
The Thought-Provoking Power of Narration 
DIETRICH HARTH 

Abst rac t : After a time of theoretical condemnation common sense as well as academic curiosity have 
rediscovered again the all-permeating powers of narration. Narrativity and culture are, this is a conviction 
grounding this essay, closely interwoven. But from this doesn't follow that narration has to be seen as a 
guardian of general order. On the contrary, if we contemplate the appearance of narratives in everyday life 
and in literature we may detect differences but also affinities in subverting common beliefs. Yet, literary 
narrations tend to work in their own way through what in philosophical discourse is reduced to concep
tualizing. The topics dealt with in this essay include Schiller's substantiation of aesthetic awareness and 
Goethe's narrative response; the great masternarratives of the 20th century: Proust, Joyce and Beckett; 
and the question, what an advanced art of narration can contribute to an experience which is yearning to 
break open the iron cage of traditions in thought as well as in literary invention. 

"Alles, was menschlich ist, Empfindung, Kenntnis 
und Erkenntnis,Trieb und Wille — insofern es men
schlich ist und nicht tierisch, ist ein Denken darin" 
(G. W.EHegel) 

To tackle a topic that tends to get exuberant is never a pleasure. But a deep 
interest, since long existent, has eased this burden while reading and wri t ing , 
and has even somet imes occasioned the pleasures of recogni t ion and newly 
found insight. I couldn ' t help but dwell on f ragments of knowledge and, 
therefore, my presentat ion comes out f r agmen ta ry enough . T h e aim of this 
essay is to subvert some of the all too control led opinions about, let's say, n a r 
rative ident i ty or narratological theorybu i ld ing . I favor the zone in be tween 
categorically wel l ordered demarcat ions and hope that the foreign l anguage 
I was compel led to use in this text does not too severely obscure what I want 
to poin t out. 
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1. Narrative culture? 

Storytel l ing seems to be a natural gift independent of ambitious intellectual 
operations. Yet it has to be seen as a cultural at ta inment . Some may even argue 
that the most formally feeble story any con temporary chooses to unrol l in a 
narrative plot will be deeply impregnated by handed d o w n cultural patterns 
and more or less useful conventions of construct ion. And it would not matter 
— so a saying goes — if it is a fictitious or a t rue incident he or she is going to 
elaborate in the m a n n e r of an u n k e m p t oral or a more or less ornate narrat ion. 

However , one may have reasons to doubt the latter. W h a t is it that we 
call "cul ture?" It is certainly not a pe t r i fy ing or petr i f ied i tem. It is instead 
some th ing oscillating b e t w e e n pe rmanence and variat ion, some th ing in a 
precarious process of b e c o m i n g and not in a self-contained state of being. 
Talk ing about a nat ional cul ture does not m e a n to allude to a harmonious ly 
built and intricately decorated archi tec ture of aesthetic and symbolic values. 
It is in fact n o t h i n g else but a m a n n e r of speech subsuming a most colorful 
bund le of coexis t ing local cul tures and their part icular narratives, entangled 
in a lively process of giving and receiving, under the heading of an otherwise 
void concept . Cul tu ra l and narrat ive pluralism is the vigorous signature of our 
t ime. N o t to ment ion the fact that cultures, and that is also t rue in respect to 
the various cultures of narra t ion, belong evidently to those heterogeneously 
composed artifacts produced and util ized by people in a wide range of m u l 
t ifarious manifestat ions. N o t what cultures, not what narratives are, but what 
they do to us and h o w we use t h e m is of m a x i m u m interest. 

It seems, f u r t he rmore , to be c o m m o n sense that the m e a n i n g of cul ture 
as a s i n e  q u a  n o n  c o n d i t i o n of h u m a n existence is con t ingen t on the na r 
rative accounts of what was accomplished dur ing the evolvement of mental 
and material achievements in the history of m a n k i n d . His tor icogcnet ic def i 
nit ions necessarily include narrat ive speech. It, therefore, cannot be denied 
that "cul ture ," if used as a concept , embraces history in the broad sense of a 
narratively cons t rued experience. W h a t is decisive for an acceptance of the 
veris imil i tude of the narrat ion is the compliance of the respective text with 
an in tent ional ly chosen perspective, videlicet point of view. To conceive "cu l 
tu re" as a text or as a context, is selfexplanatory as long as we keep in m i n d 
the fact that this t e rm incorporates what Cli f ford Gecr tz aptly called a "web 
of significance," some th ing m a n  m a d e and therefore to be compared wi th the 
mult i far iously connec ted webs of narration.1 

Greek philosophers made the point that storytel l ing compared to other l i t
erary forms is a genus mixtum, someth ing in b e t w e e n the convent ional genres 

1 C . Geer t z , The Interpretation of Cultures, N e w York: Basic Books , 1973, pp. 3  3 0 . 
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of D r a m a and Poetry. A view that supports the thesis of narra t ion as an inclu 
sive l anguage game. Subsequent theories adopted Plato's suggestion and gave 
it the posit ion of a power fu l normat ive principle. T h e prevail ing dis t inguish
ing feature of that principle was l inked to the question of w h o the subject of 
speech would be in one or the other situation: the author or a fictitious pe r 
son. Yet, this is, as the advanced theorists very well know, a bit shorts ighted. 
Narra t ion is more than someth ing in be tween neatly ci rcumscr ibed l i terary 
genres, because it will be imp lemen ted in each and every case wherever t r an 
sitional forms of w o r l d m a k i n g are in demand . Anyhow, compar ison be tween 
given genres was long ago left over to the convent ional typ ing procedures of 
the classical poetics.2 Formal ism and Structural ism have extended the debate 
by di rec t ing the at tent ion towards the in te rmedia ry func t ions and the t i m e 
establishing power of narra t ion. 

T h e i n t e rmed ia ry func t ions are, so to say, condensed in the narrator 's f ig
ure — if it is apt to call h i m a " f igure" at all. It is a strange fact that there is 
no defini te t e r m either for that second self or for the relation be tween h i m 
and the reader. T h e r e are certainly various concepts expressing the m a n i 
fold aspects of that pecul iar func t ion of an in te rmedia ry subject' w h o seems 
to illustrate what w i t h i n the epistemological t radi t ion since Kant belongs to 
our basic beliefs: that whatever we k n o w about us and the world is organized 
according to our o w n capability of perceiving reality and at the same t ime to 
our facul ty to pat tern and order this reality wi th our mind ' s help. So the world 
we experience is not someth ing in itself but someth ing we learn to k n o w in 
a categorically media ted way. Is this comparable to the i n t e rmed ia ry func t ion 
1 am suggesting here w h e n ta lk ing about the in be tweens ta tus characteristic 
of a fictional narrative? I will t ry to give an answer below, but would first like 
to take a look at a certain variety of narrat ive forms and funct ions . 

2. Varieties 

R e a s o n i n g , respectively t h i n k i n g is the o u t c o m e of a seduced m i n d envisag
ing the n e v e r  e n d i n g hardships of necessity. This is at least what is k n o w n 
to poster i ty by that f ragmenta r i ly conveyed but soon sacralized narrat ive we 
are used to quote as "Genesis 3" out of the H e b r e w Bible. It is a r emark 
able invent ion that the violat ion of the prohibi t ion to relish the Frui t of 
K n o w l e d g e c o m b i n e d wi th an ins tantaneous extradi t ion opened the eyes of 
a h i the r to sleeping m i n d . A n d it is even more admirable that this fantasy was 
vested in a narrat ive c la r i fy ing the bi r th of t h o u g h t by sending the fancied 

2 See W. S c h m i d , Elemente der Narratologie, Berl in: de Gruy te r , 2008 . 
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ancestors of m a n k i n d f r o m a paradise of total ignorance in to a world ful l of 
t roubles and ach ing labors. 

To conceive t h i n k i n g as a result of privation is part of my thesis. It seems 
to me for a variety of reasons I am going to discuss below that narra t ion is the 
most appropriate way to e m b o d y the headsp inn ing t u rmo i l m a n is conf ron ted 
wi th in the relatively short history br idg ing the t imes b e t w e e n Genesis 3 
and our o w n t roubled world. Both , t h i n k i n g and story-tel l ing certainly are 
i n t e r tw ined i rrespective of whe the r l inguistic or extral inguist ic, let us say, 
pictorial media are involved. If man's existence is n o t h i n g else or n o t h i n g less 
but a cluster of closely amalgamated stories the question is obvious what in 
the world could jus t i fy a precise dist inct ion be tween t hough t and narrat ion. 3 

I am not going to deny that this dist inct ion is possible and even necessary. 
Especially since in the part icular realms of l i terary criticism and l inguist ic 
analysis a huge a m o u n t of t h i n k i n g is invested in the thorny task to def ine 
what narra t ion and s tory- te l l ing are. 

W h a t I f ind i n t r igu ing is the fact that in the English language the verb " to 
te l l" has a semantic affinity with the verb " to discern;" whereas the G e r m a n 
w o r d "erzahlen" r eminds us of the enumera t ion of numbers (Zahleri). So in 
bo th cases we are beckoned to acknowledge that narrat ion and t hough t are 
in a more or less cont iguous posit ion. Perhaps academic reflection insofar has 
done the r ight t h ing by i n t roduc ing a new sub-discipl ine called " N a r r a t o l o g y " 
w h i c h by n o w has generated a real hyperp roduc t ion of extremely specialized 
theoret ical and analytical t h o u g h t - and research-work in this field. 

T h e t e rm "nar ra to logy" was coined by Tzvetan Todorov in his Grammaire 
du Decameron (1969). His a im in this book was to differentiate the entities 
const i tuent of a fictional narrat ive and to describe their structural func t ions 
and relations. Today "Nar r a to logy" stands for an interdisciplinary research-
parad igm which has an almost inf ini te scope embrac ing all sorts of narratives 
not only of l inguist ic provenance but also out of the world of mul t imedia p r o 
ductions.4 All sorts of l inguistic and pictorial composi t ions in the m e a n t i m e 
became a topic of innumerab le studies applying a cont inuously expand ing 
arsenal of narratological ins t ruments . And it seems that even purely a r g u m e n 
tative utterances are not exempted f r o m the f renzy of that kind of analysis.1 

Story te l l ing is an everyday experience and an en te r t a inment . Despite the 
fact that it is such a c o m m o n and often enough spontaneously if not au to 
matically pe r fo rmed activity, it ordinari ly attracts the at tent ion of those w h o 

3 W. Schapp, In Geschichten verstrickt. Zum Sein von Ding und Mensch, H a m b u r g : M e i n e r , 1953. 
4 S. H e i n e n and R . S o m m e r (eds.), Narratology in the Age of Cross-Disciplinary Narrative Research, 
B e r l i n  N e w York: de G r u y t e r , 2 0 0 9 . 
5 W. M u l l e r  F u n k , Die Kuitur und ihre Narrative. Eine Einfuhrung, Heide lbe rg : Spr inger , 2007 . 
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h a p p e n t o b e t h e l i s t ene r s . C o m b i n e d w i t h it is a n i r r e s i s t ib l e a p p e a l t o ask t h e 

n a r r a t o r s i m p l e q u e s t i o n s l i k e " W h y ? , " " H o w ? , " " S o w h a t ? " o r t o r e a c t b y 

s t a r t i n g o n e ' s o w n s t o r y - t e l l i n g d e v i c e . Yet , t o b e ab le t o i d e n t i f y t h e s p e c i f i c 

s p e e c h - a c t as s o m e k i n d o f s t o r y - t e l l i n g is n o t a n e c e s s a r y c o n d i t i o n i n e v e 

r y d a y c o m m u n i c a t i o n s . T h e r e a r e so m a n y v a r i e t i e s o f n a r r a t i o n a c c o r d i n g 

t o t h e e v e r c h a n g i n g s o c i o  c u l t u r a l c o n t e x t s t h a t t h e e n d e a v o r o f a c o m p l e t e 

l i s t i n g w o u l d n o t r e a l l y p a y of f . S t o r y  t e l l i n g a n d c o n s u m i n g e v e r y d a y  s t o 

r ies , f o r i n s t a n c e , b y r e a d i n g t h e d a i l y n e w s p a p e r s c a n b e a p l e a s u r e . B u t it 

r e a l l y o f f e r s m u c h m o r e i f a s o c i o l o g i c a l e x p e r t  e y e flicks t r o u g h t h e p a p e r s 

l o o k i n g f o r s to r i e s a b o u t t h o s e o r d i n a r y t r o u b l e s t h a t g i v e e v i d e n c e t o t h e 

i r r e g u l a r r e g u l a r i t i e s o f soc i a l l i fe . F o r s u c h a k i n d o f s to r i e s t h e r e is n o b e t t e r 

t r e a s u r e t r o v e t h a n E r v i n g G o f T m a n ' s Frame Analysis. T o q u o t e a n e x a m p l e 

t h a t c o u l d h a v e b e e n t o l d b y B u s t e r K e a t o n : " O n e m a n i n t h e c r o w d g r i p p e d 

h i s w a l k i n g s t i ck w h e n h e s a w t h r e e m e n r a c i n g d o w n a b u s y s t r e e t n e a r 

T r a f a l g a r S q u a r e y e s t e r d a y , f o l l o w e d b y p o l i c e m e n . H e k n e w w h e r e h i s d u t y 

lay i f c o p s w e r e c h a s i n g r o b b e r s . H e r a i s e d his s t i ck , c r a c k e d o n e m a n o v e r t h e 

h e a d a n d v a n i s h e d f r o m t h e s c e n e . H i s o n l y d e s i r e w a s t o b e a n u n s u n g h e r o . 

T h e i n j u r e d m a n w a s t a k e n t o h o s p i t a l t o h a v e h i s g a s h e d h e a d s t i t c h e d . Last 

n i g h t , n u r s i n g h i s a c h i n g h e a d , 3 0  y e a r  o l d a c t o r M i c h a e l M c S t a y b e m o a n e d 

t h e f ac t t h a t t h e m o v i e s e q u e n c e h a d p r o v e d t o o rea l i s t i c . 'I s u p p o s e t h i s is a n 

o c c u p a t i o n a l h a z a r d , ' h e sa id , ' b u t I d o t h i n k h e o w e s m e a d r i n k . ' " 6 

T o ra i se q u e s t i o n s i n t h e s i t u a t i o n o f e v e r y d a y c o m m u n i c a t i o n is n o t o n l y 

a m e a n s t o d i s t u r b t h e flow o f n a r r a t i o n , it is i n f ac t also t h e r i g h t w a y t o t u r n 

o n e ' s w i t t o w a r d t h a t q u e s t i o n a b i l i t y a p h i l o s o p h i c a l l y t u n e d m i n d m i g h t b e 

p r o n e t o e n j o y . B u t t h e r e is n o n e e d t o e x a g g e r a t e at t h i s p o i n t t h e g a m e o f 

q u e s t i o n a n d a n s w e r . N a r r a t i v e s i t u a t i o n s f o r t h e m o m e n t c a n b e c o n s i d e r e d 

o n a m u c h m o r e m o d e r a t e l eve l . O n t h e p a r t o f t h e n a r r a t o r a l o t o f d i v e r s e 

i n t e n t i o n s a n d p u r p o s e s a re t h i n k a b l e . T h e l i s t e n e r s o f c o u r s e , w h o h a v e s c r u 

p les a b o u t w h a t t h e y h e a r , m i g h t m a k e o u t o f it w h a t t h e y w a n t . A n d it is t h i s 

poss ib i l i t y , I t h i n k , w h i c h m a r k s a n i m p o r t a n t d i f f e r e n c e l i n g u i s t i c a n a l y s e s 

n o t s e l d o m p u t as ide b e c a u s e t h e y a re a n x i o u s t o k e e p i n l i n e w i t h a s c h e m e 

o f r u l e  g o v e r n e d s t o r y  t e l l i n g . 

T o i n t e r v e n e a n d t h u s c h a n g e t h e c o u r s e o f n a r r a t i o n c e r t a i n l y is a p r o p 

e r t y o f ora l , i .e. d i r e c t a n d i n t e r a c t i v e c o m m u n i c a t i o n . A n d t h i s is a s i t u a t i o n 

i n w h i c h n a r r a t o r a n d a u d i e n c e n o t o n l y s h a r e t i m e a n d place , t h e y a l so m a y 

i n d u l g e i n t h e g a m e o f c h a n g i n g ro les a n d a t t i t u d e s . It, t h e r e f o r e , s e e m s n a t u 

ra l t o t a k e f o r g r a n t e d t h a t s p o n t a n e o u s o r a l n a r r a t i o n s o w e t h e i r p o w e r t o 

t h e i n t e r p l a y b e t w e e n t i m e a n d p lace , t h e a t t i t u d e s o f t h e i n v o l v e d a c t o r s a n d 

6 San Francisco Chronicle, M a y 23, 1966; E. G o f f m a n , Frame Analysis. An Essay on the Organization 
of Experience, Bos ton : N o r t h Eastern Univers i ty Press, 1986, p. 310. 



9 4 D i e t r i c h H a r t h 

t h e ski l l o f t h e n a r r a t o r t o v o c a l l y a n d g e s t u r a l l y p e r f o r m h i s s p e e c h . W h a t I 

w o u l d l i k e t o p o i n t o u t i n t h i s c o n t e x t is t h a t t h e c o m p r e h e n s i o n o f t h e m o r e 

c o m p l e x , i. e. l i t e r a r y f o r m s o f n a r r a t i o n is u n t h i n k a b l e w i t h o u t t h e k n o w l e d g e 

o f t h o s e v a r i e t i e s o f n a r r a t i o n e x p e r i e n c e d i n o r d i n a r y c o m m u n i c a t i v e i n t e r 

ac t ions . 7 T h e r e is a fluent passage b e t w e e n t h e n a t u r a l a n d t h e a r t i f i c i a l f o r m s 

o f t e l l i n g a s to ry , m a y t h e n a r r a t o r b e m o t i v a t e d b y t h e p u r p o s e t o p r o d u c e a n 

a e s t h e t i c o r a d i d a c t i c p i e c e o f s p e e c h . C r u c i a l is w h a t t h e r e c i p i e n t c h o o s e s 

a n d p r e f e r s a c c o r d i n g t o his e x p e c t a t i o n s . A n d t h i s r e fe r s m o s t o f t e n t o a f u z z y 

a t t i t u d e n o t so f a r a w a y f r o m w h a t in t h e m i s r e a d i n g o f t h e H o r a t i a n f o r m u l a 

" a u t p r o d e s s e a u t d e l e c t a r e " s u r v i v e d all t h o s e w e l l  m e a n t a t t e m p t s t o d r a w a 

s h a r p l i n e b e t w e e n t h e s e a r c h f o r p r a c t i c a l u s e f u l n e s s a n d d i s i n t e r e s t e d d e l i g h t . 

A l o t o f c o n t e m p o r a r y t a l k a n d w r i t i n g is c i r c l i n g a r o u n d t h e n o t i o n o f n a r 

r a t i v e i d e n t i t y . M a y b e t h i s is a s y m p t o m o f f e a r i n g t o lose w h a t f o r m e r t i m e s 

h e l d i n h i g h e s t e e m , a t y p e o f b e l i e f d e d i c a t e d t o t h e l i f e  g u i d i n g m a g i c o f a 

n a r r a t i v e l y p r e s e r v e d pas t e x p e r i e n c e . T h e pas t is k n o w n t o u s i n a m o r e o r less 

r e l i ab ly h a n d e d d o w n t r a d i t i o n t h e b e s t k e p t p a r t o f w h i c h w e c o u l d i m a g i n e 

t o b e e n c l o s e d i n s o m e t h i n g s i m i l a r t o t h a t u n i v e r s e o f w r i t t e n a n d p r i n t e d 

m a t t e r s , J o r g e L u i s B o r g e s d e s c r i b e d i n his e n i g m a t i c t a le The Library of Babel. 
O f c o u r s e , B o r g e s ' l i b r a r y is a f a n t a s y p r o t e c t e d b y a d e e p play o f t h o u g h t 

f u l c o n s t r u c t i o n . It c a n n o t b e d e s t r o y e d n o t o n l y b e c a u s e o f its o r i g i n i n t h e 

d e p t h s o f a n i n g e n i o u s s o u r c e o f n a r r a t i v e a n d at t h e s a m e t i m e m a t h e m a t i c a l 

ski l l . It is also an i n f i n i t e j e s t b e c a u s e it e n l i g h t e n s t h e r e a d e r a n d is at t h e s a m e 

t i m e a n o b s c u r a n t f r a u d . T h e p r i n c i p l e o f i n s u f f i c i e n t r e a s o n B o r g e s t a k e s as a 

basis d o e s n o t e x c l u d e r e a s o n i n g as a t o o l f o r s u r v i v i n g t h e o r d i n a r y d a n g e r s o f 

e v e r y d a y l i fe . It f u n c t i o n s as a m o n i t u m t o m i s t r u s t t h e e x c l u s i v e k n o w l e d g e 

r u l e s o f a s c i e n c e  b a s e d l og i c . T h e i dea t h a t t h e r e c o u l d b e a n y a f f in i t i e s w i t h 

r e l i g i o n i n B o r g e s ' p o e t i c s is a r a t h e r i m p r o b a b l e t e m p t a t i o n . F o r t h a t s u s p i c i o n 

I c a n n o t f i n d a n y e v i d e n c e i n his Library of Babel. I n s t e a d w e m a y c o n s i d e r a n y 

t e x t  p r o f a n e o r s a c r e d  as b e i n g p u l l e d f r o m t h e B a b e l i a n l i b r a r y b y t h e ac t 

o f t h e a u t h o r d e f i n i n g t h e s e a r c h l e t t e r b y l e t t e r u n t i l h e a c c o m p l i s h e s a n a r r a 

t i ve c lose e n o u g h t o t h e o n e h e o r she i m a g i n e d a n d i n t e n d e d t o w r i t e d o w n . 

T h e a b u n d a n c e o f n a r r a t i v e f o r m s i n w o r l d  l i t e r a t u r e — s a c r e d a n d p r o f a n e 

 is n o t e v e n r e m o t e l y c o m p r e h e n s i b l e . S u p e r f i c i a l l y e x a m i n e d it is n o t i c e a b l e 

t h a t m a n y o f t h e c o n v e n t i o n a l f o r m s a r e c o n n e c t e d t o p a r t i c u l a r e x p e c t a t i o n s 

as t o t h e i r e f f e c t s o r f u n c t i o n s . B u t v e r y s e l d o m t h e s e e f f e c t s h a v e t o d o w i t h 

t h e p r o f a n e e n l i g h t e n m e n t o f r e a s o n or , g e n e r a l l y s p o k e n , t h e c a p a c i t i e s o f 

t h o u g h t . E v e n t h e n a r r a t i v e c o n s t r u c t i o n s o f t h e p h i l o s o p h i c a l pas t h a r d l y 

f i n d c r e d i t as a n i n s t r u m e n t apt t o e n h a n c e t h e f o r c e o f e p i s t e m i c p r o g r e s s . 

7 T. A. van D i j k , " A c t i o n , A c t i o n D e s c r i p t i o n and Narra t ive ," New Literary History, 6 (1975), pp. 
2 7 3  2 9 4 . 
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All the more in terest ing are the effects of narra t ion i m m a n e n t in this or 
that world of fict ion, not least because they refer to a wide range of usage of— 
to quote Plato's metaphorical designation of wr i t i ng — "pha rmaka . " Poisoning 
or healing, these are the extremes. In case of the Arabian Nights a th i rd effect 
has to be added: be ing rescued f r o m death by artful ly tell ing stories. This m i r 
acle of narrat ion, the Arabian Nights in their wri t t en fo rm, mirrors a cultural ly 
specific skill going back to Islamic and urban roots of oral storytell ing.8 T h e 
collection is a fantastic example of tel l ing and ref lect ing the part icular art of 
representat ion. A n d some of the stories tell  a g o o d example is the History of 
Abu Kir and Abu Sir - h o w the invented actors for their part can make a for
t une wi th the help of their narrat ive skills. It is an almost Becket t ian hal lmark 
of m a n y Arabian stories that they avoid the open ing  fo rmu la " O n c e upon a 
t ime.. ." so famil iar to us and start instead with the words "It was — it was not ." 

Rescue is one of the d o m i n a n t themes of storytell ing, poisoning to death 
the anti thetical version. O n e of the most eerie, emotional ly m o v i n g plots, 
shrouded in a dramat ic fo rm, develops in Shakespeare's Othello. T h e pack 
of lies schemed as an in t r igue by the villain Iago is the poison which talks 
Othe l lo into his wife's murder . And this catastrophe appears as a gruesome 
inversion of the wor ld o rde r since the M o o r himself had w o n Desdemona 's 
heart by tel l ing her his o w n fateful story: 

M y s t o r y b e i n g d o n e , 

S h e g a v e m e f o r m y p a i n s a w o r l d o f s ighs : 

S h e s w o r e , i n f a i t h , ' t w a s s t r a n g e , ' t w a s p a s s i n g s t r a n g e , 

' T w a s p i t i f u l , ' t w a s w o n d r o u s p i t i f u l : 

S h e w i s h ' d s h e h a d n o t h e a r d it , y e t s h e w i s h ' d 

T h a t h e a v e n h a d m a d e h e r s u c h a m a n : s h e t h a n k ' d m e , 

A n d b a d e m e , i f I h a d a f r i e n d t h a t l o v e d h e r , 

I s h o u l d b u t t e a c h h i m h o w t o te l l m y s to ry , 

A n d t h a t w o u l d w o o h e r . 9 

3. Paradoxes 

Is it t rue that our emot iona l responses to fictional narrations, be they dramat ic 
or prosaic, are irrational?'" Apparent ly not , if we bear in m i n d the simple act of 
choosing b e t w e e n lived and imagined existence, be tween factual and fictional 

8 R . I r w i n , The Arabian Nights. A Companion, L o n d o n : P e n g u i n Books , 1994. 
'' W. Shakespeare , Othello, a. I, sc. 2, vv. 158166 . 
1(1 C . R a d f o r d and M . W e s t o n , " H o w C a n W e B e M o v e d by the Fate of A n n a Karenina?," 
Proceedings of the Aristotelian Society, S u p p l e m e n t a r y Volumes , 49 (1975), pp. 6780 . 
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w o r l d s . I n case I a m g o i n g t o r e a d a n o v e l I h a v e a l r e a d y c h o s e n b e t w e e n f a c t 

a n d f i c t i o n a n d h a v e i n a d v a n c e d e c i d e d t o s u b m e r g e i n t o a w o r l d o f f a n t a s i e s 

a n d i l l u s i o n s . A n d it w o u l d b e r a t h e r q u i x o t i c i f t h e r e a d e r w o u l d b e i n d a n g e r 

t o lose h i s w i t s b y t h i s e n c o u n t e r . T e x t t y p e s h a v e t h e i r f r a m e s , a n d t h e r e a d e r 

k n o w s h o w t o u s e t h e m i n o r d e r t o s p u r h i m s e l f i n t o f o c u s i n g h i s a t t e n t i o n . 

T h e s a m e is t r u e o f w a t c h i n g a m o v i e o r a t h e a t r i c a l p e r f o r m a n c e . S o 

t h e r e is a f i r m k n o w l e d g e i n t h e b a c k g r o u n d a b o u t t h e p o s s i b i l i t y o f i n h a b i t 

i n g d i f f e r e n t w o r l d s a n d m a n i f o l d p r o v i n c e s o f w o r l d m a k i n g . It is i n d e e d t h e 

p r e r o g a t i v e o f t h e a d u l t a n d t h e r e s u l t o f a d i s i l l u s i o n i n g l e a r n i n g p r o c e s s t o 

b e c a p a b l e o f fluctuating b e t w e e n d i f f e r e n t , s o m e t i m e s e v e n c o n t r a d i c t o r y 

w o r l d s . I t h e r e f o r e d o u b t i f " p a r a d o x " is r e a l l y t h e r i g h t l abe l w h e n t a l k i n g 

a b o u t t h e e m o t i o n a l q u a s i  i n f e c t i o n s a r o u s e d b y t h e a c t i o n s a n d c h a r a c t e r s o f 

a n i m a g i n a t i v e , a n a r t i f i c i a l w o r l d . 

N e i t h e r w o u l d I d e f e n d t h e c l a i m t h a t t h e e m o t i o n a l r e s p o n s e t o a n o v e l 

o r a t h e a t r e p lay has t o b e q u a l i f i e d as a pretended r e s p o n s e . P r e t e n s i o n m i g h t 

o c c u r o n b e h a l f o f t h e a c t o r s o n s t age . B u t o n t h i s s ide o f t h e f o r e s t a g e — t h e 

a u d i e n c e ' s s ide — t h e e m o t i o n a l r e s p o n s e s a re as g e n u i n e as t h e y a re c o n 

s c i o u s l y g o n e t h r o u g h . A n d s o m e t h i n g a n a l o g o u s p e r t a i n s t o t h e r e l a t i o n s 

b e t w e e n t h e r e a d e r ' s e x p e r i e n c e a n d t h e f i c t i o n a l n a r r a t i v e h e is e n j o y i n g . 

O n c e t h e p r e l i m i n a r i e s a r e s e t t l e d , i .e . t h e n o v e l c h o s e n , t h e r e a d e r ' s m i n d 

a n d e m o t i o n s a r e l o o k i n g f o r w a r d t o s e n s a t i o n s w h i c h in t h e w o r l d o f f i c t i o n 

o c c u r i n a c o n d e n s e d a n d i n t e n s i f i e d p e c u l i a r i t y t h e r ea l w o r l d m i g h t p e r h a p s 

s h o w e v e r a n d a n o n o n l y i n a s t a t e o f e x c e p t i o n . B u t b e w a r e , s u c h a s ta te 

i n v o l v e s a lo t o f u n p r e d i c t a b l e a n d u n k n o w n h a z a r d s t h e o b s e r v e r m i g h t n o t 

b e ab le t o s u r v i v e u n s c a t h e d . 

T h i s is o f c o u r s e n o t t h e r i g h t p l a c e t o i n v o k e p s y c h o l o g i c a l p a r a p h e r n a l i a . 

E m o t i o n a l responses i n d u c e d b y i m a g i n a t i v e s to r i e s m u s t n o t b e c o n f u s e d w i t h 

e m o t i o n a l reactions, t h e l a t t e r i n v o l v i n g t h e i m p u l s e t o e f f e c t i v e l y ac t at o n c e . 

T h e spel l b y w h i c h t h e r e a d e r ' s i n t e l l e c t a n d e m o t i o n s a re i n f l a m e d a n d at t h e 

b e s t g e t m e s m e r i z e d c a n n e v e r e x a c t l y b e f o r e s e e n . It r a t h e r d e p e n d s u p o n a n 

i m p o n d e r a b l e c o n c a t e n a t i o n o f p r e c o n d i t i o n s a n d c o n t e x t s w h i c h c o u l d b e 

r e d u c e d t o f o r m a l o r p s y c h o l o g i c a l i ssues o n l y b y r e n d e r i n g i n e f f e c t i v e w h a t 

b e l o n g s t o t h e c o r e o f a r ea l a e s t h e t i c e x p e r i e n c e . 

T h e a e s t h e t i c e p i p h a n y t h a t m a y a r r i v e in t h e c o u r s e o f a p p r e h e n d i n g a 

w o r k o f a r t c a n b e u n d e r s t o o d as a s u d d e n l y a r i s en , b u t d i f f i c u l t t o v e r b a l i z e 

r e v e l a t i o n . T h e p o i n t is t h a t it is t h e t e x t o r t h e i m a g e w h i c h s e e m s t o o f f e r t h e 

a p p r o p r i a t e s igns t o e x p r e s s an e m o t i o n a l c o n f u s i o n e n g e n d e r e d b y t h e r eade r ' s 

p e r f o r m a n c e o f a t e x t  o r p i c t u r e  w o r l d t h a t is n e i t h e r s i m p l y g i v e n n o r t h e 

p r o d u c t o f his o w n . It r a t h e r is a t h i r d d i m e n s i o n d i v i d i n g a n d at t h e s a m e t i m e 

j o i n i n g t h e g i v e n r e g i m e s o f t h e t e x t  w o r l d o n o n e side a n d t h e r eade r ' s w o r l d 

o n t h e o t h e r side; as i f i n  b e t w e e n t h e d a w n i n g o f a n e w i n s i g h t w o u l d e m e r g e . 
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Despite the i nde te rminacy of emot ional responses inherent in what may 
here be character ized as an aesthetic experience I therefore would like to 
argue that the pleasures of le t t ing loose the emot ions whi le r e -enac t ing a great 
narrat ive are by no means irrational. Just the opposite can be defended: these 
pleasures are nour ished by the intense interplay be tween imaginat ion , e m o 
t ion and intellect: "Emot ions func t ion cognitively not as separate items but in 
combina t ion wi th one another and wi th other means of knowing . Perception, 
concept ion , and feeling in te rmingle and interact; and an alloy of ten resists 
analysis in to emotive and nonemot ive componen t s . " " F u r t h e r m o r e we should 
not forget that especially in the case of r e enac t ing a poetic story  whatever 
the media of narrat ive representat ion may be  the process of apprehending 
never follows a plain r h y t h m and tune . May the flux of narra t ion be ever so 
ha rmon ious (a bor ing experience), the recipients will in nine t imes out o f t e n 
exper ience the fascination of shi f t ing distances and emotions . Suspense means 
to get thri l led by a provocative uncer ta inty , compris ing the i nde te rminacy of 
the plot and the indecision of the actors. It is not a disinterested delight that 
is genera t ing what we m i g h t call an aesthetic experience; it is rather the aim 
to satisfy one's curiosity by resolving the complex symbolic textures which 
const i tute a perfectly j u d g e d narrative. 

In short, if "paradox" is a t e rm that expresses roughly the i n c o m m e n s u r a 
bility of the aesthetic experience induced by reading a great narrative work I 
would will ingly suggest to adopt Victor Hugo's " h a r m o n i e des contraires."1 2 

Hugo's formula expresses pret ty well the reader's inci tement to unders tand 
and, if required , to analyze Notre-Dame de Paris [The Hunchback ofNotre-Dame] 
or any other great fiction. 

It is not possible here to address the various, in part rather gloomy topics 
Hugo 's novel is br ing ing to life. To cut off just that much: pa ramoun t in the 
novel is a dramat ic combat be tween the beaut i fu l and the ugly, be tween the 
good and the evil, b e t w e e n the sublime and the ridiculous; a combat that 
on the part of the reader f r o m t ime to t ime may t r igger a sequel of suddenly 
chang ing emot ions which even may seem altogether contradictory. A dis
tu rb ing fact the investigative reader migh t easily get along wi th once he takes 
as a star t ing point what the author in his earlier Preface de Cromwell def ined as 
the "Grotesque": a character or artifact induc ing in the beholder an emot ion 
waver ing be tween disgust and sympathy. 

Victor H u g o as an individual wri te r is by no means my concern in this 
essay. But it is one of his merits that he was able to combine in his fiction the 

" N . G o o d m a n , Languages of Art. An Approach to a Theory of Symbols, Indianapolis : Hacke t t , 1976, 
p. 249. 
12 V. H u g o , Preface de Cromwell, in Id., CEuvres Completes, ed . J . P R e y n a u d , Paris: Laffbnt , 1985, p. 17. 



98 Dietr ich Harth 

most en te r ta in ing style of wri t ing wi th those advanced reflections the l i terary 
historian considers a symptom of a forward t h i n k i n g s ta te -of - the-a r t posi
t ion. In his Preface he has declared the "Gro tesque" a principle of m o d e r n i t y 
in art, above all in l i terature. By this a rgumen t he rejects the convent ional 
dichotomies and emphasizes the r e enac tmen t of an in te rmedia ry exper ience 
as a genu ine aesthetic value. Even if Hugo's o w n way of narrat ive w o r l d m a k 
ing — compared to Flaubert 's — does not whol ly accomplish what he in theory 
wanted , his thoughts give a clue to what is appreciated as a b ro k en u p art 
form. So one of the keysymbols the narrator in Notre-Dame de Paris is c o m 
m e n t i n g on is the image of the wri t t en novel as a cathedral, piled up letter by 
letter and at the same t ime as distorted and enigmat ic as the Goth ic bui ld ing 
itself.13 And, what is more , it appears as a wicked, a godforsaken place where 
violence and evil prevail. It is this autopoietic stance which breaks up the 
i m m a n e n t f o r m in order to suggest that the dark side of history has to be seen 
as a condi t ion of possibility of m o d e r n f ic t ionwri t ing . 

So, if we look back at the question of an emotional bewi lderment by read
ing fiction, we now may assert in a general way that one of the criterions of 
aesthetic experience has to do wi th the complexity a narrative work displays. 
T h e more complexity in form and content a work incorporates the greater its 
thought provoking power. There are, of course, many ways of creating a c o m 
plex narrative cosmos: playing with language, selfreference, ambiguities, o p p o 
sitions, style, composit ion, rhy thm, rhetorical and literary figures, selfmockery, 
c o m m o n sense, prejudices, characters, morality, c o m m o n expectations etc. Any 
handbook of any writer 's academy may i temize all the ingredients and combi
nation options required to compose a narrative. T h e success, however, of the 
artifact is not a question of fol lowing prescriptions. There is the reading public, 
an imponderable being, with many diverse habits of mind and of taste, but 
like everybody endowed with particular conceptions of life and probably with 
contradictory critical preoccupations. It is a great accomplishment if a book of 
fiction manages to induce the reader to take up the attitude of a discoverer eager 
to understand both , the imaginative universe he perceives and the bewilder ing 
amazement sparked off in h im by the particular story. 

4. The Third 

T h e great masters of fiction representative of the above only marginally outlined 
reflexivity are part of that canon the partial value of which becomes more and 

13 See D. Harth, "Kunst und Alchemie. Der Zeichner Victor Hugo," IABLIS. Jahrbuch fur 
europaische Prozesse, 7 (2008), pp. 937. 
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m o r e o b v i o u s w h e n c o n f r o n t e d w i t h t h e g l o b a l c i r c u l a t i o n o f a l i t e r a ry p r o d u c 

t i o n t h a t is n o t r o o t e d o n l y i n o n e a n d t h e s a m e s ing le n a t i o n a l t r a d i t i o n . B u t i f 

w e b a l a n c e t h e ga in s o f classical m o d e r n i t y aga ins t t h e d e c e n t r e d p l u r a l i s m o f 

n a r r a t i v e f o r m s i n c o n t e m p o r a r y l i t e r a ry p r o d u c t i o n t h e r e m a y b e a c h a n c e t o 

g r a s p s o m e o f t h e f e a t u r e s o f w h a t I w o u l d l i ke t o call t h e aes the t i c a w a r e n e s s . 

T h e p h i l o s o p h i c a l g r o u n d i n g o f t h i s a w a r e n e s s b e l o n g s t o t h e E u r o p e a n 

i n t e l l e c t u a l w o r l d o f t h e 1 8 t h c e n t u r y . A n d t h i s is a s i g n i f i c a n t f ac t b e c a u s e 

t h e e p o c h o f E n l i g h t e n m e n t w a s a t i m e o f d e p a r t u r e f r o m t r a d i t i o n s t h e n o r 

m a t i v e p o w e r o f w h i c h h a d s h a p e d i n a v e r y p r o f o u n d w a y t h e s u b s t a n c e 

o f W e s t e r n c u l t u r e s . R e l i g i o u s p o w e r w a s i n a d e f e n s i v e p o s i t i o n , m u n d a n e 

l i t e r a t u r e g a i n i n g g r o u n d . I n s h o r t , a d e v e l o p m e n t t o o k p l a c e t h a t d e e p l y 

a f f e c t e d c u l t u r e i n g e n e r a l a n d t h e l i t e r a r y p r o d u c t i o n i n p a r t i c u l a r . L i t e r a c y 

t i l l t h e n w a s h i g h l y d e p e n d e n t o n r e l i g i o u s n a r r a t i v e s , a b o v e all o n r e a d i n g 

a n d r e p e a t i n g t h e s a c r e d w o r d s o f t h e Bib le , o r o n a w i d e h e r i t a g e o f h e r o i c 

ta les . B u t s o o n , u n d e r t h e c i r c u m s t a n c e s o f a r a d i c a l c u l t u r a l c h a n g e , t h e r e 

a b o u n d e d a m u l t i f o r m p r o d u c t i o n o f f i c t i o n a l n a r r a t i v e s r e v e l i n g i n t h e a d o 

r a t i o n o f a s u b j e c t i v e s e n s i b i l i t y a n d s e n t i m e n t a l i t y . 

I w a n t t o ca l l t h i s i n m i n d b e c a u s e t h e d i s c o v e r y o f t h e s u b j e c t i v e self as a 

s o u r c e o f e m p a t h e t i c k n o w l e d g e , i n t h e m e a n i n g o f t r y i n g t o u n d e r s t a n d t h e 

e m o t i o n a l a n d i n t e l l e c t u a l d i s p o s i t i o n s o f o n e s e l f a n d o f t h e o t h e r , e x e r t s u n t i l 

t o d a y a p o w e r f u l i m p a c t o n t h e o r y  b u i l d i n g i n a r t h i s t o r y a n d i n l i t e r a r y 

c r i t i c i s m . P h i l o s o p h y i n t h e 1 8 t h c e n t u r y — t h e A g e o f C r i t i c i s m  e s t a b l i s h e d 

A e s t h e t i c s as a n e w d i s c i p l i n e w i t h t h e t a sk t o c o m p r e h e n d t h e c o g n i t i v e 

c a p a c i t i e s o f p e r c e p t i o n . T h e a i m w a s n o t t o a m e l i o r a t e t h e d i s c i p l i n e o f c o n 

c e p t u a l l o g i c b u t t o f i n d o u t h o w a " l o g i c " o f p e r c e p t u a l s e n s i t i v i t y c o u l d b e 

s u b s t a n t i a t e d . F r o m A l e x a n d e r B a u m g a r t e n , via I m m a n u e l K a n t t o F r i e d r i c h 

S c h i l l e r , p h i l o s o p h i c a l d i s c o u r s e — s o m e t i m e s w i t h m o r e , s o m e t i m e s w i t h 

less e f f i c i e n c y — c e n t e r e d u p o n t h e q u e s t i o n i f a n d t o w h i c h m e a s u r e sens i t i ve 

k n o w l e d g e (cognitio sensitive?) c o u l d b e m a d e f r u i t f u l i n e n h a n c i n g t h e c a p a c i 

t i es o f s e l f  u n d e r s t a n d i n g a n d t o g e t h e r w i t h t h i s t h e p e r f e c t i o n o f h u m a n c o 

e x i s t e n c e u n d e r t h e c i r c u m s t a n c e s o f a n a s c e n t c u l t u r a l r e f l e x i v i t y . 

M o r e t h a n a f e w a u t h o r s i n t h i s p e r i o d d e p l o r e d w h a t t h e y c o n s i d e r e d a 

r a m p a n t d i s i n t e g r a t i o n o f c u l t u r e , a n a w a r e n e s s t h a t f o r m a n y b e c a m e u n q u e s 

t i o n a b l e a f t e r t h e b l o o d y e v e n t s o f t h e F r e n c h R e v o l u t i o n . T o r e g a i n an i n t e 

g r a l n o r m a t i v i t y o f c u l t u r e , l i t e r a r y a n d p h i l o s o p h i c a l w r i t i n g s i n t h a t t i m e 

b r o u g h t i n a n a m a z i n g p r o d u c t i o n i n c r e a s e . It is o b v i o u s , t h a t t o d a y ' s l i t e r a r y 

a n d e v e n c u l t u r a l c r i t i c i s m d e r i v e s its o r i g i n f r o m t h e A g e o f C r i t i c i s m . W h a t 

is m o r e , it is w o r t h w h i l e t o ca l l b r i e f l y i n m i n d o n e o f t h e m o r e a d v a n c e d 

p o s i t i o n s o f t h a t p e r i o d , e s p e c i a l l y s i n c e it p r o v i d e s a v a l u a b l e i n s i g h t i n t o 

t h e i n n e r f o r m o f a e s t h e t i c t h o u g h t w h i c h , I b e l i e v e , st i l l d e s e r v e s a t t e n t i o n . 

It w a s F r i e d r i c h S c h i l l e r , w h o i n h i s Letters on the Aesthetic Education of Man 
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c a r v e d o u t a p a t h i n t o w h a t h e c a l l e d " t h e l a b y r i n t h o f a e s t h e t i c s . " T o q u o t e 

f r o m his T w e n t i e t h L e t t e r , p u b l i s h e d i n 1795: " O u r p s y c h e (Gemtit) passes , 

t h e n , f r o m s e n s a t i o n t o t h o u g h t via a m i d d l e d i s p o s i t i o n (Stimmung) i n w h i c h 

sense a n d r e a s o n , h o w e v e r , t h e y c a n c e l e a c h o t h e r o u t as d e t e r m i n i n g f o r c e s , 

a n d b r i n g a b o u t a n e g a t i o n b y m e a n s o f a n o p p o s i t i o n . T h i s m i d d l e d i s p o s i 

t i o n , i n w h i c h t h e p s y c h e is s u b j e c t n e i t h e r t o p h y s i c a l n o r t o m o r a l c o n s t r a i n t , 

a n d y e t is a c t i v e i n b o t h t h e s e w a y s , p r e  e m i n e n t l y d e s e r v e s t o b e c a l l e d a f r e e 

d i s p o s i t i o n ; a n d i f w e a re t o ca l l t h e c o n d i t i o n (Zustand) o f s e n s u o u s d e t e r m i 

n a t i o n (Bestimmung) t h e p h y s i c a l , a n d t h e c o n d i t i o n o f r a t i o n a l d e t e r m i n a t i o n 

t h e l o g i c a l o r m o r a l , t h e n w e m u s t cal l t h i s c o n d i t i o n o f r ea l a n d a c t i v e d e t e r 

m i n a b i l i t y (Bestimmbarkeit) t h e a e s t h e t i c . " 1 4 

If I h e r e l eave as ide s o m e o f t h e m o r e i d i o s y n c r a t i c a r g u m e n t s S c h i l l e r w o r k e d 

o u t , " t h e T h i r d " (das Dritte) is, h o w e v e r , o f c o n s i d e r a b l e i n t e r e s t for m y o w n 

m u s i n g s a b o u t t h e a e s t h e t i c e x p e r i e n c e i n i t i a t e d b y r e a d i n g a f u l l  b l o w n n a r r a 

t ive w o r k . T h e T h i r d a p p e a r s , as t h e a u t h o r o f t h e Letters a r g u e s , i f t h e a r t  w o r k 

s u c c e e d s t o t r a n s p o r t t h e r e a d e r i n t o a s ta te i n w h i c h t h e o p p o s i t i o n b e t w e e n 

sens i t i v i ty a n d i n t e l l e c t is "aujgehoben," m e a n i n g " p r e s e r v e d b y a b o l i s h m e n t . " ' 5 

S o t h i s n e w s y n t h e s i s d o e s n o t i n v o l v e a c o m p l e t e o b l i t e r a t i o n o f t h e s u b s u m e d , 

b u t a n e w s ta te o f c u l t u r a l af fa i r s t h r o u g h c o  o p e r a t i o n b e t w e e n " s e n s e a n d r e a 

s o n . " I n Schi l l e r ' s v i e w t h e goa l has t o b e r e c o n c i l i a t i o n b e t w e e n t h e n o r m a l l y 

o p p o s i t e p o w e r s . A n d as s o o n as t h i s is a t t a i n e d , so his d r e a m g o e s , b e a u t y w i l l 

r ise a n d c r e a t e t h e " a e s t h e t i c S t a t e " a n d a c u l t u r e o f f r e e d o m . 

Sch i l l e r ' s d i a l e c t i c o f " A u f h e b u n g " f o r e s h a d o w s t h e f a m o u s " N e g i e r e n u n d 

A u f b e w a h r e n z u g l e i c h " ( " t o n e g a t e a n d t o r e t a i n s i m u l t a n e o u s l y " ) i n H e g e l ' s 

Phenomenology of Mind (1807) . B u t a b o v e all it g ives a h i n t as t o w h a t a n a e s t h e t 

ica l ly set m i n d c o u l d b e c o n c e i v e d o f r e l a t ive t o t h e a d v a n c e d s ta te o f r e f l e x i v 

i ty i n a r t a n d l i t e r a t u r e . It is o f g r e a t i n t e r e s t i n t h i s r e s p e c t t h a t Sch i l l e r ' s c o l 

l e a g u e a n d c lose f r i e n d G o e t h e d i d n o t e s c a p e a p r o f o u n d c o n t r a d i c t i o n in t h e 

f r i e n d ' s p r o g r a m t o r e m e d y t h e c o r r u p t e d W e l t a n s c h a u u n g a n d d i s i n t e g r a t i n g 

c u l t u r e o f t h e i r o w n t i m e . G o e t h e ' s c o m m e n t a r y a v o i d e d t h e r i g o r o u s l o g i c o f 

a c o n c e p t u a l i z e d a r g u m e n t . I n s t e a d h e w r o t e a n a r r a t i v e e n t i t l e d Marchen, t h e 

t i t le Fairy Tale a i m i n g i r o n i c a l l y at t h e U t o p i a n f a n t a s y i n Sch i l l e r ' s d i scour se . 1 6 

T o r e s p o n d t o a p h i l o s o p h i c a l t r e a t i s e b y w r i t i n g a f a i r y t a l e at f i r s t s i g h t 

s e e m s a w k w a r d . B u t r e g a r d i n g S c h i l l e r ' s p a r t i c u l a r a r g u m e n t , t h e r e ' s s o m e 

t h i n g t o b e sa id f o r t h a t . T o b e g i n w i t h , t h e f o r m o f n a r r a t i o n c a n b r e a k u p 

14 F. Schiller, On the Aesthetic Education of Man in a Series of Letters, translated by E. M . W i l k i n s o n 
and L. A. Wil loughby , O x f o r d : C l a r e n d o n Press, 1967, p. 141. 
15 See ibid. , p. 124. 
"' K. M o m m s e n , " G o e t h e s Mahrchen als A n t w o r t auf Schillers Asthetischc Briefc" in Id., Kein 
Rettungsmittel als die Lithe. Schillers und Goethes Bundnis im Spiegel ihrer Dichtungen, G o t t i n g e n : 
Wallstein, 2010 , pp. 117146 . 
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petr i f ied contrasts in favor of a transit ional process. T h e narrative puts, so 
to say, in mot ion what in t heory is thought as a passage f r o m t w o adverse 
potentials (sense and reason) in to a state (the Third) of peaceful consonance. 
In addit ion the choice of the fairy tale as a narrative genre offers a favorable 
oppor tun i t y to play wi th metamorphoses and all kinds of figurative enchan t 
men t the reader is provoked to recognize and to interpret . By this means 
Goethe 's Mdrchen to a certain degree strives to anticipate what in theore t i 
cal discourse is blocked by conceptual abstractions: sensual pleasures wi thou t 
suppressing the appetite to disclose the encrypted meanings . 

Beyond that the tale is part of a series of stories w i t h i n a f r a m e  n a r r a 
tive the model of which is Boccaccio's Decamerone. Similar to the group of 
Florent ine citizens w h o were forced by the horrors of the plague to leave 
their t own , a group of G e r m a n refugees want to escape the horrors of the 
war ensuing the French Revolu t ion . In bo th novellacollections the fug i 
tives t ry to keep up their good spirits by storytel l ing and establish not only a 
considerable craf tsmanship in that art but also — at least in Goethe's, case — the 
knack to c o m m e n t the secrets of a well composed and contentwise attractive 
narrative.17 Story te l l ing here is a t empora ry pastime and as well a resource of 
conversat ion about aesthetic, moral and political issues. 

5. Eloquent Silence 

T h e above briefly resumed developments in aesthetics set a new f r amework 
not only for t heo ry bu i ld ing but also for the creative realms of art and l i tera
ture . T h e aesthetic frame — goes one of today's lines of thought  excludes all 
that is not appear ing wi th in the boundar ies it draws.1" T h a t does not mean an 
absolute autonomy. Contex tua l dependencies in regard to history and Zeit
geist must not be ignored w h e n research investigates the condit ions of p r o 
duct ion , of quali ty and critical acceptance. But in order to apprehend what 
has to be taken into consideration once the reader has entered the world 
inside the aesthetic f rame, a pivotal change in at t i tude cannot be denied. A n d 
this change is a response to the stimulative impression (Anmutung) radiat ing 
f r o m a work of art or f r o m a critically approved narrative. 

If we would take the t rouble to compare Boccaccio's and Goethe 's na r 
rative cycles we would soon discover a difference prov ing that the stories of 

17 SeeW. v. G o e t h e , Unterhaltungen deutschcr Ausgewanderten (Conversa t ions of G e r m a n Emigran ts ) . 

1795. 
IS D. H e n r i c h , Fixpunkte. Abhandlungen und Essays zur Theorie der Kunst, F r a n k f u r t am M a i n : 
S u h r k a m p , 2003 . 
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the latter include a concealed c o m m e n t on the feebleness of a paci fy ing story
telling appeal. T h e r e not only erupt pro found disagreements be tween the 
g r o u p  m e m b e r s as to the m a n n e r of invent ing and compos ing a narrative, in 
the end news about the bru te events of the war break up the frail atmosphere 
of comfo r t and acceptance. A n d if we proceed fu r the r in the general history 
and the history of narra t ion we immedia te ly come across a dis turbing increase 
of similar troubles due to the escalation of atrocities dur ing and after the wars 
of the 20 th century. 

To argue like that at this point may seem a bit erratic. But all I want to 
say is that in the middle of the collapse of a t reacherous coziness there looms 
a n e w variety of produc ing and exper ienc ing art and l i terature. Framing a 
neatly hedged piece of narrat ion may still occur. But it is of little interest 
w h e n compared wi th the complexi ty of, let's say, novels like A la recherche 
du temps perdu (19131927), Ulysses (1922), Der Prozess (1925), Murphy (1938), 
or Comment c'est (1961). Frames in all of these books become mobile, and 
ambivalence a pa ramoun t feature. 

Marcel Proust 's vo luminous narrat ive work encompasses not only a treas
ure of philosophical and aesthetic thoughts , it also unrolls a carpet with m a n y 
different colors and pat terns taken up f r o m various types of literary wor ld
making . N o t to ment ion the fact that the narrative reflects and examines 
what the book t i t le announces , the search of r emembrance and the tentative 
to rean imate lost experiences. In all it is a copious and at the same t ime p a i n 
ful process vary ing b e t w e e n j o y and misery. O n the surface Proust 's l i terary 
language tends to preserve the aesthetic delicacy and cha rm of a highbred 
parlance. In its depth, however , it refers — as Samuel Beckett in his h o m a g e to 
Proust has shown — to music as the one and only immater ia l art travelling on 
the wings of time.19 So Becket t here discovers an ideal " p h e n o m e n o n " beh ind 
the phenomena l , narratively material ized world which he himself in his later 
works takes up in order to perforate the opaqueness of the narrative language. 

Joyce's style of tel l ing a story and handl ing his language is quite another 
case. If, generally spoken, the wri te r is b o u n d to keep silent while opera t ing 
his wr i t i ng utensils, his l i terary eloquence usually unfolds wi thou t t ouch ing 
the b o u n d a r y b e t w e e n spoken and wri t t en word. T h e r e is no real listener 
w h o could be addressed even if the author wanted to lend his wri t ing a voice. 
T h e readingprocess works analogously: the solitary reading subject poised, 
book before his eyes, in silence and in a quiet position, yet indu lg ing in the 
eloquent o u t p o u r i n g of an alien language. 

Joyce displaced the convent ional f rames regarding narrative genres and 
styles, broke t h e m open w h e n and where he wanted . Trivial speech and even 

" S. Beckett, Proust, London: Chatto & Windus, 1931. 
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hackneyed cliches permeate the narrative flux in Ulysses and amalgamate with 
the most bookish innuendos . T h e narrative is a deliberately merged hybrid 
of divine (often Latin), vulgar, heroic and symbolic language wi th a blasphe
mous, but h u m o r o u s urge. A m o t t o could be Stephen Daedalus ' depressed 
sigh "His to ry is a n igh tmare f r o m which I am t ry ing to awake," a world view 
that affects the flow of narra t ion and obviously echoes Hegel 's statement that 
history is "not the soil in which happiness grows."2 0 

Early readers and critics then regarded Ulysses as an invitation to chaos. And 
this is t rue insofar as Hesiod's antique myth of creation puts Chaos at the beg in 
ning of what the ancients opined the birth of the rul ing class of divine beings 
coincident with the molding of the h u m a n world. Joyce's narrative method of 
wor ldmaking in a n u m b e r of his books makes ample use of mythic tales: besides 
Homer 's Odyssey in Ulysses the myth of Daedalus in A portrait of the Artist as a 
Young Man, and the old legend of Finn M a c C u m h a l in Finnegans Wake. But he 
approaches these masterpieces definitely with an ironic wink . And not enough 
with that manner of expertly bor rowing of and playing around with mytho l 
ogy. Joyce has also an amorous relation with the European narrative tradition 
which he in his o w n writ ings decomposes and stitches together again with 
incongruous, but vivid fantasies of his o w n in order to keep up a m e m o r y akin 
to the playful Muses, the daughters of Mnemosyne . H e is the perfect repre
sentative of a posttraditional culture not laboring meticulously like a pathetic 
guardian of paperstuffed archives but as a virtuous expertreader w h o enjoys to 
juggle while wri t ing with the remains of the great master narratives. 

In Finnegans Wake Joyce unleashed a controlled abundance of wordplay 
and narrat ive complexi ty exploi t ing the layers (Ge-Schichten) of various, in 
part rather ant iquated narratives and other literary material . O n e of his ph i lo 
sophical readers christened the paronomast ic m e t h o d applied in this book 
" p h o n e m a n o n , " cont rac t ing " p h o n e m e " and "phenomenon ." 2 1 T h u s the dis
sonant sound of the n e w lexeme echoes and at the same t ime parodies the t e n 
sion be tween speech and wri t ing famil iar to each wri ter and reader. W r i t i n g 
as well as reading, trivial to repeat it, is an affair of silence and s imul tane
ously of parole, a t ranquil adventure w i t h i n a mil l ing of words. Dissonance 
here refers to the fr ict ions be tween aural and optical senses, b e t w e e n the oral 
word and the pr in ted page. But nota bene: "dissonance leads to discovery."22 

20 J . Joyce , Ulysses,A Cri t ica l and Synop t i c Edi t ion , ed. H . W. Gabler et ah, N e w York: R a n d o m 
H o u s e , 1986, p. 377; G . W . F. Hege l , lectures on the Philosophy of World History, translated by H . B. 
Nisbe t , C a m b r i d g e : C a m b r i d g e Univers i ty Press, 1974, p. 79. 
21 J. D e r r i d a , q u o t e d in A. R o u g h l e y , James Joyce and Critical Theory, N e w York: Harves te r 
W h e a t s h e a f , 1991, p. 277. 
22 W. C . W i l l i a m s , q u o t e d in F. K e r m o d e , The Sense of an Ending, Studies in the Theory of Fiction, 
L o n d o n : O x f o r d Univers i ty Press, 1968, p. 123. 
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It anyway seems that Joyce was more than once occupied wi th this catalytic 
p h e n o m e n o n . 

Joyce's technique of "scribbledehobble" in Finnegans Wake makes use not 
only of a provoking cumulat ive semantic tucked into one single lexeme, giv
ing these a most unusual appearance and provoking a crackjaw oral per for 
mance, e.g. "runnerh iners tones" or " O gig goggle of gigguels." He also uses 
various narrative forms, he had entered in several of his notebooks precedent 
to the publication of Finnegans Wake: e. g. "Arabian nights, serial stories, tales 
wi th in tales, [...] desperate story tel l ing" etc.23 T h e first line of Finnegans Wake 
gives an impression of what the again and again faltering narrative flow of this 
book was thought to transport: "r iverrun, past Eve and Adam's, f r o m swerve 
of shore to bend of bay, brings us by a commodius vicus of recirculation back 
to H o w t h Castle and Environs ." T h e spinning and fishtailing flow of narrat ion 
may — so could this passage be translated — pass the first days of m a n k i n d and 
r u n on a more comfortable road {commodius vicus) back to f r o m where it started, 
to Dubl in ( H o w t h Castle belonging to the envi ronments of this city). 

Most interest ing is Joyce's extensive use of the wri t ings of the Italian phi 
losopher Giambatista Vico (scilicet uicusl), w h o published his most i m p o r 
tant books in the early 18th century. High ly appreciated by many writers of 
the 20th cen tu ry — to n a m e only a few: Samuel Beckett , Jorge Luis Borges, 
T h o m a s Pynchon — he endeavored to establish a m o d e r n human i sm as a 
response to Cartesianism, a domina t i ng school of thought in his t ime. In 
his Principi di Scienza Nuova d'intorno alia Comune Natura delle Nazioni (1730) 
Vico in t roduced the so called verum-factum-princip\e, a principle according to 
which t ru th has to be conceived not as a result of distanced observation, but 
as condi t ioned by invent ion a n d / o r construct ion. So it is not surpris ing that 
his t heory was highly praised by the creative class. 

T h e construct ion of Finnegans Wake makes use of Vico's philosophy of his
tory b o r r o w i n g f r o m h i m the scheme of a circular process.24 Circular i ty here 
means that history in general is made up of cycles the de te rminan t events of 
which recur again and again. Each cycle encompasses three ages — divine, 
heroic and h u m a n — and ends in destruct ion and chaos, open ing the door 
for the advent of a new cycle. In the Last Day of a cycle — the hour of chaos, 
Vico calls " R i c o r s o " (Joyce's t e rm "recirculation") — all what happened in 
the bygone t imes will then in a simultaneous rush be recapitulated and finally 
annihi la ted. T h e n e w cycle starts wi th a thunderclap, God's inart iculate s tam

23 D. H a y m a n , " T h e M a n y s t o r y t o l d of the Wake: H o w Narra t ive was M a d e to I n f o r m the N o n 
Nar ra t iv i ty of the N i g h t , " Joyce Studies Annual, 1997, pp. 8111 4. 
24 See K. R e i c h e r t , " E i n l e i t u n g " to his edi t ion of J. Joyce's Anna Livia Plurabelle, Frank fu r t am 
M a i n : S u h r k a m p , 1982, pp. 1722 . 
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mer ing voice. History as a "n igh tmare" - the fusion with Vico's eschatological 
t ime mirrors that view. A n d it looks as if Joyce wanted to merge deep into that 
t ime-cons t ruc t ion by creat ing in Finnegans Wake a language able to m i m i c not 
only the topsy- turvy of the Last Day but also God's s tammer ing speech. 

It is a great enterprise one is going to encounte r w h e n reading, better , 
w h e n dec ryp t ing joyce ' s Wake. It is a unique case where polyphony and poly
semy go hand in hand and all classical coordinates seem inappropriate . Yet, 
the reader's m i n d usually is still w a n d e r i n g along in the trail of fairly well 
ordered conventions. So for h i m what is provokingly new looms before the 
background of ent renched habits of reading and unders tanding. If he lets 
himself in to get involved in that challenge of discovering a realm hover ing 
b e t w e e n the obvious and the obscure he may gain access to another zone 
of unders tanding , a tw i l igh t  zone and like all narratives a good place for 
the process of transit ion.2 5 T h e result of that experience could be a disposi
tion b e t w e e n the habitual orders of feeling and of cogni t ion. I would like to 
associate this i n  b e t w e e n  z o n e wi th " the T h i r d , " which is n o t h i n g else but a 
metaphor symbol iz ing alterity. It is not beauty promis ing redempt ion , it is the 
pleasure of unders tand ing both , the in f in i ty of explor ing the u n k n o w n and 
the f in i tude of life. 

This is, I t h ink , the right m o m e n t to close and I want to do that by al low
ing myself a brief glance at some of the narrat ive peculiarit ies in the wri t ings 
of Samuel Beckett . In m y opin ion his m o d e of storytel l ing complies to an 
admirable extent with a m e t h o d of posi t ing and cancell ing almost compa
rable to a calculation machine . His narrative discourse therefore on the one 
hand gives room for an assiduous search for m e a n i n g in the dull labyrinth 
of everyday life. O n the other hand, this same search is always aware of the 
final end and tends, if it ever succeeds in f ind ing some comfor t , to cancel its 
f indings. Becket t loves, like Joyce, to explore the music — sound and r h y t h m 
 of the l i terary language. A n d he t oo is a master of generat ing bewi lde rmen t 
in the c o m m o n reader's mind . His protagonists , of ten the rebel l ing m a k 
ers of their o w n m u r k y stories, are no "strangers to the joys of darkness."2 6 

T h e author has a deep distrust in the reliability and sustainability of the l i t
erary and everyday language . O r d i n a r y language as well as philosophical 
language are because of their habitual use and their unin ten t iona l as well as 
inscrutable i m m a n e n t dogmat ic obstacles on the way to penetrate the dark
ness. C o m m u n i c a t i o n is not what Beckett 's figures are look ing for. 

In Comment c'est — the French title is an ironic wordplay on commencer, 
Beckett 's o w n English translation has the title How it is  the text gives a m u r 

25 See B. Waldenfels , Ordnungm im Zwielicht, Frank fu r t am M a i n : S u h r k a m p , 1987. 
26 S. Becke t t , Malone Dies, H a r m o n d s w o r t h : P e n g u i n Books , 1965, p. 23. 
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m u r i n g v o i c e t o a m a n w i t h o u t n a m e w h o t h r i v e s h a r d t o c r a w l t h r o u g h d a r k 

ness a n d m u d , p a n t i n g a n d t r y i n g d e s p i t e h i s d y s p n e a t o a r t i c u l a t e f r a g m e n t s 

o f h i s l i fe . It m a y b e p r o b a b l e , as m a n y a n i n t e r p r e t e r p r e s u m e s , t h a t t h e a u t h o r 

w a s i n s p i r e d b y G i a c o m o L e o p a r d i ' s p o e m A se stesso, w r i t t e n a b o u t 1835 , i n 

w h i c h t h e w o r l d a p p e a r s as m u d (Jangd) a n d h u m a n l i fe as a n a b j e c t t e d i u m . 

O r p o s e r a i p e r s e m p r e , 

S t a n c o m i o c o r . P e r i l ' i n g a n n o e s t r e m o , 

C h ' e t e r n o i o m i c r e d e i . P e r i , B e n s e n t o , 

I n n o i di c a r i i n g a n n i , 

N o n c h e la s p e m e , il d e s i d e r i o e s p e n t o . 

P o s a p e r s e m p r e . Assai 

Pa lp i t a s t i . N o n va l c o s a n e s s u n a 

I m o d t u o i , n e d i s o s p i r i e d e g n a 

L a t e r r a . A m a r o e n o i a 

L a v i t a , a k r o m a i n u l l a ; e f a n g o e il m o n d o . 

T ' a c q u e t a o m a i . D i s p e r a 

L u l t i m a v o l t a . A l g e n e r n o s t r o il f a t o 

N o n d o n o c h e il m o r i r e . O m a i d i s p r e z z a 

Te, la n a t u r a , il b r u t t o 

P o t e r c h e , a s c o s o , a c o m u n d a n n o i m p e r a , 

E l ' i n f i n i t a v a n i t a d e l t u t t o 2 7 

O f c o u r s e , B e c k e t t ' s t e x t , w h i c h l acks a n y p u n c t u a t i o n , c a n a l so b e r e a d 

as a l i t e r a r y v e r s i o n o f a t e d i o u s p h i l o s o p h i c a l c o n u n d r u m , t h a t is t o say, t h e 

g e n e s i s o f f o r m o u t o f a n a m o r p h o u s m a t e r i a , " h o w it w a s , " t h e f i r s t l i n e 

r e a d s , " I q u o t e b e f o r e P i m w i t h P i m a f t e r P i r n h o w it is t h r e e p a r t s I say it as 

I h e a r i t , " a n d t h e n : " I N V O C A T I O N . " 2 8 T h e o p e n i n g p r e s e n t s t h e s p e a k i n g 

s u b j e c t — d i f f i c u l t t o c h a r a c t e r i z e h i m as a n a r r a t o r — as s o m e o n e w h o , l y i n g 

f a ce d o w n , l i s t ens t o w h a t h i s b r e a t h is w h i s p e r i n g t o h i m (" I h e a r " ) a n d 

p a i n s t a k i n g l y s t a m m e r s it o u t ("I say") ; a n e c h o o f his o w n i n w a r d e x p e r i 

e n c e . T h e w h o l e s c r a p p y t e x t is, i f I m a y say so, q u o t a t i o n ("I q u o t e " ) o f t h e 

i n n e r v o i c e a n d i n s o f a r c o n t r a d i c t i n g t h e class ical r i t u a l o f i n v o c a t i o n w h i c h 

is a w e l l  k n o w n m a t t e r o f l i t e r a r y i n s p i r a t i o n s i n c e H o m e r . 

27 " N o w you ' l l rest forever / my weary h e a r t . T h e last i l lusion has died / I t h o u g h t eternal . D i e d . 
I feel, in t r u t h , / n o t only h o p e , b u t desire / for dear i l lusion has vanished. / R e s t forever .You 've 
l abored / e n o u g h . N o t a single t h i n g is w o r t h / y o u r beat ing: the earth's n o t w o r t h y / of y o u r 
sighs. Bit ter and t ed ious , / life is, n o t h i n g m o r e : and the wor ld is m u d . / Be silent now. Despa i r 
/ fo r the last t ime. To o u r race Fate / gave only dea th . N o w scorn N a t u r e , / that b r u t e force / 
tha t secretly governs t h e c o m m o n hur t , / and the in f in i te empt iness of all" (translated by A. S. 
Kline < h t t p : / / d i g i l a n d e r . l i b e r o . i t / i l _ l e o p a r d i / t ranslate_english / l e o p a r d i _ t o _ h i m s e l f . h t m l > ) . 
28 S. Becke t t , How it is, N e w York: Grove, 1964, p. 7. 

http://digilander.libero.it/il_leopardi/%20translate_english%20/leopardi_to_himself.%20html
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M i n i m a l n a r r a t i v e e l e m e n t s m a y e n c o u r a g e t h e r e a d e r t o p e r c e i v e How it 
is as a w o r k b e l o n g i n g t o t h e g e n r e s o f s t o r y - t e l l i n g , let 's say t h e n o v e l . B u t I 

f i n d it h a r d t o a g r e e b e c a u s e I a m m o s t d e e p l y c o n v i n c e d t h a t t h e m u s i c a l f e a 

t u r e s o f t h e b o o k o u t s t r i p its n a r r a t i v e f o r m . T h e b r o k e n b r e a t h o f t h e f a l l e n 

m a n a p p e a r s i n t h e c o u r s e o f a s e q u e n t i a l l y p r o c e e d i n g r e a d i n g  p r o c e s s i n t h e 

s h a p e o f a t h o r o u g h l y c o m p o s e d , r h y t h m i z e d l a m e n t a t i o n ; r e a d i n g a l o u d is 

a l m o s t a m u s t . P e r m u t a t i o n s o f v e r b a l i z a t i o n s , p o s t p o n e m e n t s , r e t r o g r e s s i o n , 

n t a r d a n d i , r e p e t i t i o n s a n d o t h e r f o r m a l , o t h e r w i s e s y n t a c t i c f i g u r e s b l e n d i n 

a n d s u p e r i m p o s e t h e n a r r a t i v e e l e m e n t s . S u r e , m u s i c i n t h i s case is e n s h r i n e d 

i n a v e r b a l sco re . A n d t h e r e is also , w h a t c a n n o t b e d e n i e d , d i s s o n a n c e as 

a c l e a r s ign o f l i fe 's es sen t i a l dis t ress . Y e t , i f w e s u b s c r i b e w i t h B e c k e t t t o 

S c h o p e n h a u e r ' s p h i l o s o p h y w e c a n a d m i t w i t h r e l i e f t h a t t h e p o w e r o f m u s i c 

d e l i v e r s t h e a f f l i c t e d f r o m m i s e r y a n d p u t s t h e all t o o l o n g o n g o i n g t u r m o i l 

o f t h o u g h t t o p e a c e . 
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