories do not a first seem to be so clearly self-reflexive, although 
most can still be said to create radically irreal worlds. But stories such as "Night-Sea Journey," 
"Ambrose His Mark," "Water-Message," and "Petition" nevertheless share, albeit more indirectly, the 
general preoccupation with the activity of fictive language itself. 

"Night-Sea Journey," a monologue delivered by a sperm, is a fascinating story for many reasons, but 
its relevance as metafiction is most strongly suggested in its title. Barth has frequently acknowledged 
his interest in the anthropological works of Lord Raglan, Otto Rank, and, especially, Joseph Campbell. 
From his reading Barth fashioned an elaborate scheme (described by David Morrell and reproduced in 

Chimera) depicting the birth, adventures, and death of the mythic hero. Particularly illuminating in 
connection with "Night-Sea Journey" is Campbell's discussion of the hero's adventure, the "departure," 
in The Hero With a Thousand Faces. 

After being called to adventure, the hero must cross the first threshold into a kind of limbo, a region of 
the unknown, a common manifestation of which is the sea, a familiar enough symbol of the primordial 
sexual drive (20). The here next "is swallowed into the unknown, a "transit into a sphere of rebirth" 
(90) in which he "moves in a dream landscape of curiously fluid, ambiguous forms, where he must 
survive a succession of trials" before his victorious "meeting with the goddess" (109). The connection 
here to "Night-Sea Journey" is fairly direct, and various other aspects of the story only confirm the 

remarkable congruence between the journey of the sperm and Campbell's outline of the hero's 
journey. One of the sperm's "late companions," according to the narrator, "entertained us with odd 
conjectures while we waited to begin our journey" (Funhouse 7), conjectures about the nature and 
significance of the destination. This "late companion" seems to fill the role of the "helper" described by 
Campbell: "The hero is covertly aided by the advice, amulets, and secret agents of the supernatural 
helper whom he met before his entrance into this region" (23). Campbell writes of the meeting of the 
hero and the goddess: 

The hero. . .discovers and assimilates his opposite. . .One by one the resistances are broken. He must 

put aside his pride, his virtue, beauty, and life and bow or submit to the absolutely intolerable. Then 
he finds that he and his opposite are not of differing selves, but one flesh." (108) 

At the end of "Night-Sea Journey" the sperm, addressing "you who I may be about to become," 

exclaims, "may you to whom, through whom I speak, do what I cannot: terminate this aimless, brutal 
business! Stop your hearing against Her song! Hate love!" only to conclude a paragraph later 
"forswear me when I shall forswear myself, deny myself, plunge into Her who summons, singing. . 
.Love! Love! Love!" (12-13). The parallel with the hero myth described by Campbell seems nearly 
complete. 

A remaining question, however, is the extent to which the sperm of "Night-Sea Journey" can be seen 

as a hero. The answer lies not so much in the actions the sperm performs (none), but in the telling of 
his "tale." As the first storyteller in Lost in the Funhouse, what the narrator helps to conceive isthe 
book, or at least its distinctive language, a combination of agonized self-questioning, aesthetic and 



intellectual musings, and occasional outbursts of colorful rhetoric. Further, the sperm frequently refers 
to writing, either through playful allusion to other works of literature ("my trouble is, I lack 
conviction," "I have seen the best swimmers of my generation go under") or the more explicit 
references to his own role as storyteller ("I, of all swimmers, may be the sole survivor of this fell 

journey, tale-bearer of a generation"). The narrator's "heroism" lies in his expressiveness, his ability 
to embody his experiences in language. It is not far-fetched to see "Nght-Sea Journey" as the story of 
the birth of the writing that is Lost in the Funhouse. 

"Ambrose His Mark," "Water-Message," and "Lost in the Funhouse" continue to develop this hero motif 
by tracing the development of an aesthetic sense in their diminutive protagonist, Ambrose Mensch. 
"Ambrose His Mark," which follows "Night-Sea Journey," begins by suggesting that the sperm's 
primary task has been to inseminate Ambrose's mother: "Owing to the hectic circumstances of my 
birth for some months I had no proper name." Yet, to read "Night-Journey" as simply the narrative of 
Ambrose's conception surely diminished the story's implications and in effect reduces Lost in the 

Funhouse to an eccentric but ultimately conventional account of one man's discovery of writing as a 
vocation, with the pieces in the book serving as examples of the writer's work. An explication of this 
book in terms of existing models of realistic storytelling--in which "storytelling" serves as the work's 
theme--ultimately works against its claim as an innovative work of fiction (and thus against the view 
that Lost in the Funhouse is an inheritor of the romance). 

The real "theme" of "Ambrose His Mark" is again the power and role of language itself. Ambrose's 
"naming" is the subject of the story, and the central action and its implications have been succinctly 
summarized by Robert F. Kiernan: "When a swarm of bees settles upon [Ambrose] he is named for St. 
Ambrose, the fourth century bishop to whom a swarm of bees imparted the power of honeyed speech" 

(373-4). As E.P. Walkiewicz further elaborates, St. Ambrose was reputed to be the first person to read 
silently, thus ushering in a new focus on the written, as opposed to the spoken, word. It is particularly 
revealing that Barth's Ambrose is stung on this eyes and earsrather than his mouth. Since the writer's 

task is to a significant extent predicated on the powers of observation, and since, as portrayed in "Lost 
in the Funhouse," Ambrose's "calling" is to be a writer, the bee stings mark Ambrose in the 
appropriately symbolic spots. As Uncle Konrad says of Ambrose at the end of the story, "So he'll grow 
up to see things clear." 

In the context of Derrida's attempt to recover "writing" from the tyranny of "speech," Barth's 
seemingly realistic story of childhood can be read as an allegory of the writer's special relationship to 

language: Ambrose's words will not merely be honeyed, they will result from the writer's 
understanding of the role of language in the perception of reality. As Ambrose himself says of his 
name and, by implication, the nature of language, "it was to be my fate to wonder at that moniker, 
relish it and revile it, ignore it, stare it out of countenance into hieroglyph and gibber, and come finally 
if not to embrace at least accept it with the cold neutrality of self-recognition. . .Knowing well that I 
and my sign are neither one nor quite two." Ambrose seems here to discover the complex relationship 

between sign and referent so often remarked by contemporary theorists of language. His 

understanding of and affinity for this sometimes frustrating complexity become even stronger in the 
other two Ambrose stories. 

In "Water-Message," the seeming absenceof language provides the story with its central conceit. An 
adolescent Ambrose finds a proverbial "message in a bottle" as he is walking along the shore one day. 
Convinced that the bottle is an emblem of some "greater vision, vague and splendrous," he is 
disappointed to find only a salutation, "To Whom It May Concern," and a closing, "Yours Truly," with 
blank space in between. Yet the very enigma of the message seems to stir Ambrose: "The things he'd 
learn would not surprise him nor distress him, for though he was still innocent of that knowledge, he 
had the feel of it in his heart, and of other truth." 

Several critics have attempted to account for this blank space at the heart of the story (Deborah 

Wooley and E.P. Walkiewicz, for example), but perhaps the most perceptive interpretation is that 

advanced by Charles B. Harris, who writes that the blank in Ambrose's message is that "absence 
which propels men to create language, self, and civilization" (117). As Harris further notes, throughout 
Lost in the Funhouse, water is associated with language, which, as Ambrose finally seems to accept in 



"Lost in the Funhouse," represents more truly than sex his way to the "currents yet uncharted" from 
which he imagines the bottle to originate. Explicitly in "Lost in the Funhouse" and implicitly in 
"Ambrose His Mark" and "Water-Message," these stories chronicle Ambrose's initiation into the 
funhouse of language itself; the water message is borne on an ocean of story, to which Ambrose is 

drawn instinctively. The seemingly irresolute ending of "Water-Message" actually expresses Ambrose's 
dawning artistic awareness: "Some corner of his mind remarked that those shiny bits in the paper's 
texture were splinters of wood pulp. Often as he's seen them in the leaves of cheap tablets, he had 
not hitherto embraced that fact." Ambrose experiences a moment a heightened observation, the kind 
of attention to nuance and essence crucial to the writer of fiction. That Ambrose has his moment of 
recognition while looking at a blank sheet of paper--which, figuratively, he will come to fill with his 
own words--is quite appropriate as an image of his literary call to action. ("Set me a task," says the 

writer protagonist of The Tidewater Talesto his wife as they are cruising the Chesapeake; Peter 
Sagamore is clearly the literary descendant of Ambrose Mensch in the way in which he sees writing as 
"heroic.") 

"Petition," like "Night-Sea Journey" or Ambrose His Mark," seems at first blance minimally self-
reflexive. While the story is certainly a fine example of Barth's comic irrealism, it does not even 
appear to address the issues of writing and language as do "Night-Sea" and the Ambrose stories. 
Sandwiched between "Water-Message" and "Lost in the Funhouse," "Petition" is an unsigned letter 
from a tormented Siamese twin to King Prajadhipok, of, appropriately, Siam, urging the Kind to direct 

"the world's most accomplished surgeons" to separate him from his loathsome brother. The writer, 
heretofore mute, has finally been compelled to express his despair by the tentative engagement of his 
brother to a woman with whom he is also in love. The writer catalogs the differences that have 
contributed to his despair: 

I am slight, my brother is gross. He's incoherent but vocal. I'm articulate and mute. He's ignorant but 
full of guile; I think I may call myself reasonably educated, and if ingenuous, no more so I hope than 

the run of scholars. My brother is gregarious: he deals with the public; earns and spends our income. . 
.For my part, I am by nature withdrawn, even solitary: an observer of life, a meditator, a taker of 
notes, a dreamer if you will. . . . 

This list suggests strongly that the story is indeed about writing after all; as with "Night-Sea Journey" 
it is a story about the very activity of language. Tony Tanner has written of "Petition" that the 
"incoherent brother is like life itself, constantly shrugging off the attempts of language to circumscribe 

it within particular definitions. Language, in the form of the articulate brother, would be happy to 
pursue its inclination to ponder its elegant patterning in pure detachment from the soiling contacts of 
reality" (254). Such a distinction between life and language (literature, or the world elsewhere) is 
implicit in the relationship between the two brothers, but the opposition can be taken even further. 
The real conflict is between twin impulses in language itself. 

These impulses are again those described by Derrida as "speech" and "writing." According to Derrida, 
just as the correspondent in "Petition" must follow after his more active brother, so writing has long 
been viewed as "clambering pick-a-back on the more authentic use of language, speech: language in 

action. In a sense, the protagonist of "Petition" can make sense of his life only by writing about it. 
Onlythrough his letter to the King can he impose the order and structure that would give him a "life" 
at all. His brother, the "voice" of the pair, cuts a swath through life, eating, drinking, whoring as his 
"privileged" position allows. The correspondent emphasizes his distance from life as conceived by his 
brother when he writes" "Other sustenance I draw less from our common bond. . .than from books, 
from introspection, most of all from revery and fancy, without which I'd soon enough starve." Barth's 
story dramatizes Derrida's characterization of writing as separate and secondary, but, through its very 

existence as a work of literary art ("revery and fancy"), it also overcomes the specious opposition of 
speech and writing. Language in "Petition serves as both "elegant patterning" and direct expression, 
an affirmation of both art and "life." More importantly, the need to affirm imaginative writing in this 
way--to overcome the "fear" so well represented by the story's protagonist--becomes the true subject 
of the story. 



Two other stories in Lost in the Funhouse exemplify a final way by which metafiction foregrounds and 
validates the act of fiction-making. "Title" and "Life-Story" acknowledge the necessity for interaction 
between writer and reader, an interaction implicitly called for by Hawthorne in his Seven Gables 
preface but suppressed by the dominance of the realist paradigm in the later nineteenth century and 

the early part of the twentieth century. The thoroughgoing self-reflexivity of these two stories in effect 
compels readers to consider their own role in the creation of that which is unavoidably a world 
elsewhere. 

"Title," one of the "multi-media" stories in Lost in the Funhouse, could be read in a number of ways. 
The author encourages the reader to interpret it first of all as a "monologue" concerned with its 
speaker's "difficulties with his companion." It could just as plausibly be read, however, as a dialogue 
between these characters, as the simple scribblings of a perplexed writer, perhaps the author, as a 
dialogue between the author and his fictional narrator, or as a dialogue between writer and reader. 
This last possibility is the most provocative: 

Let's try again. That's what I've been doing; I've been thinking while you've been blank. Story of Our 
Life. However, this may be the final complication. The ending may be violent. That's been said before. 
Who cares? Let the end be blank; anything's better than this. 

"Title" asks the reader to engage in a dialogue about the making of fiction, an appeal "Life-Story" 

makes even more explicit: "The reader! You dogged, uninsultable, print-oriented bastard, it's you I'm 
addressing, who else, from inside this monstrous fiction." In order to make something new, the story 
seems to imply, both writer and reader must rethink  their respective roles, even if the result is 
merely the recognition of the "impossibility of making something new" (Funhouse, 109). 

"Title" ends on a note of seeming despair: "Oh god comma I abhor self-consciousness, I despise what 
we have come to: I abhor our loathsome loathing, our place our time our situation, our loathsome art, 

this ditto necessary story. . . ." This passage contains its own antidote to despair, however: the 
playfulness of Barth's language. Barth is a writer given to puns and verbal excess, and "Title" is 
perhaps more pun-laden than any other Barth fiction: "Everything leads to nothing: future tense, past 

tense, present tense. Perfect"; "Only hope is to fill the blank. Efface what can't be faced or else fill the 
blank"; On with it calmly, one sentence after another, like a recidivist. . .or a chronic forger, let's say; 
committed to the pen for life." Along with the linguistic wordplay--"I'd fill in the blank with the noun 
here in my prepositional object"--such punning belies the narrator's anguish by implicitly posing an 
alternative to exhausted forms, language itself. Although Barth never abandons the possibilities of 
narrative, "Title" is ample evidence that he is able to make language a self-sufficient way to "fill the 
blank."  

"Life-Story is grounded more solidly in narrative and situation, although neither narrative nor situation 
is conventionally "realistic." A writer is writing a story about a writer writing a story, and the "plot" 

follows the writer's progress as he attempts to complete the story and, in a broader context, solve the 
"problem" of self-consciousness, a conceit that is both the method and the content of Lost in the 
Funhouse. Himself a self-conscious postmodernist, the writer nevertheless expresses the desire to 
write a different kind of story: 

Who doesn't prefer art that at least overtly imitates something other than its own processes? That 
doesn't continually proclaim "Don't forget I'm an artifice"? That takes for granted its mimetic nature, 
instead of asserting it in order (not so slyly after all) to deny it, or vice-versa? 

Yet, as the writer himself ultimately acknowledges, such an art as he describes is no longer possible. 
Even if one prefers mimetic art (and the writer's lament in this regard is surely ironic), the task of the 
postmodern writer is to find a new direction for fiction in a post-mimetic age, much as Romantic 
artists such as Hawthorne and Melville sought to transcend mimetic fiction by writing romances. 

Like "Title," "Life-Story" seeks to turn the sense of literature's exhaustion against itself as a way of 
regrounding the art of fiction. Even more than "Title," "Life-Story" addresses directly the issue of the 

reader's role in this process. After futilely trying to work his way through his dilemma--that his 



"medium and genre. . .were moribund if not already dead,"that he suspects himself to be "a character 
in a work of fiction"--Barth's narrator comes finally to understand that he has been ignoring an 
essential component in the literary interchange: 

Why do you suppose--you! you!--he's gone on so, so relentlessly refusing to entertain you as he 
might have at a less desperate than this hour of the world with felicitous language, exciting situation, 
unforgettable character and image? Why has he as it were ruthlessly set about not to win you over but 
to turn you away? Because your own author bless and damn you his life is in your hands. . . . 

For fiction to work, the narrator concludes, the reader must participate in the process: 

Don't you think [the writer] knows who gives his creatures their lives and deaths? Do they exist 
except as he or others read their words? Age except we turn their pages? And can he die until you 
have no more of him? 

At the end of "Life-Story" Barth's writer reflects that "as far as he knew no fictional character had 
become convinced as he had that he was a character in a work of fiction" and therefore his own belief 

that he might be such a character must be false. The story concludes on a not of restored perspective, 
as the writer realizes that there is a distinct border between fiction and reality after all and that the 
sanity literature provides (for writer and reader alike) is in the constant reinforcement of that border, 
in the maintenance of the "world elsewhere." Thus, the hyphen in "Life-Story" should probably be 
taken not as a connector of the two words into a single word (the story of a life), but as a divider. 
"Life" and "Story" are separate realms and need to be kept separate if both are to make sense. 

By simultaneously exposing the artifice involved in literary creation and working to restore the value 
of that artifice, metafiction becomes the solution to the crisis in postmodern fiction that many find it to 

represent. Further, in the appeal of these stories to the reader's own sensibility, in their plea for the 

reader's indulgence, can be found an impulse identical to that expressed by Hawthorne in his preface 
to The House of the Seven Gables(and described by Poirier, Tanner, and Bell). Like Hawthorne, Barth 
asks for the opportunity to ignore the demands of realistic, conventional fiction. Also like Hawthorne, 
Barth hopes that his reader is willing to accompany him in an exploration of unfamiliar territory, a task 
that calls on the reader's own intelligence and that requires that the reader be willing to adapt to fresh 
exigencies and new terrain. Finally, both Barth and Hawthorne assert fiction's special, separate reality 

apart from the "ordinary course of man's experience." Such correspondences suggest that the literary 
tradition in America, beginning with realism, naturalism, and their variants, has encouraged in readers 
a prejudice for what Hawthorne identifies as the novel as opposed to romance, and that metafiction, 
which seems to disrupt this tradition, is subversive primarily in its attempt to recover (and perhaps 
advance) the richer possibilities of the earlier, more potentially liberating approach. 
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