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Irony as a Feature of Postmodernism in the Prose of Julian Barnes

Abstract

This dissertation aims to examine the works of Julian Barnes through the lens of
postmodernism, with a particular focus on irony as a salient feature of this literary movement.
Specifically, the research addresses the question of postmodernist irony, investigating whether
Julian Barnes employs irony and, if so, to what extent. Ultimately, the dissertation seeks to
determine whether Barnes is ironically serious or seriously ironic.

This research presents Barnes’ works in the context of postmodernist irony, a
perspective that has not been thoroughly explored so far. The study aims to recognize and
affirm the key tenets of postmodernism and to delineate Barnes's distinctive use of irony within
the same.

The introductory chapter establishes a theoretical framework for this investigation,
drawing on contemporary theoretical critiques of postmodernism and irony, and situating irony
within its contemporary contexts. This foundation supports a comprehensive analysis of
selected works by Julian Barnes, including 4 History of the World in 10 7> Chapters, England,
England, The Noise of Time, Elizabeth Finch, and the story collection Pulse. These works were
selected based on their showcasing the ironic authorial approach.

The methodology primarily employs a comparative approach, considering
intertextuality in postmodernism, as well as phenomenological and formal analysis of the
literary corpus. The research offers a critical overview of the aforementioned works, with
references to Barnes’ other notable writings, highlighting the postmodern and ironic elements
to define what may be termed “Barnesian irony”.

By situating Julian Barnes within the postmodernist tradition and analysing his unique
application of irony, this dissertation contributes to a deeper understanding of his literary
oeuvre and its significance within the broader context of contemporary literature.

Keywords: Literature, Contemporary Novel, Julian Barnes, Irony, Postmodernism

Scientific field: Literature, Literary Theory, Postmodernism, British Contemporary Novel,
Anglistics
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Hponuja kao mocTMOAEPHUCTHYKH MocTynak y npo3u [lyaujana bapuca

Cakerak

[luse oBe mucepramuje je ma wucnura nena [lynujana bapHca kpo3 mpusmy
MOCTMOJIEPHU3MA, a Cca TMOCEOHMM OCBPTOM Ha HPOHHU]Y KAa0 HCTAKHYTY KapaKTEPUCTHKY
MOMEHYTOT ~ KIbIDKEBHOT mpaBila. KOHKpETHO, HCTpaXWBame ce OaBU THTAmkEM
MOCTMOJICPHUCTHYKE HUpOoHUje U yTBphyje na mu Llynujan bapHc kopucT HpOHHU)Y U Y KOjOj
Mepu. tben koHauHM Wb je J1a yTBpAM Aa Ju je bapHc mpoHWYHO 030MsbaH MM 030MJBHO
MPOHHYAH.

Cam pan Ham mpubnmxkaBa bapHcoBa nena Kpo3 KOHTEKCT MOCTMOJIEPHHCTUYKE
HWPOHM]E, U y TIEPCIIEKTHBH Y KOJO] JI0 Cajia HUCY JeTaJjbHO UcTpakuBaHa. CTyauja uMa 3a b
Ja Tpeno3Ha M TOTBPAM KJbYYHE TNPHUHLIUIE IOCTMOJEPHHU3MA, Kao U Ja JePHUHHUIIE
cnenuduany ynorpedy uponwuje kox [lynujana bapHca y okBupy nCTHX.

YBOJHO TOTJIaBJbe MPEACTaB/ba TEOPHUJCKU OKBHP 32 OBO MCTPAKHUBALE, OCIamajyhu
ce Ha CaBpEMEHE TEOPHjCKEe KPUTHKE MOCTMOAEpPHH3Ma U uUpoHHje. Takohe, mo3ummoHupa
UPOHHM]Y Y HEHOM CaBPEMEHOM KOHTEKCTy. OBaj TEOPHjCKHM KOHTEKCT NPUMEHEH je Y
cBeoOyXBaTHOj aHanu3u onadbpanux nena [lynujana bapuca, a To cy: Hcmopuja céema y 10 %
noenasma, Enenecka, Enenecxa, lllym epemena, Enuzabem @unu, kao u 306upka npuda I1yc.
HaBenena nena cy mpemo3HaTta Kao penpe3eHTaTUBHA Yy MOTJIEAY MUIIYEBOI MUPOHUYHOT
MIPHUCTYIIA CTBAPAJIAIITBY U CariieJlaBamy KUBOTA.

Metoponoruja ce IpuMapHO OCJIaka Ha KOMIIAPATUBHU NPUCTYII, y3uMajyhu y 003up
MHTEPTEKCTYATHOCT Yy TOCTMOJEPHU3MY, Kao W (PEHOMEHOJIOMKY W (HOpMalHy aHaIu3y
KIbIKEBHOT Kopryca. McTpaxuBame Hy 1M KpUTUYKH MIPETJie ] IOMEHYTHX Jiefia, y3 pedepeniie
octanux 3HauajHux nena [lynujana bapuca. Mcthdue mMOCTMOAEPHUCTHYKE W HUPOHUIHE
€JIEMEHTE Kako Ou ce IeUHICaIo OHO IITO CE MOXKE Ha3BaTH ,,bapHCOBOM HPOHUjOM*

[Mosunmonunpamem lynujana bapaca yHyTap MOCTMOACPHUCTUUKE TpaaUIHje, Kao U
aHAIM30M HHETOBE JEIMHCTBEHE NMPUMEHE HPOHHU]je, OBa AUCEpTaIfja JOMPUHOCH TyOJhemM
pasyMeBamy IMHUIIYEBOT KIMKEBHOT OITyca M 3Hayaja UCTOT y IMIMPEM KOHTEKCTY cCaBpeMEHe
KEM)KEBHOCTH.
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MOCTMOZEPHU3AM
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1. Introduction

The objective of the Introduction chapter is to situate the study within the broader domain of
literary criticism and to articulate the research question in contemporary cultural context.

We are living in an era where traditional boundaries are not only under scrutiny but have already
been dismantled. It is imperative, whether willingly or unwillingly, to continuously interrogate the
reality we inhabit, confronting phenomena previously unimagined: sensory reality, virtual reality, and
augmented reality. Ignorance is no longer an excuse; it is mandatory to continually update and
enhance our knowledge.

In this quest for understanding, we explore, learn, and research from all available sources, one of
which is literature. People turn to literature for comfort, entertainment, and a broader perspective.
Perspectivism is a central feature of postmodernism, more so than ever before. It is my strong
conviction that this particular phenomenon and aspect of postmodernism will be crucial in the future,
as each individual will be enabled and held responsible for the reality they create.

Literature fosters mindfulness in the reader, a state that is highly sought after in contemporary
times. More importantly, literature invites us to form and express our opinions on various topics. In
today’s world, nothing is impossible; anything imaginable has likely been achieved by someone else,
and we are encouraged to share those experiences. Who could have imagined a project like England,
England?

However, this invites further questions: what do we think of it, both individually and collectively?
How do we feel about it? How well can we foresee the consequences, assuming we wish to see them
at all?

Our attitudes and values shape our beliefs, and our beliefs govern our behaviour, thus influencing
our achievements. What we believe about ourselves, our relationships, and the world around us
determines how we live. Therefore, it is our utmost responsibility to understand ourselves first and
foremost. This is why literature still matters and will continue to be significant in the future.

1.1. Justification for the Study: Why is Irony of Relevance Nowadays?

“Imagine understatement expanded into the principle of a whole life and you have grasped, in
the large, a notion of the most famous and noble of all the ironies - the irony of Socrates.”
(Sedgewick, 9)

This study emanates from the observation that irony has ascended to a predominant and highly
regarded mode of communication, esteemed by a select few as conferring a sense of exclusivity or
hierarchical distinction (see Hutcheon, lrony’s Edge pp. 17-18). Irony serves as a ubiquitous
perspective, functioning as both a trope and a figure, and manifests as an unavoidable form of
discourse, regardless of its efficacy. The very essence of irony, along with its various subcategories
such as sarcasm, teasing, persiflage, understatement, litotes, and antiphrasis, is discursive in nature,
requiring social rapport (Muecke, 2). Whether consciously or subconsciously, we are predisposed to
search for ironic undertones within any form of discourse. The adoption of an ironic viewpoint
towards texts, politics, popular culture, and other facets of life has become an indispensable strategy
for navigating the fluid and ever-changing landscape of contemporary society. Colebrook delves on
this when tackling problems of postmodernity: she says that “our very historical context is ironic
because today nothing really means what it says. We live in a world of quotations, pastiche, simulation
and cynicism: a general and all-encompassing irony” (1).



Considering the focus on human relations, it is unsurprising that irony has attracted significant
psychological research, having in mind the reasons for its use and the benefits it provides. In a study
published in 1995 (see Dews et al.), researchers investigated the social payofts of speaking ironically.
In a set of three experiments, the effects of using irony in communication were investigated. The first
experiment found that participants deemed ironic remarks (both criticisms and compliments) to be
funnier than straightforward ones, though they didn’t impact perceived social status. The second
experiment showed that while ironic compliments were considered more offensive than sincere ones,
ironic criticisms were seen as less insulting than direct criticisms. In the third experiment, participants
rated ironic criticisms as more humorous than direct criticisms. Notably, irony aimed at poor
performance tended to soften the criticism, thereby saving the recipient’s face. When irony targeted
offensive behaviour, it helped the speaker appear more composed and less angry, thus protecting their
own image.

In addition, the study shows that the use of irony was found to be less detrimental to the
speaker-recipient relationship compared to direct criticism. The experiments conducted suggest that
irony is frequently employed for humour, to mitigate the severity of an insult, to exhibit emotional
control, and to maintain interpersonal relationships. Consequently, irony functions as a critical social
communication tool and a skill that individuals must develop to enhance their public persona. This is
particularly pertinent in contemporary society, which is heavily imbued with irony.

Moreover, these findings underscore the nuanced role of irony in social interactions. By
providing a buffer against the potential negative impact of direct criticism, irony allows speakers to
navigate sensitive topics with greater ease. This strategic use of irony not only fosters a more amiable
social environment but also highlights the speaker’s ability to manage and regulate emotions
effectively. The pervasive presence of irony in modern discourse further emphasizes its importance
as a communicative strategy. As individuals strive to project a favourable public image, mastering the
art of irony becomes essential in navigating the complexities of social interactions in an irony-laden
age.

Throughout my investigation, I have examined irony as a perspective on life, acknowledging
its manifestations in both literature and philosophy. The literary and philosophical dimensions of
irony are not mutually exclusive; instead, they complement and enhance each other, enriching the
broader understanding of irony as a cultural and intellectual expression. Philosophical paradigms find
their practical applications and reflections within literature, and conversely, literary techniques and
narratives often serve as vehicles for philosophical discourse. The philosophical aspect of irony is
explained henceforth:

“Philosophy is the real homeland of irony, which one would like to define as a logical
beauty: for wherever philosophy appears in oral or written dialogues - and is not simply
confined into rigid systems - there irony should be asked for and provided.” (Millan-
Zaibert, 168)

Building on the previously discussed perspective on life, a third dimension of irony - ironic
disengagement - is explored. This aspect serves psychologically as an ““escape” from the world of
paramount reality” (McHale, Postmodernist Fiction, 38). This concept has been analysed in several
of Barnes’ works covered in this study.

In addition to its psychological and philosophical implications, irony has been examined
within a broad cultural and educational framework. This encompasses the early adoption of ironic
communication by children (referenced in Hutcheon, Irony's Edge, 56), the prevalence of irony within
Western cultural contexts (cited in Muecke, 1), and the current inability of artificial intelligence to
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recognize irony, suggesting that irony may be a distinctively human evolutionary trait. However, this
dissertation will not delve into the psychological and cultural implications of adopting an ironic
stance. Rather, it will concentrate on Barnesian irony as a specific literary phenomenon, exploring its
relevance and accessibility from both philosophical and humanistic perspectives.

1.2. Brief Evolution of Irony: From Historical to Contemporary Interpretations

This chapter will not undertake a detailed exploration of irony’s historical development
throughout the ages. Instead, it will leverage the comprehensive historical overview by Stojanovi¢
and other scholars as a foundational reference. Presented herein is a concise overview of irony’s
evolution, intended merely for contextual understanding. While delving into the depths of irony’s
historical evolution is beyond this chapter’s scope, it is pertinent to note how its definitions, functions,
and uses have shifted over centuries, illustrating that irony’s meaning is not static but open to various
interpretations. This fluidity in the concept’s understanding could itself be viewed as a postmodern
trait.

Aristotle viewed irony primarily from an ethical standpoint, focusing on its social and
psychological aspects, and aligning with the Greek perception of irony as negative and associated
with deceit. In Greek comedy, ironic characters were seen as cunning deceivers. This perspective
shifted with Plato’s Dialogues, where Socratic irony emerged as a method of stimulating critical
thought through feigned ignorance, embodying a spirit of inquiry rather than deceit. Additionally, the
rhetorical definition of irony, significant in its tradition, depicts it as stating the opposite of what is
meant, often in a sarcastic manner for critique. This evolution highlights irony’s transition from an
ethical tool for deception to a rhetorical and philosophical instrument for exploration and critique (see
Stojanovié, pp. 7-62).

Socrates utilized irony as a methodological tool in his dialectical approach, maintaining
impartiality while engaging with his interlocutors. His method encouraged independent thought and
critical analysis through dialogic contradictions, using irony to challenge sophistry and search for
transcendental truths. This approach aligns with the epistemological functions of irony in seeking
universal and eternal truths, a pursuit that may seem utopian in the modern context. Additionally,
Socrates’ method resonates with contemporary postmodern thought, which similarly does not seek
definitive answers but rather focuses on posing pertinent questions within and about the system.

Further, Quintilian notably defines irony as a subclass of allegory, introducing terms such as
illusion, manner of speaking, the character of the locutor, and the subject itself. He emphasizes their
overall congruence as a criterion for identifying irony. According to Quintilian, the alignment of these
elements is essential for irony to be effectively recognized and understood:

“[...] that class of allegory in which the meaning is contrary to that suggested by the words,
involve an element of irony, or, as our rhetoricians call it, illusion. This is made evident to the
understanding either by the delivery, the character of the speaker or the nature of the subject.
For if any of these three is out of keeping with the words, it at once becomes clear that the
intention of the speaker is other than what he actually says.” (Quintilian, /nstitutio Oratoria
8, 6, 54)

It is of particular interest here that Quintilian refers to irony as “illusion”, thereby emphasizing
its elusive nature. Indeed, irony does not exist without context and mutual consent. Furthermore,
irony is not stable; it can occur or not, depending on various factors.

Three key elements Quintilian refers to when discussing the occurrence of this “illusion” -
namely, “tone, gesture, and the known circumstances” (as in Sedgewick, 5) - shall be further explored.
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At this point, it is only fair to acknowledge the foresightedness of this definition, as it resonates with
one of the core postulates of contemporary neuro-linguistic programming (NLP), a method of applied
psychology, wherein this “out of keeping” is termed incongruency. The alignment with NLP
principles also provides a modern perspective on Quintilian’s insights, demonstrating the enduring
relevance of his rhetorical theories.

It is quite right to recognize that the Hellenic interpretation of irony extends to a way of life,
specifically referring to Socrates, the ultimate eiron (notably, neither eironeia nor eiron had positive
connotations in ancient times). Aristotle, in his Nicomachean Ethics, referred to irony as a “pervasive
mode of behaviour” (Sedgewick, 7), characterized by pretentious behaviour gravitating toward
understatement, as opposed to exaggeration.

For Cicero, irony was described as “urbane pretence” (Sedgewick, 12). According to
Stojanovi¢, Cicero analyzes the “urbane aspect of irony”, asserting that “dissimulatio and simulatio
involve a certain type of personality and pertaining values” (italics in original text, 27). This urbane
aspect of irony was of great importance to Hegel in his writings about Socrates. Hegel saw irony as
the essence of the Socratic method and perceived it in terms of freedom of expression in the pursuit
of truth (Stojanovi¢, 30), with freedom and truth being quintessential philosophical categories.

Thus, the third, philosophical aspect of irony is constituted, in addition to the linguistic and
discursive aspects. This philosophical dimension underscores the role of irony in fostering intellectual
freedom and the quest for truth, highlighting its significance beyond mere rhetorical or
communicative functions.

Friedrich Schlegel eloquently and wittily described the intrinsic relationship between irony
and philosophy. In Lyceumfragment 42, Schlegel writes: “Philosophy is the true home of irony, which
might be defined as logical beauty”!. This statement summarises the profound connection between
the two, suggesting that irony, in its highest form, embodies a harmonious blend of logic and aesthetic
sensibility.

For Sedgewick, irony belongs to the realm of two-edged language (22). In a similar vein, in
Irony s Edge, Hutcheon focuses on irony as “a discursive strategy” (10). She not only addresses irony
in terms of syntax and semantics but also in terms of pragmatics, thereby concentrating on all three
key elements identified by Quintilian. Hutcheon examines the dynamics between the said and the
unsaid, where the latter inevitably leads to the realm of speculation. She distinguishes between the
ironist (whose intention and attitude shape the irony) and the interpreter (whose inference of meaning
and attitude determine the understanding of the irony).

Irony has undergone a significant metamorphosis from its archaic origins, from eironeia to the
irony. This evolution started with irony as a “sleight of mouth” together with disrespect toward the
interlocutor. In its contemporary form it often aligns with prevailing wisdom and societal viewpoints.

! Friedrich Schlegel further suggests that irony, emerging in philosophical dialogues, exposes a
perspective while simultaneously opening the door to infinite other viewpoints, embodying a deep
consciousness of the universe’s eternal dynamism and complexity
(plato.stanford.edu/entries/schlegel).



Yet, it persists as an exceptionally captivating and intellectually stimulating phenomenon. Throughout
my research, an inquiry has been occupying my cognitive landscape: Why does irony manifest as
such a naturalized form of communication nowadays, surpassing other communicative modalities?
While postmodern literature offers invaluable insights into this inquiry, I am convinced that a more
profound essence underlies this phenomenon - an essence that serves as a form of self-exegesis.

1.3. Contemporary Theories on Irony and Postmodernism

The theoretical framework guiding the argumentation of this dissertation is grounded in the
considerations and studies of seminal theorists on postmodernism and irony, including but not limited
to Linda Hutcheon, Brian McHale, Claire Colebrook, and Douglas Colin Muecke. These scholars
provide a rich foundation for understanding the multifaceted nature of irony within postmodern
contexts.

Despite the extensive array of definitions of irony, they converge on a fundamental concept:
antiphrasis, which involves saying one thing while meaning another. This simple but core principle
encapsulates the essence of irony and serves as a critical lens through which the intricate layers of
ironic discourse can be examined and interpreted.

In terms of definition, both Hutcheon and Stojanovi¢ elucidate irony in its dual roles - as a trope
and as a figure. Stojanovi¢ provides the precise definition and distinction between the two; therein,
he refers to Quintilian:

“If a word 1is substituted by another, of an opposite meaning, and the immediate context
enables the intended meaning to be understood, then we’re talking about a trope. If the irony
is extended across a whole thought in a sentence or even a whole text, then we’re talking about
the figure”.” (qtd. in Stojanovi¢, 23)

By delineating irony in this manner, Hutcheon and Stojanovi¢ provide a nuanced understanding
of its application. The trope, confined to a specific word or phrase, relies on contextual cues for its
ironic meaning. In contrast, the figure extends irony across broader textual or discursive elements,
allowing for a more complex and layered interpretation.

Colebrook echoes this distinction, further differentiating the figure of speech from figure of
thought (9). This distinction is analogous to the distinction between metaphor and allegory (as
Stojanovi¢ further points out), or, on a larger scale, between language and discourse. This definition
shall be operational in my further research.

Muecke provides a concise, albeit circular, definition of eironeia as a rhetorical figure, adhering
strictly to a Quintilianesque manner; he posits that irony means “to blame by ironical praise or praise
by ironical blame” (14).

The theoretical frameworks of the aforementioned scholars will be summarized and referenced
below to establish the guidelines for analysing the works of Julian Barnes.

1.3.1. Irony and Postmodernism According to Hutcheon

In analysing Hutcheon’s theory of postmodernism and irony, I have relied on two seminal works:
A Poetics of Postmodernism (1988) and Ironys Edge (1994). The latter examines irony within a
postmodern context, considering its application not only in literature but also across various art forms

2 Terms bolded and translation provided by the author of the dissertation.
5



as a predominant mode of communication with art enthusiasts and audiences. Consequently, I will
begin by highlighting the key points from this book.

1.3.2. Irony’s Edge

Hutcheon points out that irony challenges our interpretation and internal debate by subverting
Saussurean straightforward principles of signification. According to her, irony operates within
“discursive communities” (lronys Edge, 18), highlighting its consensual, conventional, and
contextual nature. This suggests that irony is not merely a linguistic phenomenon but a social and
communicative one, dependent on the shared understanding and conventions of specific
communities. Thus, the reader or interpreter in general is foregrounded, and his role is critical to the
reception of a text regardless of the author’s intentions, known or unknown. The interpretation is
subjectivised, it is fluid and not fixed (so Hutcheon argues), and therefore in line with the postmodern
hermeneutics. Hence, Hutcheon formulates the syntagma “the unbearable slipperiness of irony”
(Hutcheon, frony s Edge, 111). Such slipperiness directly correlates with the Colebrook’s argument
about the context: Colebrook claims that the “contexts are not passive backgrounds to the texts we
read: contexts are created by texts, with each text also presenting the instabilities and insecurities of
the context” (4).

In terms of reception, Hutcheon argues that irony has carried negative connotations ever since
“its derivation from the Greek eiron figure” (Irony's Edge, 29). However, this work shall not dwell
on perceived evaluative opinions regarding irony’s reception. Instead, the focus will remain on the
structural and functional aspects of irony as a discursive strategy.

Interestingly, Hutcheon has found a perfect expression of her views on irony in Julian Barnes’
work, paying homage to him in her discussion of the opposing receptions of irony. She borrows terms
from Barnes’ Flaubert’s Parrot, specifically the chapter titled Braithwaite's Dictionary of Accepted
Ideas, to title her section on irony “‘The ‘Devil’s mark’ or the ‘Snorkel of sanity’?” (Hutcheon, Irony s
Edge, 44). Barnes himself comments on irony in his definition:

“The modern mode: either the devil’s mark or the snorkel of sanity. Flaubert’s fiction poses the
question: Does irony preclude sympathy? There is no entry for ironie in his Dictionary. This is perhaps
intended to be ironic.” (Flauberts Parrot, 155)

In this dichotomy capturing the polarized views on irony, which qualifies Barnes as an ironist
himself, Barnes introduces another trait or quality - sympathy - prompting us to perceive irony on a
continuum rather than as a strict dichotomy.

By incorporating sympathy into the discussion of irony, Barnes challenges the conventional
binary understanding of irony as either wholly negative or positive. Instead, he suggests that irony
can coexist with and even enhance sympathetic engagement. This perspective aligns with postmodern
theories that favour a more fluid and nuanced understanding of concepts, rejecting absolute
dichotomies in favour of continuums. This continuum-based approach aligns with contemporary
discourses that value the interplay of diverse perspectives and the rejection of simplistic
categorizations.

On the semantic and pragmatic levels, irony is characterized as relational, inclusive, and
differential. Yet, the author acknowledges the existence of “stable” ironies - those that are both
intentional and overt, as well as those interpreted as such, regardless of the author’s intent (Hutcheon,
Irony s Edge, 111). The argument on intentional or unintentional irony inevitably leads to the theory
of authorial intentionalism, which has been strongly opposed by the predominant and postmodern
opinion that the interpretation should not be restrained and that the author does not hold the hegemony

6



over the text. Hutcheon resolves the issue by stating that “all irony happens intentionally” (Hutcheon,
Irony s Edge 113), be it by the encoder or decoder.

Eventually, what is the function of irony?

Hutcheon summarizes all intentionalism theories into three categories: psycho-aesthetic (the term
coined by Hutcheon), semantic and ethical. Hutcheon once again refers to Flaubert’s Parrot and
quotes in order to summarize the ongoing debate on the presence of author in irony: “That is the
attraction, and the danger, of irony: the way it permits a writer to be seemingly absent from his work,
yet in fact hintingly present. You can have your cake and eat it; the only trouble is, you get fat”
(Barnes qtd. in Irony’s Edge 120). Barnes underscores the concepts of intentionality, its allure, and
inherent risks, highlighting the accountability it demands. Irony enables authors to maintain an
apparent detachment from their work while subtly asserting their presence, offering them the dual
advantages of engagement and disengagement. However, this literary mechanism also presents a
paradox similar to the idiom of having one’s cake and eating it too - pleasurable yet fraught with
responsibility. The question of who bears the ultimate responsibility for irony - whether the ironist or
the interpreter - remains open for debate.

The theoretical debate on irony encompasses a spectrum of divergent viewpoints regarding its
nature and interpretation. Central to this debate is the question of whether irony is an inherent quality
of the text itself or it emerges solely during the act of interpretation. Additionally, there is contention
over the role of the author in conveying ironic intent and the various functions that irony may serve
within a literary context. These discussions delve into the complexities of understanding and defining
irony, examining its multifaceted manifestations in literature and the diverse implications of its usage.

Hutcheon resolves this debate by stating that “Irony is always [...] a modality of perception - or,
better, of attribution - of both meaning and evaluative attitude” (Irony s Edge, 122). This perspective
is going to be the guiding principle for the research at hand, which aligns with the conviction in the
autonomy of the reader. This approach underscores the reader’s pivotal role in the act of reading,
emphasizing their responsibility in crafting an informed interpretation, or personal exegesis. This
stance acknowledges the interactive nature of literary engagement, where meaning and value are not
solely inscribed by the author but are dynamically co-constructed by the reader’s interpretive
participation within a given textual context. On that note, Hutcheon defines context as a “more
specific circumstantial, textual, and intertextual environment [...]” (bold in original text, ibid,
143).

1.3.3. A Poetics of Postmodernism

Linda Hutcheon’s exploration of postmodernism in A Poetics of Postmodernism is an attempt to
conceptualise postmodernism as a “poetics”, highlighting its flexibility and resistance to fixed
definitions. This poetics underscores postmodernism's self-reflective and parodic nature,
distinguishing it from its historical and political contexts, which it neither merges with nor reconciles.

Postmodernism, as Hutcheon articulates, is characterized by its engagement with and subversion
of historical and cultural contexts, employing irony and parody to question traditional narratives and
ideologies. This approach reflects a complex engagement with culture, where postmodernism neither
fully merges with nor entirely rejects its antecedents, but instead interrogates the assumptions
underlying cultural and historical narratives.

Hutcheon identifies postmodernism’s significant feature as its contradictory nature - being both
historical and anti-historical, part of and apart from its cultural and philosophical lineage. This duality
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is evident in postmodernism’s approach to art and literature, where it employs strategies like parody
not simply to ridicule but to critically engage with the texts and contexts it references. Postmodern
works thus often blur the boundaries between high and low culture and challenge the distinctions
between genres and media.

In her discussion, Hutcheon contends that postmodernism is fundamentally contradictory,
historical, and political. Postmodernism does not nostalgically return to past aesthetics but rather
rethinks and critiques them, reflecting a broader cultural shift rather than a complete break from
liberal humanism.

Furthermore, Hutcheon’s analysis points out that postmodernism often critiques and subverts the
very foundations of its existence, including the institutions that propagate cultural narratives, such as
the media, universities, and museums. By doing so, postmodernism not only challenges the content
of these narratives but also the forms and structures through which they are communicated. This is
manifest in postmodernism’s tendency to relocate performances from traditional venues to
unconventional spaces, or its blending of fiction with non-fiction, which challenges the viewer’s or
reader’s expectations and perceptions.

In postmodern literature and art, issues such as sexuality, social inequality, science, religion, and
the relationship of art to the world are examined with a nuanced approach that engages both
contemporary and historical conventions. Postmodern discourses maintain both autonomy and
engagement with the world, integrating theory with praxis to provide a context for individual actions
within a collective framework. Rather than seeking resolution, postmodernism thrives on productive
and ironic tension. It parodically inscribes criticism of its past within its very name, exploring the
fascination with the different, the provisional, and the paradoxical.

Postmodernism is marked by a process of continual questioning rather than striving for a
totalizing vision. It engages in a “both/and” logic rather than an “either/or” approach, incorporating
elements of modernism while simultaneously critiquing and destabilizing their authority. The radical
break theory posits a stark opposition between modernism and postmodernism, contrasting modernist
depth with postmodern surface and seriousness with irony. Postmodernism’s theoretical and aesthetic
practices intersect with various contemporary theories, including psychoanalytic, linguistic,
poststructuralist, and feminist approaches. These theories emphasize interpretative strategies and the
situational context of verbal utterances.

She identifies two types of postmodernism: one that is non-mimetic and anti-referential, and
another that is historically engaged and referential.

Hutcheon introduces several critical terms related to postmodernism, which will be explored in
the following sections:

o The Ex-centric Perspective

The postmodern perspective also reconsiders the relationship between center and periphery,
challenging traditional narratives of unity and essentialism. It values the local and non-totalizing
aspects, recognizing the center as a constructed fiction rather than an absolute. This shift fosters a
critique of dominant cultures and embraces multiple, provisional alternatives to fixed concepts.

e A Postmodern Reader



Hutcheon examines the complex interaction inherent in the act of reading, arguing that the
traditional dichotomy between a reader and a text is insufficient. She emphasizes that understanding
a text also necessitates considering its production and the contextual influences that shape it. This
perspective is particularly relevant in postmodern ironic texts, where the reader’s role extends to
discerning intended ironies, significantly enriching the interpretative process.

Hutcheon elaborates on Foucault’s theory, which asserts that discursive practices are governed by
unseen, historical rules. These rules determine the functionality of texts within their specific socio-
historical contexts, highlighting how meaning is shaped by underlying structural influences.
Postmodern texts thus highlight the significance of discourse “in use”, contrasting with structuralist
emphasis on stable signifier-signified relationships. This shift is towards pragmatics - understanding
discourse in its operational context.

e Postmodernism and (A)Historicity

Postmodernism often faces criticism for being ahistorical, a viewpoint common among both
Marxists and traditionalists. This critique stems from its rejection of modernist formalism, which
tends to use the past to underscore the present or seek universal truths. In contrast, postmodernism
acknowledges the provisional and indeterminate nature of historical knowledge, emphasizing that our
understanding of the past is shaped by contemporary contexts and ideologies. This scepticism does
not imply a radical relativism but rather an acknowledgment of how the present shapes our
understanding of the past. Postmodernism recognizes that historical knowledge is contingent on
current ideological and institutional frameworks, thereby embracing provisionality and irony.
Hutcheon points out that postmodernism’s focus extends beyond merely critiquing past
methodologies; it actively interrogates our current understanding and interpretation of history.
Echoing this sentiment, Umberto Eco emphasizes that postmodernism revisits historical narratives
with a sense of irony rather than innocence, highlighting the recognition that historical meanings are
not static but evolve through contemporary interpretations. This perspective allows postmodernism
to critique traditional narratives without resorting to nostalgia, focusing instead on how historical
understanding is inherently contingent and constructed.

e Historiographic Metafiction

Historiographic metafiction disrupts the clear distinction between historical fact and fiction,
arguing that both are narrative constructs rather than reflections of objective truth. This genre
questions the epistemological underpinnings of traditional historiography, asserting that historical and
fictional narratives alike are shaped by narrative processes and the interpretative acts of their creators.

This approach challenges traditional views by:

» Blurring the boundaries between historical and fictional narratives, emphasizing that both
construct reality through narrative techniques.

» Asserting that writing history is akin to crafting a narrative, focusing on interpretation rather
than mere recounting.

» Critiquing positivist history, which claims to present an unproblematic past, by highlighting
how historical narratives are shaped by contemporary perspectives.

» Through the use of intertextuality and irony, questioning the stability and truth claims of both
historical and fictional narratives.



On the whole, the postmodern stance is inherently paradoxical, questioning the nature of
historical knowledge, subjectivity, and representation. It does not deny the existence of the past but
interrogates how we understand and represent it. This approach is seen as a response to, rather than a
complete rejection of, modernist and historical ideals. It suggests that while totalizing or simplistic
views are problematic, postmodernism’s critical stance remains entangled with the very conventions
it seeks to challenge.

1.4. Irony in a Postmodern Environment, According to McHale

The second theorist I have addressed is Brian McHale, renowned for his insightful examination
of postmodern literature, particularly through his seminal work, Postmodernist Fiction. He discusses
the postmodernism from the perspective of its discursive constructs: namely, among the variety of
constructs, we can choose the preferred one based on “the criterion of self-consistency and internal
coherence” (Postmodernist Fiction, 4). In addition, he proposes more criteria, such as scope of
writing, productiveness and interest. Such proposal for guidance among the plethora of theories on
postmodern production seems consolatory as we discuss the phenomenon in its real time and may
serve its purpose as a beacon as we’re trying to find our way through the maze of references. Still, it
puts the accountability and reliability on the consumer of postmodernism, in this case - the reader, to
elicit the system.

McHale defines postmodernism as a continuation or response to early twentieth-century
modernism, rather than as a futuristic form of writing. He clarifies that the term “post” in
postmodernism relates more to historical sequence than to a radical departure from previous styles.

A key aspect of McHale’s theory is the distinction between ontological and epistemological
dominants in postmodernist texts. He explains that while modernism focused on epistemological
questions of “how” we know the world, postmodernism shifts to ontological inquiries of “what”
constitutes reality. McHale further explores postmodernism in terms of what he calls “classic
epistemological issues - appearance vs. reality, multiplicity of perspectives, the distortions of desire
and memory [...]” (Postmodernist Fiction, 43).

Furthermore, in exploring the space as a construct of a fictional world, McHale delves into the
concept of heterocosm which shares the common denominator with Foucault’s heterotopia, and that
is - otherness. He also directly refers to the term heterotopia, or the zone, as some postmodernists call
it (ibid, pp. 43-59). In postmodern texts, the representation of reality is not just a direct reflection or
imitation of the ‘real world’ as we understand it. Instead, it suggests a blending or fusion of the real
and the constructed, where the boundaries between them are fluid and permeable.

In his work, McHale often addresses the theme of how different worlds within a narrative can
confront each other, creating a tension that questions the nature of reality itself. Postmodernist texts
often challenge the boundaries between fiction and reality, creating narrative spaces where multiple
realities coexist, overlap, or are in constant flux. Modern science, particularly quantum physics, is
already pushing the limits of our understanding, by questioning the certainty and stability of
previously accepted Pascalian paradigm. As for the latter, McHale summarizes that the real logical
world functions within three modalities: necessity, possibility, and impossibility, which are subverted
in postmodernism.

McHale’s analysis extends into how postmodern texts manipulate the conventional boundaries
between fiction and reality, challenging the reader’s perception of both. By employing strategies like
intertextuality and irony, postmodern works encourage readers to question the narratives’ ontological
bases.
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According to this interpretation, irony operates within two distinct yet interrelated frames or
planes. The first frame is the literal one, the overt, the said, or heard verbal level of the text. The
second frame, however, belongs to the realm of interpretation and this is where the ironic stance is
located. It is this second, interpretative frame that imbues the literal words with an additional layer of
meaning, often contrasting with or even contradicting the surface level. Irony occurs when these two
frames interact, creating a tension or dissonance between what is said and what is meant. The ‘ironic
charge’ - the strength or impact of the irony - is contingent upon this tension. Irony thus resides in a
liminal space, oscillating between the explicit verbal expression and the implicit, often unspoken,
interpretive understanding.

In conclusion, McHale’s contributions to understanding postmodernism highlight the
complexities of navigating its theoretical landscapes, urging a re-evaluation of how narratives
construct and convey realities. His emphasis on ontological over epistemological concerns marks a
significant shift in how literature can be perceived and analysed in the postmodern context.

1.5. Irony According to Colebrook

In her book titled /rony, Claire Colebrook contributes to the discussion of irony by positioning it
within a cultural and intellectual context, emphasizing its elitist nature. She notes that irony,
historically seen as a straightforward form of lying in Aristophanes’ time, evolved during the era of
Socrates into a more complex form of dissimulation designed to be recognized and provoke thought.
Irony, according to Colebrook, moved away from mere deception to become a critical tool in
philosophical dialogues, particularly in the Socratic method, which used irony to challenge
conventional wisdom and provoke deeper thinking.

Colebrook traces the progression of irony through history, noting its significant theorization in
the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries where it came to characterize life more broadly, reflecting a
transition from closed societies to more open, dialogic polities filled with competing viewpoints. This
shift made irony a valuable tool in times of cultural insecurity, serving as a kind of release valve
during tumultuous periods.

She draws parallels between Socratic irony and postmodern irony, noting that both rely on a
distinction between sincere statements and those that are repeated or quoted to expose their inherent
emptiness. This reflects a postmodern awareness that what might appear as new or original is often a
recontextualization of existing ideas, pointing to a loss of belief in the genuine or original.

Colebrook also discusses the role of irony in challenging historical narratives and the notion of
objective truth. She ties irony to historicism, suggesting that irony allows for the re-evaluation of
contexts as constructs influenced by texts themselves, rather than as static backgrounds. This idea
aligns with the new historicist approach which views contexts as dynamic and narrative-driven.

Colebrook explores the pragmatic dimension of irony, questioning whether it is an intrinsic
property of texts or a result of reader interpretation. This perspective opens up the possibility that any
text might be interpreted as ironic, dependent on the reader’s perspective and their interpretative
community. Such a view resonates with a postmodern ethos which suggests that no texts are “sacred”
and immune to ironic interpretation. Colebrook also notes historical precedents for this approach,
mentioning that early scholars like The Venerable Bede and Erasmus of Rotterdam identified irony
even in canonical texts like the Bible (5).

Colebrook further agrees with Hutcheon about contextual function of irony, stating that irony is
“always diagnostic and political: to read the irony you do not just have to know the context: you also
have to be committed to specific beliefs and positions within that context” (12).
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She distinguishes between two broad types of irony: cosmic irony, which relates to fate and has
little to do with language play, and linguistic irony, which involves a double sense of meaning and is
more aligned with traditional notions of irony involving figural speech.

Politically, Colebrook views irony as liberating, suggesting that in a world devoid of fixed
ideologies, ironic detachment allows individuals to remain open and undecided, thus fostering a
political environment where no single ideology dominates. This perspective underscores irony’s role
in maintaining a critical distance from accepted norms, enabling a continuous questioning of those
norms as a form of political engagement.

She also underscores the same exclusivity in irony as Hutcheon, explaining that “irony is
essentially, avowedly and positively elitist: it works against common sense, the unrefined intellect
and the social use of language (rather than its reflection, complexity and tension)” (19), which relates
irony to the pragmatics. According to Colebrook, irony relies on “shared recognition” (36), or
precisely “[...] we do not exchange signs; we recognise a meaning that is other than sign, or what the
sign intends”, which requires “shared conventions and presupposed values” (36). Colebrook also
agrees with Hutcheon in terms of political function of irony: she recognizes politics a battleground
leading to ‘higher’, universal values. “It is not just exertion of authority, but authority based on
legitimate values that transcend any specific opinion: values that ‘we’ share and recognise behind
different uses of a word” (36).

1.6. Irony According to Muecke

D. C. Muecke’s examination of irony in his book /rony is meticulous and practical, focusing on
defining and illustrating the constituent elements of irony through varied examples. He considers
irony primarily a literary phenomenon, more challenging to manifest in non-literary arts due to its
inherent referential nature. Muecke outlines that irony must refer to something specific, which non-
representational arts like abstract painting might not do directly. This perspective contrasts with
Hutcheon’s broader recognition of irony across various art forms, including architecture - where
postmodernism initially gained prominence - along with painting, photography, dance, and film,
highlighting a more expansive view of irony’s applicability in artistic expression.

His book is instrumental in distinguishing between different forms of irony, such as verbal irony,
where the speaker is aware and intentional in their use of irony, versus situational irony, which
involves a discrepancy observed by an outsider rather than the participant. Muecke’s framework
classifies irony into various subtypes, including sarcasm, understatement, and dramatic irony, each
serving different rhetorical or expressive purposes.

In his discourse, Muecke identifies key elements common to all forms of irony: the element of
innocence or unawareness, a contrast between appearance and reality, a comic effect stemming from
this contrast, the detachment, and the aesthetic element (see Muecke, pp. 24-40). He suggests that
irony, by its nature, involves a superior, detached stance from the observer, often leading to a complex
interplay between the creator’s intent and the audience’s reception. Muecke intriguingly suggests that
the ultimate, archetypal ironist is God, while the archetypal victim of irony is man. He cites Flaubert’s
letter to Louise Colet:

“Quand est-ce qu’on écrira les faits au point de vue d’une blague supérieure, c’est-a-dire
comme le bon Dieu les voit, d’en haut?”® (qtd. in Muecke, 39).

3 The quotation translates as follows: “When will people begin to write down the facts as if it were
all a divine joke, that is to say, as the Lord sees them, from above?”” (Muecke, 39).
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Muecke’s insights into irony extend to its function and detection, while he distinguishes the
following sub-forms of irony:

» Verbal Irony: Tends to be satiric due to its linguistic nature.

» Situational Irony: Tends to be more purely comic, tragic, or philosophical (51).

» Sarcasm: Muecke questions whether sarcasm can be viewed as part of irony, due to its

unequivocal tone that leaves little room for pretended unawareness (ibid).
» Impersonal Irony: Characterized by dryness or gravity of manner, often found in
understatement (52).

» Covert Irony: Irony meant to be detected rather than overtly expressed.

» Self-disparaging Irony: The ironist understates themselves as part of their strategy,
exemplified by Socrates and Chaucer (pp. 56-57).

» Ingénu Irony: The ironist uses a simpleton or ingénu to convey irony (pp. 57-58).

» Irony of Self-betrayal: Characters unknowingly ironize themselves, related to dramatic irony
and the irony of events, common in drama (59).

Muecke identifies two elements pertinent to irony: the comic (arising from contradiction) and
sympathy (arising from the feeling we have for the victim). He corroborates Barnes’ view from
Flaubert'’s Parrot regarding the inclusion of sympathy in the definition of irony. He concludes that
the ultimate purpose of irony might be to enable individuals to transcend their predicaments, even if
it does not make them any less a victim of these predicaments (77). Furthermore, Muecke
acknowledges that General Irony is often compared to the absurd, acknowledging the certainty of
death, the unpredictability of life, and the unbreakable chain of cause and effect (72). He also
highlights an epistemological irony, which deals with the fundamental contradiction between the
desire to know everything and the impossibility of knowing everything (76).

Overall, Muecke’s work provides a comprehensive guide to understanding and identifying irony,
especially in literary texts, by categorizing its various forms and elucidating the mechanisms through
which it operates. Muecke’s work, characterized by its conciseness, does not sacrifice depth or value.
It serves as an essential textbook on the ever-elusive concept of irony, offering clarity and insight into
its various forms and applications. By leveraging Muecke’s classifications, this dissertation aims to
elucidate the multifaceted nature of Barnesian irony and provide a robust analytical toolkit for
exploring its presence and function in literary works.

*

In addition to the structured definitions and classifications provided by Muecke, it is apposite to
consider the broader philosophical view on irony offered by Edmond Reiss. In his article on Medieval
irony - a somewhat controversial subject, as irony is often not associated with pre-modern times -
Reiss examines the concept through a diachronically-oriented lens, providing a comprehensive
perspective on its evolution and maturation.

Reiss addresses the aforementioned scepticism by asserting that irony possessed “a reality of its
own” (209) long before it was formally distinguished as a figure of speech by Cicero and Quintilian,
long before Aristotle and Aristophanes considered its ethical implications, and long before Plato and
Theophrastus depicted their ironists. He emphasizes that the term itself is a “relative newcomer to
modern languages” (209), noting that it does not appear in extant French writings before 1370 or in
extant English writings before 1502, and did not come into general use until the eighteenth century
(see Reiss, 209).
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Reiss makes a profound conclusion, stating that: “Irony is millennia older than the consciousness
of irony” (210). This assertion underscores the deep-rooted and intrinsic nature of irony, suggesting
that it has been an integral part of human expression and understanding long before it was explicitly
recognized and articulated.

There is a profound, and perhaps inherently ironic, aspect to Reiss’ conclusion. The idea that irony
existed and was practiced long before it was consciously acknowledged highlights the subtle and
pervasive presence of irony in human history. This observation invites further reflection on the ways
in which irony operates not just as a rhetorical device but as a fundamental aspect of human cognition
and communication.

1.7. Intersection of Postmodernism and Irony with References to Barnes’ Oeuvre

Irony and postmodernism intersect in a complex and multifaceted relationship, where irony
serves as a fundamental mode of expression and critique within postmodernist discourse.
Postmodernism inherently embraces irony as a tool for deconstructing and challenging established
norms and conventions. The contemporary renaissance of irony has found a great expression in the
works of Julian Barnes, among the others, and therefore shall be referred to in the following key
points of intersection between irony and postmodernism:

o Subversion of Grand Narratives: Postmodernism is characterized by its scepticism toward
overarching narratives that purport to universally explain historical, cultural, and personal
identities. Through its intrinsic capacity to project multiple, often conflicting meanings, irony
serves to dismantle these grand narratives. It exposes their contradictions and insufficiencies,
fostering a perspective that embraces a fragmented and diverse reality. Julian Barnes
frequently employs this ironic approach to manipulate narratives, ranging from biblical tales
to modern accounts.

e Deconstruction of Language and Meaning: Irony is indispensable to the deconstruction of
narratives, utilizing tools like ambiguity, paradox, and double entendre. Without its verbal
articulation, neither dramatic nor cosmic irony could effectively challenge or subvert
established meanings. The ironic elements expose the gaps between a signifier and a signified,
emphasizing the contingent and constructed nature of meaning. This aligns with the
postmodernist view that meaning is not fixed but is always in flux, shaped by context and
interpretation. In this sense, we can witness the writing of one of the greatest ironists of
postmodern era - Julian Barnes.

o Critique of Authority and Authenticity: Irony in postmodernism frequently targets the concepts
of authority and authenticity. By adopting an ironic tone, postmodernist works question the
legitimacy of authoritative voices and the authenticity of cultural and social institutions. This
ironic critique undermines traditional sources of power and knowledge, suggesting that what
is often presented as ‘authentic’ is itself a construct subject to manipulation and
reinterpretation. Relevant examples of this are present in Julian Barnes’ novels, including
Flaubert'’s Parrot and England, England, among others.

o [ntertextuality: Postmodernism is known for its intertextual and self-reflexive approach to art,
literature, and culture. Intertextual references permeate artistic works, which cannot be fully
understood without their social context, as elaborated by scholars such as Hutcheon and
Umberto Eco. Irony enhances this playfulness, allowing creators to engage with and distance
themselves from their subjects simultaneously. This reflexivity invites audiences to become
aware of the constructed nature of the work and to question the boundaries between fiction
and reality. Consequently, irony becomes a means of exploring the fluid interaction between
creation and critique, reality and representation. Barnes’ body of work is characterized by its
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intertextuality and self-referential nature, which will be explored in subsequent chapters. He
consistently carries the same ideas across various works, despite their differences in space,
form, and theme, demonstrating his willingness to play with, subvert, and deconstruct
concepts, underscoring a distinctive consistency in his writing approach.

e Perspective and Unreliable Narration: Barnes is recognized for employing unreliable
narrators, a technique that aligns with his rejection of the omniscient narrator. The inherent
gap he creates between the narrative setting and his characters is ripe with ironic potential,
which frequently manifests in his works. This setup consistently sparks an ironic affective
charge, whether through instances of verbal irony or dramatic irony, serving as a pivotal
element.

In conclusion, the intersection between irony and postmodernism is marked by a shared
commitment to questioning and destabilizing established norms, meanings, and authorities. Irony,
with its capacity for nuanced critique and playful deconstruction, is an essential feature of
postmodernist expression, enabling a deeper exploration of the complexities and contradictions
inherent in contemporary culture and thought.

1.8. Julian Barnes: A Brief Insight

This research endeavours to identify markers of irony within Barnes’ prose, operating under the
premises aforementioned. The focus on irony, a complex and multifaceted literary device, within
Barnes’ work offers a rich field for exploration, considering the author’s reputation for nuanced and
layered writing. The examination of irony in his prose is not merely an exercise in literary analysis
but also a deeper inquiry into the interplay between authorial intent, textual construction, and reader’s
interpretation. This research thus aims to uncover and analyze the instances and functions of irony in
Barnes’ narratives, contributing to a greater understanding of his literary artistry and the broader
implications of irony in literature.

Julian Barnes is renowned for his innovative prose, with experimentation being a recurrent
attribute of his literary output. Vanessa Guignery aptly notes that Barnes’ works simultaneously
confound and enchant readers and critics alike (Guignery, The Fiction of Julian Barnes, 1). This
complexity can be attributed to his diverse educational background, encompassing lexicography,
philosophy, literature, and even law. Indeed, the world lost a good lawyer, but gained an extraordinary
writer.

Barnes’ journalistic inclination is evident today, as he frequently comments on social
developments ranging from the Booker Prize and politics to football. He is also a keen admirer of art,
painting, and music, having written numerous commentaries and several monographs on these
subjects. All of these interests are intricately woven into his versatile oeuvre, enriching his narratives
with depth and breadth.

Furthermore, Barnes imbues each new work with a fresh perspective, venturing into uncharted
thematic territory and employing narrative strategies that diverge markedly from his previous works.
This approach results in a rich hybridity of literary forms, subjects, genres, voices, tones, and
characters - a veritable elephantiasis and mélange that enriches the literary landscape. His oeuvre is
characterized by both self-referential and inter-referential elements, with motifs, symbols, and
characters resonating throughout his body of work, underscoring a cohesive consistency. This
interconnectivity affirms that neither novels nor stories exist in isolation, as a bubble, much like the
interconnectedness of individuals, scientific and literary theories. Each of Barnes’ projects is a venture
into new challenges and pathways. Barnes himself succinctly captures this ethos, stating: “In order to
write, you have to convince yourself that it’s a new departure for you and not only a new departure
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for you but for the entire history of the novel” (Billen qtd. in Guignery, The Fiction of Julian
Barnes,1).

Such endeavours and consistency in writing and exploring various themes have not gone
unnoticed by the critical minds, so he has been awarded with numerous awards, both in his homeland
and abroad, to name the few: the Man Booker Prize (awarded for The Sense of an Ending in 2011,
the Somerset Maugham Award (Metroland 1981), Geoftrey Faber Memorial Prize (Flaubert s Parrot
1985); Prix Médicis (Flauberts Parrot 1986); E. M. Forster Award (American Academy and Institute
of Arts and Letters, 1986); Gutenberg Prize (1987); Grinzane Cavour Prize (Italy, 1988); and the Prix
Femina (7alking It Over 1992). Barnes was made a Chevalier de [’Ordre des Arts et des Lettres in
1988, Officier de |’Ordre des Arts et des Lettres in 1995 and Commandeur de [’Ordre des Arts et des
Lettres in 2004*,

Indeed, Julian Barnes is a unique British writer who bridges English and foreign literature,
particularly French, for which he has received significant recognition. His profound appreciation for
French literature is rooted in his upbringing by parents who were French teachers. Barnes has
translated many French authors, and his admiration for Gustave Flaubert is proverbial. He has often
commented on this cross-Channel connection; in an interview, it was noted that Barnes is uniquely
the only foreigner to “have scooped the Médicis and the Femina, two of the top literary prizes: and
presumably this interest had something to do with the French strand in his books” (Martin).

Regarding his most popular works across the Channel, in addition to well-known titles like
Flaubert's Parrot and Cross Channel, several other works draw inspiration from French literature and
society. “Certainly, in England he’s well known, sometimes to the point of suspicion, as a ‘European’
writer. But [...] here in France, we like [Barnes’] stuff because it’s so English” (Martin). Moreover,
his interest and positive reception extend to Eastern Europe and Russia, making Barnes a distinctive
figure in the contemporary literary scene.

In 2017, the Nobel Prize in Literature was awarded to Kazuo Ishiguro, a fellow countryman of
Julian Barnes. This sparked discussions about whether Barnes might be the next to bring the award
home®. This remains to be seen, while I sincerely hope that we will witness the award going to a
deserving writer, renowned for his elegance, wit, and irony, and, not least, with minimal controversy
in today’s turbulent literary world.

1.9. A Touch of Flaubert’s Parrot

The decision to exclude Flaubert’s Parrot from direct analysis was made consciously,
acknowledging that it stands as Julian Barnes’ most extensively examined work to date. Therefore,
including it in this study seemed superfluous. My objective was to broaden the analysis of Julian
Barnes’ literary output, exploring the ironic and postmodern characteristics in lesser-studied works to
offer fresh insights into his overall body of work.

Nonetheless, numerous references to Flaubert’s Parrot are woven throughout this dissertation,
reflecting its inescapable significance in any discussion of Barnes, irony, and postmodernism. This

* The complete and updated list of Julian Barnes’ awards can be found on his official website,
julianbarnes.com.
> Alex Shephard comments on the Nobel Prize in his article in The New Republic: “Julian Barnes
should win, because he’s a fine novelist and critic, but he won’t, because it feels like everyone has
forgotten  about  Julian  Barnes” (October 3, 2022, The  New  Republic,
https://newrepublic.com/article/167921/will-win-2022-nobel-prize-literature).
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seminal novel remains a pivotal reference point, underscoring its foundational role in understanding
Barnes’ engagement with literary techniques and thematic explorations.

Moreover, I would argue that Flaubert’s Parrot could be regarded as a kind of a “postmodernist
manifesto” of the twentieth and twenty-first centuries, or at the very least, its flagship work. Written
in 1984, the novel has had a forty-year period of maturation in the eyes of audiences and critics alike,
and it continues to mature and intrigue. There is a prevailing impression that Barnes was awarded the
Booker Prize for the wrong novel, with many considering the award for The Sense of an Ending to
be a belated recognition of Flauberts Parrot.

The enduring appeal of Flaubert’s Parrot can be linked to its status as a foundational text for
discussions on postmodernism, addressing numerous pivotal themes, which is why I am inclined to
label it as the “manifesto of postmodernism”. The reasons for this designation are detailed below,
supplemented by relevant quotations from the novel:

1. First and foremost, it poses the typical and essentially postmodern questions, which have
been quoted extensively, such as:

- “How do we seize the past? Can we ever do so?” (Flaubert'’s Parrot, p. 14);

- “We can study files for decades, but every so often we are tempted to throw up our
hands and declare that history is merely another literary genre: the past is
autobiographical fiction pretending to be a parliamentary report” (ibid, p. 90);

- “Is the writer much more than a sophisticated parrot?” (ibid, p. 18);

- “[...] think of everything that got away, that fled with the last deathbed exhalation
of the biographee” (ibid, p. 38). Barnes is famous for his exploration of the oeuvre
that was never created, such as not-paintings, not-books, and eventually the not-
life, the life that was never lived, and could have been. These are neatly listed in
the whole chapter titled “The Flaubert Apocrypha”;

- “One way of legitimising coincidences [...] is to call them ironies. That’s what
smart people do” (ibid, p. 67); and further to this: “And yet sometimes [ wonder if
the wittiest, most resonant irony isn’t just a well-brushed, well-educated
coincidence” (ibid);

- The principle of the “irony in the eye of the beholder,” which Hutcheon has
discussed extensively (see Hutcheon, Ironys Edge, 110); Flaubert finding a
business card at the Egyptian pyramid, that bears meaning for him. Braithwaite
comments: “What a moment of perfectly targeted irony [...] Other visitors might
have seen the business card as merely a piece of litter [...] but Flaubert gave it
function” (ibid, p. 69);

- As Braithwaite contemplates writing a Dictionary of Accepted Ideas about
Flaubert himself, he imagines it to be “straight-faced yet misleading”, which is
highly postmodern (ibid, p. 87).

- “We no longer believe that language and reality ‘match up’ so congruently —
indeed, we probably think that words give birth to things as much as things give
birth to words” (ibid, p. 88).

2. The parrot, which serves as a mere portal into the dissection of a writer’s life, ultimately
demonstrates that it was not the actual parrot after all, and moreover, that the real parrot
cannot be identified. This is indicative of our limited capacity to know reality, with certain
implications of constructivism. Furthermore, the parrot itself is an ironic motif, as Flaubert
explicitly did not want to be touched. The narrator states: “I gazed at the bird, and to my
surprise felt ardently in touch with this writer who disdainfully forbade posterity to take
any personal interest in him” (Flaubert's Parrot, p. 16). Thus, the parrot also represents
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10.

an endeavour highly ironic in its purpose and meaning, as the narrator engages in precisely
what the object of his exploration wished to avoid. This is notably similar to the
exploration of Elizabeth Finch’s life in the eponymous novel written some years later.
Therefore, the parrot serves as a gateway to critiques and observations on the futility of
the positivist method;

The exploration of an admired writer’s life serves both as an homage and a deconstruction
of his life and oeuvre, which embodies a distinctly postmodern approach;

The narrator is highly unreliable and subjective, while presenting an appearance of
objectivity and factuality. Moreover, he acknowledges his meta-position by declaring his
lack of professionalism and by suggesting that the reading audience must have certain
expectations from him, communicating directly to them as if speaking to a camera.
Geoffrey Braithwaite asks: “You expect something from me too, don’t you? It’s like that
nowadays” (Flaubert’s Parrot, p. 86). Eventually, he admits his own unreliability by
stating, ironically: “As for the hesitating narrator - look, I’m afraid you’ve run into one
right now. It might be because I’'m English” (ibid, p. 89).

Simultaneously, the narrator is aware of the power in his hands, as he deliberately and
consciously manipulates the narrative pace, postponing the mention of his wife until the
end of his story;

“Literature includes politics, and not vice versa” (original italics, ibid, 129). Hutcheon
would undoubtedly concur;

By examining the intersection of fiction and reality through a comparative analysis of
Flaubert’s Un ceeur simple and Flaubert’s personal life, as well as reflecting this principle
in the narrator’s life, one can identify ironic connections and attempts to establish causal
relationships. Thus, the boundaries between fiction and reality are blurred, as they
complement and challenge each other, ultimately leading to mutual irony. Notably,
Flaubert, described as an “arch anti-bourgeois and virile hater of governments” (ibid, p.
68) and a “bourgeois bourgeoisophobe” (ibid, p. 154), accepted the title of chevalier of
the Legion d’honneur. This acceptance is reflected in the final line of his work, where
soldiers fire a volley over his coffin, symbolically bidding farewell to “one of its most
improbable and sardonic chevaliers” (ibid, p. 68).);

Expanding upon the previous discussion, the boundaries between the writer, Gustave
Flaubert, and the narrator, Geoffrey Braithwaite, are further obscured. For instance, the
narrator undergoes a similar experience related to death as he contemplates what
Flaubert’s encounter with death might have been like. The complexity increases when the
narrator is considered in relation to Julian Barnes, the author. The narrator’s relationship
with his subject, Flaubert, evolves: Flaubert transitions from being an idol and a profound
influence on the narrator's life to being referred to as a “client”;

The novel adopts a form that integrates, or more precisely, “inscribes and then subverts”
(in Hutcheon’s terms) various literary genres, including narration, biography, metafiction,
dictionary entries, lists, epistolary prose, diaristic prose, critique, and even the format of
an examination paper;

“The writer must be universal in sympathy and an outcast by nature: only then can he see
clearly. Flaubert always sides with minorities [...]” (ibid, 131);

Regarding the formal characteristics of genre, Flaubert demonstrated considerable
foresight. As Braithwaite observes: “[...] Flaubert teaches you to gaze upon the truth and
not blink from its consequences; [...] he teaches you to dissect out the constituent parts of
reality, and to observe that Nature is always a mixture of genres” (ibid, pp. 133-134).
Braithwaite further elaborates on this by incorporating the form of art into the discussion,
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asserting that form is inseparable from the idea itself: “You can no more imagine an Idea
without a Form than a Form without an Idea. Everything in art depends on execution”
(ibid, p. 136);
11. Perspectivism, by presenting multiple, and even contradictory, versions of the same
events, underscores the variability of interpretation and the subjective nature of reality;
and all of these are imbued with masterful verbal irony, showcasing supreme wit, intelligence,
and perceptiveness.

Irony has been a central concept in both Flaubert’s and Braithwaite’s lives. An entry in a
biography from 1852 reflects one aspect of Flaubert’s approach to irony, which could be extended to
describe the contemporary era:

“I laugh at everything, even at that which I love the most. There is no fact, thing,
feeling, or person over which I have not blithely run my clownishness, like an iron
roller imparting sheen to cloth” (Flaubert’s Parrot, p. 34).

Substituting “laugh” with “ironize” provides a fitting definition of a mode of living characterized
by irony today, with the additional reference to the “iron roller” enhancing the pun, characteristic of
Barnes’ style.

For those who might suspect that Flaubert’s Parrot lacks a voice or cannot defend itself, Barnes
has addressed this concern by incorporating literary criticism into the narrative. The issue with literary
criticism is that it fails to capture the intrinsic beauty of words. While it aids in understanding the
text, offers new perspectives, and provides enlightening insights into intertextuality, it ultimately does
not convey the inherent beauty of the language. The aesthetic qualities of the words remain embedded
within the text itself.

Criticism entails the dissection of a work of art, providing a distinct form of pleasure that allows
a critic to engage intimately with the art they admire, thus enhancing their sense of ownership, insofar
as art can be possessed. The closest one can come to possessing the work is through its critical
analysis.

This precise delight has served as the driving motivation for this dissertation. Although the
process of reading and exploration might seem “arid and solitary” (as described in Flaubert’s final
years, Flaubert’s Parrot, p. 31) to the casual observer, it is profoundly appreciated by the discerning
reader. This dissertation represents the “private pleasure” (ibid, p. 36) derived from such engagement,
offered here as my own “parrot on its perch” for public examination.

*

This dissertation will undertake an examination of four novels and one collection of stories,
selected for their particularly compelling use of irony - a characteristic that could be attributed to
Julian Barnes’ complete body of work. The corpus for this study includes the following novels:

o FEngland, England,

e A History of the World in 10 > Chapters,
e The Noise of Time,

e Elizabeth Finch, and

e Pulse, a collection of stories.

This research is uniquely advantaged by Julian Barnes’ active status as an author, which
continually revitalizes interest in his oeuvre through fresh publications. This ongoing activity not only
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enriches the contemporary literary discourse but also allows for real-time commentary from Barnes
himself - a privilege that enhances the depth of scholarly engagement. Throughout this study, I have
extensively leveraged this unique opportunity, incorporating Barnes’ current reflections and
explanations to enrich the analysis of his work. This approach allows for a dynamic and up-to-date
understanding of his literary contributions, providing insights that are as current as his latest
publication.
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2. A History of the World in 10 72 Chapters and its (Hi)storicity

“The poetry of history lies in the quasi-miraculous fact that once, on this earth, once,
on this familiar spot of ground, walked other men and women, as actual as we are
today, thinking their own thoughts, swayed by their own passions, but now all gone,
one generation vanishing after another, gone as utterly as we ourselves shall shortly be
gone like ghost at cock-crow. This is the most familiar and certain fact about life, but
it is also the most poetical. [...] The motive of history is at bottom poetic.” (Trevelyan,
qtd. in Rees, 3)

The novel published in 1989 bearing the ambitious title A History of the World in 10 % Chapters®
might aptly have been named “A History of the World with a Parenthesis” with the parenthetical
element highlighting the author’s perspective on recounting history and his selection of subject
incidents. Such a title immediately captures the reader's curiosity, inviting an exploration of a global
narrative from a distinctly postmodern vantage point. Guignery has observed that Barnes announced
the blend of history and fiction in his title: precisely, “[...] right from the first paratext - the title —
[the book] pretends to be both historical — 4 History of the World — and fictional (in 10 % Chapters)”
(67). The innovative approach adopted in 4 History solidified Barnes’ reputation and garnered him
“the second major critical and commercial success” following “Flaubert’s Parrot” (Guignery, The
Fiction of Julian Barnes, 3). Rushdie wittily remarks that in this novel ”Barnes is in his Flaubert’s
Parrot mode, only more so” (241). Buxton observes that “Barnes’s fifth novel [4 History] announces
a shift from literary to global historiography and, it would appear, a move from biographical failure
to historical success” (56). Buxton further interprets the chapters as Barnes’ theses, making a
comparison to Walter Benjamin’s philosophical theses.

Despite the seemingly incoherent structure and timeline of the novel, and its fictional exploration
of historical episodes, the author has invested significantly in factual exploration, as clarified in the
Author’s Note; this fact that has been widely acknowledged by scholars and critics alike (see
Guignery 62, Kotte 108).

How did he do it? And why? In the “Parenthesis” half-chapter, Barnes insightfully elucidates both
the method and the motivation behind our engagement with history, articulating a compelling
perspective:

“[W]e, the readers of history, the sufferers from history, we scan the pattern for hopeful
conclusions, for the way ahead. And we cling to history as a series of salon pictures,
conversation pieces whose participants we can easily reimagine back into life, when
all the time it’s more like a multi-media collage, with paint applied by decorator’s
roller rather than camel-hair brush.” (4 History, 242)

This passage reveals several profound insights deeply instilled into the novel before us: first, we
do suffer from history, which pain drives us to comprehend, assimilate, and claim ownership of it.
We seek not just to comprehend but to find a pattern, meaning and a semblance of a grand design
within its expanse. Furthermore, we turn to history in hopes of deciphering what the future might
hold. The concept of diachrony in history implies that historical analysis can extend in both temporal
directions: backward into the past and forward into the future. Finally, according to Barnes, the history
appears to us as a multi-media amalgam, with less precision and sophistication than we tend to
attribute to this complex mosaic of memories.

® Henceforth the novel shall be referred to as A History.
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As mentioned in the chapter regarding England, England theme park (see subchapter 3.1. herein),
Barnes is a very accommodating author; he often explains his method. In 4 History he claims: “You
keep a few true facts and spin a new story around them” (original italics, 110). Such postmodern
blend of factual history and fabulation is based on the following principles, that Barnes profusely
employs: selective use of historical facts, innovation in narrative thus emphasizing interpretation,
engagement with the counterfactual conditional and metafiction. Such engagement with history
through narration and its subsequent interpretation, reconstruction, and deconstruction is what aligns
him with postmodernism, even though he himself is hesitant to embrace such a label, declaring that
he was “deliberately unaware of literary theory” (Freiburg, 37).

The discussion around the hybrid nature of Julian Barnes’ novel, as identified by many critics,
including Guignery, who notes Barnes’ crossing of ontological (epistemological, I'd argue)
boundaries between history and fiction, indeed highlights a quintessential postmodern literary
technique. Official wisdom has it that history is inherently tied to narration. Barnes elaborates on their
mutual relationship, as follows: “Either you only write the history for which there is evidence, or, if
you try to write more than that, if you try to write a more complete history, then you have to
fictionalise or imagine” (Guignery and Roberts, Conversations with Julian Barnes, 53). The
“imperfect ‘historicality’” (White, 9) of the novel is not problematic as most of the critics agree on
basic principles of connectedness of historiography and narrativity, as a metacode. Hayden White
claims that “[h]istoriography is an especially good ground on which to consider the nature of narration
and narrativity because it is here that our desire for the imaginary, the possible, must contest with the
imperatives of the real, the actual” (8). Further, he argues that narration and narrativity function as
crucial instruments within a discourse, mediating, arbitrating, or resolving the often-conflicting
claims of the imaginary and the real.

Eventually, we can observe narrative aspect of historiography as a middle ground which reconciles
history and philosophy, two disciplines that have been disparate from their inception, as “philosophy
has not considered history a proper object of philosophical reflection” (Doran, 3).

In the Introduction to his book, The English Novel in History 1950-1995, Professor Connor
discusses the connection between novel and history recognizing the value novels hold for historians.
He claims that novels are valuable tools for historians because they offer detailed snapshots of life
and events that history might overlook. They can feel as real as eyewitness accounts, giving historians
vivid reenactments, specific details, and personal stories. This is important because novels can capture
the complexity of the world in a way that’s both rich and straightforward, mixing real-life situations
with elements of fantasy or imagination, thus helping to balance what is true with what we dream
about. Novels also help connect personal experiences with larger societal themes, making big, abstract
ideas more personal and understandable by showing how they affect individual lives. Moreover, he
advocates a new perspective on (postwar) novels, an active one - “one that sees the novel not just as
passively marked with the imprint of history, but also as one of the ways in which history is made,
and remade” (Connor, 1). He points out that this doesn’t mean that history should be oversimplified
as textuality, in terms of reductionism; rather: “the processes we associate with the making and
substantiation of fictional worlds are to be seen at work within the making of the real, historical
world” (Connor, 2). This view is pivotal in examination of Barnes’ discourse.

So, what is the nature of Barnes’ discourse?

Guignery’s observation that he failed to lend verisimilitude to the fictional world prompts a deeper
inquiry into Barnes’ intentions (67). Was Barnes aiming to create an alternate version of history that
mirrors reality closely? Or was his goal to provoke a re-evaluation and expansion of our perceptions
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and understanding of history? For instance, José Saramago’s The Gospel According to Jesus Christ’
offers a humanized portrayal of Christ, not necessarily to engender re-examination of factual
biography, but to invite reflection and a broader contemplation of historical and religious narratives.

The core of our engagement with reinterpretations hinges on how we, as readers and interpreters,
handle them. The narrator in the “Parenthesis” half-chapter articulates a critical viewpoint: “We all
know objective truth is not obtainable, that when some event occurs we shall have a multiplicity of
subjective truths which we assess and then fabulate into history, into some God-eyed version of what
‘really’ happened” (4 History, pp. 245). Before this, he delves into the topic of love, proposing a
principle that might encapsulate the essence of all our pursuits: “[Love’s] our only hope even if it
fails us, although it fails us, because it fails us” (ibid). The concept of ‘love’ herein could be
interchangeably used with other concepts, including 'history'. This succinct statement, charged with
irony (including tragic, comic, philosophical, practical, dramatic, verbal, rhetorical, and self-irony, as
categorized by Reiss and Muecke), resonates profoundly with us. So, what’s our recourse? Barnes
suggests a path forward: “[...] while we know this, we must still believe that objective truth is
obtainable [...] because if we don’t, we’re lost, we fall into beguiling relativity [...]” (4 History, 245-
246). Thus, we find ourselves in paradox: despite knowing that truth, love, history and the like are
elusive, we must cling to the notion that they are obtainable to us, where belief itself becomes our
salvation from this ironic and absurd predicament. It’s uncertain if Barnes intended this, but ironic
distance and faith emerge as our sole ‘snorkel of sanity’® in these turbulent waters.

Approaching these narratives with irony allows us to achieve a cognitive and epistemological
distance, affording a retrospective and alternative perspective on events. This process underscores the
value of re-examining our viewpoints and the narratives we accept, as an act of a reader involvement.

Having recognized historical facts, historicity, objectivity, or belief in them ultimately elusive, it
is unlikely that Barnes seeks to challenge the veracity thereof. The complete truth about the past
remains beyond our grasp, leading to the inevitable question of how we navigate the uncertainty of
knowledge. By selecting specific facts, reimagining them, and embracing the resultant irony, Barnes
illustrates a method of engaging with history that acknowledges its complexities and uncertainties.
This approach does not undermine the importance of historical facts but highlights the interpretive
nature of historical understanding and the creative possibilities inherent in exploring the spaces
between known facts.

In her book The Contemporary British Historical Novel Boccardi attributes the increased
production of historical novels in the latter half of the twentieth century and the initial decade of the
twenty-first to “millennial conditions which initially invited a reflection on the past” (1). Connor also
identifies the post-Cold War era as a pivotal time when the world began to acknowledge the possibility
of its own demise, result of which is that “one form of the novel of history is concerned with

" The novel, released in 1991, offers a fresh and humanized, yet ironic, interpretation of the life of
Jesus Christ, sparking widespread reaction and critique. This unconventional biography was criticized
by the Roman Catholic Church, leading to pressure on the Portuguese government to prevent the book
from being considered for a literary award in 1992. Saramago, viewing this as censorship, chose to
spend the rest of his life in self-imposed exile (Saramago). This incident highlights how engaging
with historiography can still significantly impact the lives of authors and remains a relevant issue
nowadays.

8 The phrase, a direct reference to Flaubert s Parrot, gained further recognition and popularity through
Linda Hutcheon’s reference in Irony s Edge.
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investigating the new relations to the past required by the dramatic changes of the late twentieth
century” (199).

At the outset of her analysis, Boccardi recognizes the imaginative leap required to transition from
fragmented evidence to a cohesive representation of the period or events that constitute the narrative’s
setting and subject. This process underscores the creative endeavour inherent in the historical novel
genre, where authors must bridge the gaps in historical record with their narrative construction.
Simultaneously, and perhaps ironically, the temporal distance between the past events depicted and
the present moment of their inscription endows the author with a position of “privileged knowledge”
(Boccardi, 6). This arises from the author’s awareness of the eventual outcomes of historical events
and their subsequent impacts, which have unfolded by the writer’s present time. Such a vantage point
allows the author to infuse the narrative with insights and interpretations that are unavailable to the
characters within the story or to contemporaries of the historical period being portrayed.

This dual aspect of historical novel writing - combining imaginative reconstruction with the
advantage of hindsight - highlights the complex interplay between past and present in the genre. It
allows authors to explore historical events not just for their intrinsic interest, but also for their
implications and resonances with contemporary issues, thereby enriching the narrative with layers of
meaning that extend beyond the mere recounting of historical facts.

Incorporating postmodernism into her analysis, Boccardi further posits that:

“[T]he historical novel [is] inherently metafictional and as such not only ideally
receptive to postmodernism’s positions on narrative, representation, and knowledge
but also supremely equipped to probe their validity. Indeed, it is my contention that the
historical novel is, at once, the genre where postmodernism manifests itself most
clearly and that where it proves theoretically inadequate.” (6)

This assertion underscores the intrinsic nature of the historical novel as a site of metafictional
exploration, making it a fertile ground for engaging with postmodernist critiques of narrative
techniques, the nature of representation, and the epistemology of historical knowledge. Hayden White
solidifies this stating that: “Narrative becomes a problem only when we wish to give to real events
the form of story. It is because real events do not offer themselves as stories that their narrativization
is so difficult” (8). Kotte claims that “patterns and plots are never found, but always imposed upon
history” (128). It’s within this intricate tension between the fluidity of history and ironical storytelling
that A History finds its rich potential.

2.1. You Keep a Few Chapters and Spin a Novel around them — is it a Novel at all?

The novel’s form has sparked debate regarding its literary genre, with opinions varying and no
consensus reached. This ambiguity might well be the author’s deliberate choice, aiming to create a
“sort-of novel” (Cook, 20) that provokes thought without allowing it to be easily categorized or
dismissed as a novel.

Seemingly not connected chapters do form a novel “thanks to the recurrence of motifs, sea
voyages, catastrophes, woodworms, analogies between characters, echoes, plot links, verbal
repetitions and thematic coherence” (Guignery, The Fiction of Julian Barnes, 63). Kotte goes a step
further, methodically cataloguing the novel’s recurring motifs, which will be explored in the
subsequent subchapter in terms of intertextuality.

The chronological organization of events in A History is indeed disparate, reflecting a non-linear
approach to historical narrative. Barnes utilizes the wisdom of hindsight as discussed in previous
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subchapter. If one were to represent this non-chronological narrative structure on a graphic chart, it
would manifest as a zig-zag timeline, thus making the novel a kind of zig-zag through history. This
is not to be confused with Hayden White’s concept of “flow”, a wavelike motion of historical time
(25). It reflects the postmodern temporal distortion, i.e. scepticism towards grand narratives and linear
histories, emphasizing the idea of history as a construct thus inviting and enabling author and reader
to draw connections between disparate events.

A History unfolds over ten and a half chapters, each marked by its distinct narrative voice, form,
and genre. These chapters feature a variety of themes that disrupt the narrative continuum - a
fundamental characteristic traditionally associated with novels. This unconventional structure raises
the question: what categorizes this work as a novel? Julian Barnes directly responds to this question,
stating that it was conceived and executed as a whole, though “not as one-idea book™ (Cook, 21). He
goes on: “Things in it thicken and deepen. [...] there are recurrent voyages in it. Woodworms
reappear. And, there are recurrent patterns of human aspirations and failings” (ibid). Yet, from an
academic standpoint, to avoid merely accepting his designation without scrutiny, one must identify
what distinguishes this work as a novel rather than a mere collection of stories.

The coherence of the novel emerges through its echoes or instances of self-referentialities (be it
chapters of this novel or other works of Barnes, both previous and later), recurring motifs, and
symbols that interlink the chapters into a cohesive narrative entity.

Moreover, the inclusion of ‘history’ in the title invites readers to reconsider their expectations of
what constitutes a historical narrative within a novelistic framework. It suggests that this work is not
a straightforward novelization of world history but rather represents “a history among many possible
histories of the world” (Finney). The ‘history’ we are invited to testify is presented as divided into
smaller “chunks” of (hi)story, much like the paintings on the wall Barnes referred to: however, they
are intertwined by the themes, characters and motifs. This notion implies a multiplicity of narratives
and interpretations, further reinforcing the work’s status as a novel by challenging and expanding the
boundaries of the genre through its thematic complexity and narrative structure. Barnes does exactly
that: he acknowledges pushing the novelistic boundaries and conventions “to the point at which you
hope the chewing gum doesn’t snap” (Stuart), highlighting his “radical use of genre” (Rubinson, 159).
Barnes’ investigation and experimentation with the boundaries, reflects the innate investigation of
this genre Connor refers to when he claims: “The novel of history [...] is in part the investigation of
its own possibility, the possibility of conferring sequence, direction and narratability upon the past
and on the present in relation to that past” (Connor, 199).

Finney draws a parallel between Barnes and Sir Walter Raleigh’s The History of the World, both
in the title and in the fact that “[i]nterestingly both writers see history as necessarily fragmented”
(Finney). He goes on, stating that “[c]learly in this book, as in “Flaubert’s Parrot” (1984), Barnes is
adopting an ironic approach to history as a genre” (Finney).

Finally, concerning the structural integrity of the novel, Kotte observes that “the ten chapters are
thematically linked to the first” (111). For greater accuracy, I propose that all following chapters
actually originate from the first, each unfolding its themes and motifs in varied manifestations. The
initial chapter is pivotal to the novel, providing the structural, logical, and cohesive foundation.
Remove this chapter, and the novel effectively disappears.

In terms of thematic cohesion, this novel does form a thematic arc as “the book charts a journey
from Genesis to salvation” (Buxton, 57). Additionally, Candel speaks of ‘“‘history-love-religion triad”
as the overarching theme of the novel (28). This assertion will be elucidated in the subsequent chapter.

25



2.2. Intertextuality, Echoes and Irony across Chapters

“[...] one reading turns into a wanderer. And in that haze that transforms space and
time, myths are born, and characters travel from text to text, settling in our memory as
if they had always existed in the memory of our fathers, young like Methuselah and
centenarians like Peter Pan, so that we often feel we stumble upon them even where
they have not been told, even - at least children have that gift - in life.* (Eco, 102,
translated by the author of this dissertation)

Eco’s anagraphic and anthropomorphic definition of the text and its relationality emphasizes the
notion of texts as inherently “contaminated” by other texts, suggesting that no text exists in isolation
but is rather a mosaic of references, styles, and influences from previous works. This concept
emphasizes how postmodernism challenges the conventional divisions between reality and fiction,
suggesting that through their intertextual nature, texts blur these distinctions and adopt a mythical
quality.

I have based my intertextuality research on the findings of Graham Allen, who observes
intertextuality as unquestionable authority and a term which “continually refers to the impossibility
of singularity and unity” (Allen, 209). Literature is constructed upon the frameworks, codes, and
traditions of previous works, according to modern theorists. In this view, texts do not possess inherent
meanings but are interpreted through the lens of intertextual relationships they share with earlier
literature. “Texts [...] are viewed by modern theorists as lacking in any kind of independent meaning.
The text becomes the intertext” (Allen, 1).

Allen’s commentary on Eco’s work highlights Eco’s insight that in texts oriented towards historical
themes, the core challenge lies in their intertextual nature. This complexity leads to what Eco
describes as a “loss of innocence”, implying that the engagement with and reference to pre-existing
texts introduce a layer of complexity and self-awareness that fundamentally alters the nature of
historical narrative. Therefore, “[t]he Postmodern cultural climate [...] requires that we distance or
ironize our representations and utterances if they are to be taken seriously” (Allen, 194).

This is substantiated by Eco’s argument that the past is an inescapable aspect of narrative
construction, yet it can only be revisited and depicted through lenses that are inherently non-innocent,
employing irony or parody (see Allen, 195). In the context of historical fiction, the author navigates
a complex intertextual landscape, where the past has been repeatedly explored through various
narratives. This saturation of historical discourse necessitates a nuanced approach to storytelling.
When authors attempt to represent historical events or dialogues, they must do so with an awareness
of the pre-existing body of work. This often leads to a deliberate distancing, where the narrative
acknowledges its own constructedness, thereby introducing a layer of irony. This strategy not only
challenges the authenticity of the historical representation but also reflects on the act of writing about
history itself, creating a space where the narrative both engages with and critiques its historical
foundations.

The novel begins with the inception of the world, choosing the story of Noah’s Ark as the starting
point for the historical narrative, as determined by the author. This is in direct correspondence with
Peki¢ (see Novi Jerusalim, 1988), who supports the same idea when writing about genetic memory
of a species: he explains that the genetic memory of species holds traces of nature’s ferocities -
earthquakes, volcanic eruptions, droughts, plagues, and floods that have devastated populations.
Thus, the “true history of each nation does not start from its creation but always from the first mythical
flood that destroyed it” (Peki¢, 169). The similarities between the two authors do not stop here: Pekié¢
goes further in explaining that in the face of environmental threats, microfauna sought refuge
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underground, with only the most elusive and hardy species re-emerging; these are: “chameleons,
magicians of mimicry, and fleas, companions of eternity” (ibid). The woodworm would definitely fall
into these categories, axiomatically embodying adaptability and resilience as survival modes.

This tale is conveyed from a first-person singular perspective, deeply resonant with postmodern
voices that prioritize the marginalized, obscured, and minority figures. Specifically, it is a woodworm
and stowaway that narrates the construction of the Ark, its voyage, and survival, thereby offering a
more intimate narrative standpoint that engages and persuades the reader. In alignment with the
narrator’s identity, the story naturally adopts a subversive tone. Moreover, and adversely to the
expected, it ironically embraces a more humane tone. This is achieved at the outset by attributing the
following words to the narrator: “[...] I was specifically not chosen [...] When I recall the Voyage, I
feel no sense of obligation [...] My account you can trust” (4 History, 4). The narrator’s claim to
trustworthiness, based on the assertion of not being chosen, presents a striking irony. This stance,
paradoxically, uses a lack of entitlement as a foundation for reliability.

Through this lens, the conventional narrative, as we know it, is thoroughly subverted: precipitation
of the Deluge endured not for forty days but for a year and a half; Noah is depicted not as a venerable
patriarch but as a mere drunkard and coward, overwhelmed by fear of the Old Testament God; even
Darwin’s theory of natural selection is reinterpreted as mere “professional incompetence” (A4 History,
7), for it was not the fittest who survived, but rather the most cunning. A woodworm “decodes the
euphemisms” (4 History, 17) we’ve learnt throughout the history, underscoring that our species is
“hopelessly dogmatic” due to the fact that we all have Noah’s genes (4 History, 25).

From the outset, the novel employs a principle of division that permeates its entirety. The animals
were divided between two classes - the clean and the unclean. Yet, this distinction of cleanliness is
imbued with irony, for to be deemed clean also meant to be considered edible. This is echoed in the
chapter about the Jews on St Louis liner, only to announce the more ominous historical predicament
in the first half of the twentieth century.

In the story of legal proceedings wherein inhabitants file the lawsuit against the woodworms, the
whole proceedings and the outcome is ironical. We can draw upon the insights of the author himself,
referencing his commentary on the narrative detail where woodworms are put on trial for damaging
Bishop’s chair. This, he suggests, indicates that animals held a higher status in the Middle Ages
compared to today; it was a way of “putting [them] into the order of God’s creation, it was giving
[them] a conscience, whereas now the horizon has lowered” (Freiburg, 42). Thus, the act of putting
them on trial serves as an ironic form of respect towards them.

In the Chapter Six through eyes of Miss Fergusson, we observe the dualistic or dichotomic essence
of art, religion. She discusses the Medusa painting with her father, who claims that the moving
pictures are better, as they provide better experience. Contrarily, she opines that the moving pictures
and the painting do not match in (e)motion: she finds the painting, even though immovable, finite and
depicting only a moment, more touching, while the moving pictures (the predecessor of a movie) is
of no effect for her.

This contrast is echoed in the experience of two women viewing the same spectacle at the peak of
Great Ararat: Miss Fergusson observes the clouds encircling the peak, interpreting this as a sort of
halo, and thus sacred, reflective of the mountain’s sanctity. Conversely, her companion, Miss Logan,
perceives this phenomenon merely as magical. Miss Fergusson then elaborates: “There always appear
to be two explanations of everything. That is why we have been given free will, in order that we may
choose the correct one” (4 History, 154). Her father also believed, even though he believed in nothing.
To her, faith is immanent to people, whether you declare yourself as a believer or not. It is open to
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discussion whether Miss Fergusson was a victim of her faith, as shall be discussed in subsequent
chapter.

In his critique of A History, Rushdie observes the connection between the chapters six and nine:
in the former Miss Amanda Fergusson, a fervent believer, meets her end on Mount Ararat in the year
1839, driven by her religious convictions. Moving forward to the ninth chapter and the twentieth
century, the narrative introduces an astronaut who, convinced of having received a divine message
during a lunar mission, ventures to Mount Ararat with the aim of uncovering Noah’s Ark. Having
stumbled upon the remains of Amanda Fergusson, he mistakenly identifies them as those of Noah.
Further, Rushdie critiques the cogency of these two stories, arguing: “You get the point, but not the
message” (Rushdie, 242).

This reflection initiated a discourse that I summarized as follows: Miss Fergusson arguably
encountered her Ark within the cave where her life ended, leaving us to conjecture about her final
moments - whether she passed away content, feeling she had achieved her life’s quest. This
contemplation equally applies to the astronaut, her counterpart in spiritual fervour. Furthermore, this
prompts us to consider the true aim of a religious endeavour: Is it the attainment of a specific outcome
or the significance found in the journey itself? Eventually, Miss Fergusson did make a part of history,
post mortem, having been found and mistaken for Noah’s remains. Revisiting Rushdie’s observation
reveals that the point of chapter six intentionally left open was to find its closure in chapter nine. Yet,
regarding the message, the narrative delves deeper, suggesting that people we encounter, whether
alive or dead, carry with them distinct histories and messages for the future. For the astronaut, her
unmistakable message was a call to perseverance: “Don’t give up.”

Intertextuality is prominently displayed through the rephrasing of another text. In Chapter Seven,
Barnes echoes the epitaph of John Gay, written just below the poet’s portrait bust at Westminster
Abbey; Barnes substituted the original word ‘jest’ with ‘cheat’, to say: “Life’s a cheat and all thing
show it, I thought so once and now I know it” (4 History, pp. 173-174).

Intertextuality in art refers to how artworks engage with, reference, or communicate with other
artistic works, as well as authors and philosophers. In 4 History, Mr Beesley, a survivor of the Titanic,
finds himself reliving his experience, this time on a movie set as an extra, echoing the tragedies of
the Deluge and the raft of the Medusa. The protagonist sees this as an embodiment of Marx’s
interpretation of Hegel: history repeating itself, first as tragedy and then as farce.’ By directly
experiencing this principle, Mr Beesley not only reflects on the famous maxim but also embodies it
in his own life. Additionally, much like Mr Beesley revisits his memories, Barnes also draws upon
and references his own experiences. He confirmed that this short story was based on reality, as he had
personally met Mr Beesley (see Guignery and Roberts, Conversations with Julian Barnes, 56).

In essence, Barnes’ novel serves as a profound reference to the Bible. The initial chapter
deconstructs the biblical tale of the flood and Noah’s survival, setting the tone for subsequent stories
which frequently echo and reinforce motifs such as the flood, woodworm, voyages, divisions,
messengers, and the ark. Each subsequent story acts as an echo, or more precisely, an echo of an echo,
reflecting the primal myth in a secondary, thus ironic, manner. Indeed, the titles of the chapters reflect
a pilgrimage, an odyssey that mirrors the journey of every individual. From “The Stowaway”, through

¥ Marx’s famous maxim builds upon Hegel’s statement, with Marx not providing a specific attribution
to Hegel’s words but offering a general acknowledgment of the idea. He further expands upon this
concept as follows: “Hegel remarks somewhere that all great world-historic facts and personages
appear, so to speak, twice. He forgot to add: the first time as tragedy, the second time as farce” (Marx,
opening lines of Chapter I).
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“The Wars of Religion”, “The Survivor”, “The Shipwreck” and “Upstream” to “The Dream”, each
title represents a significant episode in the human experience, as each of these chapters’ title is an
episode in the life in each of us.

Within the broader exploration of the human condition, themes of God and religion manifest both
overtly and subtly throughout the narrative. These themes are sometimes explicitly addressed through
direct references and discussions about faith. Additionally, they are subtly woven into the background
scenes and motifs, such as the indigenous tribe’s experience of faith and religion, or human’s formal
and superficial relationship with God as depicted in the court proceedings against the woodworms.
This multifaceted approach to exploring the spiritual dimensions of human existence adds depth and
complexity to the novel’s thematic tapestry. I would argue that the depiction of God undergoes an
evolution throughout the narrative, transitioning from the authoritarian figure associated with the Old
Testament to a more democratic and humane representation, as evident in the final chapter on Heaven.
In simpler terms, the narrative suggests a shift from a wrathful and intimidating God, whom people
strive not to anger, towards a more indifferent figure, who, if we’re willing to undergo earthly life’s
trials, might just confirm that we’ve done alright.

In the half-chapter titles “Parenthesis”, Barnes delves into the concept of love, intertwining it with
reflections on the history of the world and other themes. Here, he directly invokes intertextuality,
offering a poetic portrayal of its essence:

“The history of the world? Just voices echoing in the dark, images that burn for a few
centuries and then fade; stories, old stories that sometimes seem to overlap; strange
links, impertinent connections.” (4 History, 240)

2.3. The Role of Irony in Thematic Development

The subject thematic development and use of irony shall focus on the following subjects: analysis
of how irony is employed to critique historical narratives and human nature, the interaction between
irony, division, and thematic exploration in the novel, irony and self-reflexivity in Barnes’ narrative,
detailed examination of the use of irony and subversion of realistic strategies.

In Barnes’ postmodernist reimagining and reinterpretation of the past, the use of irony has been
one of focal point of critical discussion. A.S. Byatt articulates this aspect with precision, noting that
Barnes “both resorts to and subverts realistic strategies; his writing is essentially self-reflexive; and
he celebrates the literary past but also considers it with irony” (qtd. in Guignery, The Fiction of Julian
Barnes, 1).

The aforementioned subjects shall be presented in the following analysis of the chapters.

The book’s opening chapter (The Stowaway) reveals the Judeo-Christian narrative of Noah’s Ark
told through the eyes of a woodworm, a stowaway on the Ark.

Right from the beginning, the narrator distinguishes himself as “specifically not chosen”
compared to other species (4 History, 4), thereby casting himself as an outsider but, from a
postmodern perspective, as a preferred voice, speaking from the margin.

He references Varadi, Noah’s favoured but ultimately lost son, who is depicted “strutting the
quarterdeck with a parrot on each shoulder” (4 History, 6), thereby openly resonating with Flaubert s
Parrot. The suggestion is that, had Varadi survived the Deluge, our species would have been
significantly improved by his genetic contribution.
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The narrator is “decoding euphemisms” (17) from history: The serpent was just Adam’s black
propaganda (6), it could not have rained for 40 days, but for about a year and a half, while the waters
were upon the earth for up to about four years (4). The selection process for species boarding the Ark
resembled a beauty contest or a massive wedding, focusing on appearance and presentation rather
than the principle of survival of the fittest (6-7). Noah is portrayed as a man who revered God, above
all; considering God’s depicted nature, “that was probably the safest line to take” (4 History, 11).1°

The irony reaches its peak when the woodworm narrator suggests that humans are an “unevolved
species compared to the animals™ (4 History, 28). This claim ties the stages of evolution to the concept
of authenticity, one of central themes in Barnes’ entire body of work. Comparing men to animals, the
woodworm says: “We, for instance, are always ourselves: that is what it means to be evolved” (ibid).
This resonates with the ‘“disavowal of anthropocentrism” (Erdal, 69), another distinctive
characteristic of the novel, underscored in this chapter. The narrative perspective of the woodworm
challenges the conventional human-centered view of history by positioning humans as merely one
among many protagonists in the vast tableau of existence. This repositioning is further emphasized
by the woodworm narrator’s ironic assertion that “man is a very unevolved species compared to the
animals” (4 History, 28). The criterion for evolutionary advancement, according to the narrator,
hinges on the principle of authenticity - the simple capacity to always be oneself - whereby humans
allegedly score low on the scale thereof.

The narrator also delves into another pivotal theme, the one of memory and human engagement
with it, adopting a critical perspective. Addressing humanity directly, as though speaking into a
camera, he says: “You keep forgetting things, or you pretend to. [...] [I]gnoring the bad things makes
you end up believing the bad things never happen” (4 History, 29). He directly refers to the
manipulation with memory, and history in the last instance, typical for mankind. In manipulating the
memories, we blame someone else, as that is our first instinct. “And if you can’t blame someone else,
then start claiming the problem isn’t a problem anyway. Rewrite the rules, shift the goalposts” (4
History, 29). This raises the question: Isn’t this process emblematic of how history is frequently
constructed? Or, to put it more straightforwardly, is history essentially about moving the goalposts to
make our memories and historical narratives fit into our worldview?

Chapter Two, titled The Visitors portrays the hijacking of a pleasure boat by contemporary Arab
terrorists. The use of the euphemism ‘the visitors’ to refer to the terrorists in the Chapter’s title
signifies a shift from the literal meaning and reflects a change in the perception of crisis and life
onboard the ship. This shift in perception underscores the ship’s role as a heterotopia, a concept
elaborated in subchapter 3.2. of this dissertation.

Regarding authenticity, the identity of Franklin Hughes, the story’s protagonist, remains elusive:
his exact area of expertise is unclear to everyone, for “he roved freely in the worlds of archaeology,
history and comparative culture” (4 History, 34). Similarly, his emotional status is ambiguous, as he
maintains only superficial relationships with the women who accompany him on the cruise. He also
flirts with nationality, both his (Irish) and that of his “wife”. The passengers are divided based on
nationality, or “genealogical fluke” (4 History, 49), echoing division and separation from Chapter
One. Similar to how species were selected for the Ark based on their presentation abilities, the
passengers are now segregated for execution, where “[tlhe order of execution has been decided

19Tt is important to mention that the God referred to in this chapter is the Old Testament God,
characterized as vengeful, stringent, and intimidating. The depiction of God in the New Testament
shifts significantly towards positioning man as God’s collaborator, based on his free will. Barnes
refers to the former in Chapter Seven, stating: “[...] in most of the Old Testament, there’s a crippling
lack of free will around. [...] God holds all the cards and wins all the tricks” (4 History, 176).
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according to the guilt of the Western nations for the situation in the Middle East” (4 History, 57).
Hughes resorts to using irony as a literal means of self-preservation, hoping that the passengers will
discern what is lacking in his lecture and thus get the irony of the situation. Yet, he abandons this
approach upon realizing the absence of a shared understanding among the passengers. This
corresponds directly to Hutcheon’s views on irony, where it fails to function because, although it
involves the crucial ironic element of implying something is missing, it falls short without the
listeners’ comprehension and agreement (see Hutcheon in Introduction herein).

Barnes elevates the irony of history to a new level when he discusses “European guilt over the
Holocaust being paid by the Arabs. The Jews having learned from their persecution by the Nazis that
the only way to survive was to be like Nazis. Their militarism, expansionism, racism” (4 History,
55). Thus, he is suggesting an ironic reversal of roles influenced by past trauma, as we witness how
historical injustices inform current actions. Furthermore, Barnes provocatively suggests that the Jews,
as victims of persecution, have ironically internalized the tactics of their oppressors in order to ensure
their survival. This notion challenges conventional narratives of victimhood and resilience, raising
questions about the ethical implications of adopting oppressive strategies in response to oppression.

Chapter three (The Wars of Religion) details sixteenth-century court proceedings from the diocese
of Besangon, France. In the context of this chapter, Barnes’ brief experience in the legal field, from
his earlier career pursuits, proves to be beneficial.

The procureur pour les insects is the distinguished jurist Bartholomé Chassenée who had
previously defended rats accused of feloniously consuming and recklessly destroying the barley
crop.!! The plaidoyers and répliques of the proceedings and reasoning are imbued with irony, as the
woodworms stand trial for causing damage to the leg of the Bishop’s throne and the church’s roof.
The woodworms are ordered, “under pain of malediction, anathema and excommunication” (4
History, 79), to quit the church in matter and relocate to the pasture provided by the habitants of the
village, never to infest the church again.

The peak of irony is reached when the parchment containing the final judgment is itself consumed
by the same termites that damaged the wooden structures. This twist, concluding Chapter Three, could
be seen as an irony of fate, circular irony, or self-referential irony.

Julian Barnes noted in an interview that, contrary to contemporary prevailing doxa about the
Middle Ages, animals were treated more humanely in the Middle Ages than they are today (see
Freiburg, pp. 41-42). Thus, his use of anthropomorphism should come as no surprise. Barnes’
portrayal of woodworms, treating them on par with humans and even reproaching them for their
failure to attend court or receive summonses, is drawn from real life, then twisted, infused with irony,
and brought to life within his narrative. The absurdity of the situation lends itself to various forms of
irony, such as comic irony, situational irony, dramatic irony, and cosmic irony. In this context, the
woodworms could be viewed as ingénus, subject to ingénu irony, as they remain entirely unaware of
the irony surrounding them.

The fourth chapter (7The Survivor) unfolds a possibly delusional voyage of an Australian woman
fleeing across the sea from a nuclear-devastated West in her Noah’s Ark, accompanied by two cats.

' The ‘barley crop’ legal proceeding was recorded and discussed in The Criminal Prosecution and
Capital Punishment of Animals, 1906, by. E. P. Evans, Chapter One titled “Bugs and beasts before
the law” (gutenberg.org/files/43286/43286-h/43286-h.htm). The wording of the opening paragraph
of A History’s Chapter Three suggests that Barnes was familiar with this particular source.
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In this chapter, Barnes navigates the borders between reality, illusion and dream, adopting a subtly
futuristic tone where the impossible becomes plausible, so reindeer can fly. Connor discusses this
story in terms of “confrontation between two competing stories” (232). These two stories are both
juxtaposed and intertwined. In the other version, Kath never makes it to any island but is found
circling adrift in her boat, on the brink of death. She is taken to a psychiatric hospital, where she
understands that a nuclear war has actually been narrowly avoided.

Kath has been discussed in terms of unreliable narrator; to that effect the findings of Ansgar
Niinning are particularly useful. Contrary to the communis opinion doctorum that an unreliable
narrator should be defined in relation to postulated implied author, or is dependent “solely or even
primarily on the critic’s intuition”, Niinning argues that the “structure of unreliable narration can be
explained in terms of dramatic irony or discrepant awareness” (87). The irony he refers to is reflected
in “textual inconsistencies, the verbal habits of the narrator, and discrepancies between the fictional
world presented by a text and the reader’s world-knowledge and standards of normality” (85).

Unreliable narration through the lens of dramatic irony appears where there is a gap between the
narrator’s perception of events and the reality that the reader discerns. This discrepancy invites
readers to engage with the narrative on two levels: taking the narrator’s account at face value and
interpreting the underlying truths based on contextual cues. Thus, “[t]he reader interprets what the
narrator and/or the text says in two quite different contexts” (Niinning, 87).

Further, Niinning suggests a nuanced view on the concept of unreliable narrators, highlighting the
characters in novels such as Julian Barnes’ Talking It Over (1991), Kazuo Ishiguro’s The Remains of
the Day (1989) and others, might not be considered unreliable in a traditional sense. Although these
narrators may not provide an objective account of events, they authentically represent their personal
illusions and self-deceptions, offering a different dimension of reliability related to their introspective
truths. Niinning posits that the surge of unreliable narrators has notably increased since the late
eighteenth century, suggesting a significant link between this narrative technique’s evolution and the
shifting perceptions of subjectivity (see Niinning, 95).

How to identify an unreliable narrator and “not depend solely or even primarily on the reader’s
intuition or ability of ‘reading between the lines”? (Niinning, 95). Niinning offers several clues:
spotting internal inconsistencies, noting the narrator's unique speech patterns, observing discrepancies
between the text’s world and real-world knowledge, contrasting story elements with discourse, and
recognizing narrative tactics aimed at manipulating reader perception, such as “speaker-oriented and
addressee-oriented expressions”'?, along with stories told from multiple perspectives that question
narrator’s reliability (97). Clearly, the shift in reality planes is mirrored by a shift in narrative
perspective, from third-person to first-person in this chapter. The protagonist’s intention to flee
disaster by returning to the sea reflects the notion that “[w]e all crawled out of the sea once, didn’t
we?” (A History, 94). This echoes God’s decision to wipe the slate clean depicted in Chapter One. In
her escape from the island, she feels no sadness, much like Noah did not feel nostalgic about departing
from the old world. She envisions herself in the role of Columbus, reciting the rthyme about his
voyage. Furthermore, she intends to revive the old ways of doing things, believing that “the future

12 Niinning highlights how in Julian Barnes’ Talking It Over the narrators exhibit traits of compulsive
monologuing and egotism, while the protagonist-narrator in Kazuo Ishiguro’s The Remains of the
Day attempts to justify his actions and beliefs by addressing the reader directly. Such characters’
behaviour serves as a clue to their unreliability, offering insight into their psyche and motivations,
and showcasing different narrative techniques to signal to the reader the presence of the unreliable
narrators.
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lay in the past” (4 History, 96). This concept mirrors the sentiment found in “Anglia” the concluding
chapter of the novel England, England (see subchapter 3.1.3. herein) suggesting a cyclical return to
traditional values and methods. Kath reflects: “Start making things simple again. Begin at the
beginning. People said that you couldn’t turn the clock back, but you could” (4 History, 104).

The protagonist’s status as an unreliable narrator is underscored by the fact that those around her
fail to recognize that they are witnessing the end of the history of the world. This situation lends itself
to a sense of cosmic irony, particularly highlighted by her observation that God appears to be merely
an observer of events rather than an active participant in their unfolding.

In her endeavour, Kath seems to be undergoing a profound existential crisis, feeling isolated in
her perception of apocalyptic change. Her scepticism towards God shifts slightly as “[s]The did not
believe in God, but now she was tempted” (4 History, 103). She contemplates the possibility of a
God, not as a participant in worldly events, but as a detached observer. This shift underscores a
moment of vulnerability and a grappling with the need for meaning in the face of perceived
cataclysmic change.

Ultimately, she attributed her escape to her fear of death, as her mind, predisposed to seek
explanations and closures, resorted to fabrication. What her mind accomplished was to “keep a few
true facts and spin a new story around them” (4 History, 111). This strategy, emblematic of a
postmodernist approach, suggests an innovative reworking of historical events, where factual
accuracy is intertwined with creative interpretation, allowing for a multiplicity of perspectives and
narratives. This reflects a broader postmodernist tendency to question objective truth and highlight
the subjective nature of history and narration.

Connor recognizes that in this story Barnes does not simplify the complex temporalities of
survival in order to achieve its continuation into a linear historical narrative. While readers are entitled
to interpret the story taking a step back from the survival mode, entailing psychological or
pathological lenses, and make sense out of the story, Connor finds it a “weakness of Barnes’s story
that it gives us so much warrant to read it as a particular kind of psychopathological exception or
instance” (Connor, 235). The narrative’s deliberate avoidance of clear perspectives places the reader
within a hermeneutic circle, echoing the paradox of Epimenides (in this case the paradoxical
statement would be “I am not crazy”, claimed by the woman in a psychiatric wards). Be that as it
may, the narrative intentionally refrains from providing explicit explanations, leaving the reader in a
state of interpretive ambiguity.

The narrative culminates with a touch of optimism, paralleling the ending of “Anglia”, where the
arrival of new Kkittens signifies the continuation and renewal of life. This moment symbolizes hope
and the cyclical nature of existence, suggesting new beginnings and the resilience of life, much like
the inauguration of a new Féte in “Anglia” heralds upcoming life phases.

This chapter can be examined through the lens of hysterical realism, particularly in relation to
James Wood’s definition of the genre, and Zadie Smith’s response to Wood’s commentary of her novel
White Teeth; she acknowledged the term as ““a painfully accurate term for the sort of overblown, manic
prose” (Staiger, 638). Wood’s characterization of hysterical realism includes traits such as “zany
overexcitement, a fear of silence and of stillness, a tendency toward self-conscious riffs, easy ironies,
puerility” (Staiger, 641). The elements pertaining to the genre, as described by Wood, align with the
characteristics of the narrative mode, tone, and atmosphere depicted in this chapter. While the term
“hysterical realism” may initially suggest an exaggerated and manic narrative style, the “realism”
aspect should be understood in a subversive manner. Wood clarifies that hysterical realism doesn’t
present events that could never occur, as seen in thrillers, but rather depicts genuine individuals
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grappling with experiences they could hardly endure. These narratives challenge the boundaries of
believability rather than defying the laws of physics, as often found in magical realism (see Wood).

In the realm of hysterical realism, Kath’s narrative can be interpreted as a hysterical and possibly
manic or delusional portrayal of reality. It oscillates between moments of child-like innocence, as
evidenced by her recitation of Columbus rhymes, and instances of self-imposed delusions of
omniscience, where she believes herself to be the only one capable of recognizing imminent danger.
Ironically, her attempt to overcome this “overexcitement” ultimately falls short.

The fifth chapter (The Shipwreck) is split into two parts: one narrating the story of the raft of
Medusa, that followed the shipwreck of the French frigate in 1816, and another examining the process
of painting “The Raft of the Medusa” by Géricault three years later.

The narrative establishes a connection between the ordeal on the raft and the biblical Noah’s Ark;
beside the obvious echo of the ark, it reiterates the thematic motif of division, with the sick separated
from the healthy. As the raft’s dire circumstances lead to cannibalism, it still echoes the Ark’s tale of
survival. A white butterfly, symbolizing hope and salvation, serves as an equivalent to Noah’s dove,
reinforcing hope and salvation.

The echoes within the narrative serve as essential elements, imbuing the storytelling with layers
of meaning. Barnes adopts a direct approach to storytelling, evident from the outset: “The voyage of
the frigate had begun with a portent, and it ended with an echo” (4 History, 123), the ominous signal
being the incident where a young boy fell from the ship, leading to the launch of a raft for his
salvation. The motif of a raft recurs, with the most robust survivors on the frigate constructing a
second raft to attempt landfall. A further repetition of this theme occurs when a sailor who stayed on
the frigate after the second raft’s departure made his own attempt to reach the shore using a makeshift
raft - a chicken coop - but likewise did not succeed. Thus, history unfolded in three recurring cycles,
with the initial two iterations embodying tragedy and the final one descending into farce, exemplified
by the chicken coop sinking into the sea.

The second part of the chapter centers on the painting depicting the disaster, included in the book
as a paratext to aid the reader’s understanding. Barnes delves into the painting, interpreting its creation
and existence as an echo of the actual event, and as a representation of the core of art. Intriguingly,
Barnes enumerates the moments in the story that Géricault could have painted but chose not to,
leaving them only as sketches. This represents an unconventional approach to understanding art,
particularly painting, and shall be discussed in the subchapter 2.4. herein.

The sixth chapter (The Mountain) tells the tale of Miss Amanda Fergusson, an Irish woman’s
fictional pilgrimage to Mount Ararat in 1840, where she meets her end.

The chapter opens with her father on his deathbed, pondering how his most cherished daughter
evolved into a fervent believer, whereas he remained indifferent to God. The pamphlet she peruses
by his bedside was authored by Parson Noah, mirroring the pater from Chapter One. Chapter Six
extends the narrative from Chapter Five as it refers to the same painting. Rather than escorting
Amanda to view Géricault’s painting, her father brings her to witness the Peristrephic Panorama of
the Wreck of the Medusa, an early form of cinema. Choosing between the painting, described as
“stationary pigment” (4 History, 145), and a series of pictures was an unequivocal decision for him.

However, Amanda did return to see the painting she wanted. Her experience was much deeper
than her father’s: “though static [the painting] contained for her much motion and lighting and, in its
own way, music. [...] [I]t contained more of these things than did the vulgar Panorama” (4 History,
145-146).
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Her father interpreted a garish display of lights and music as an accurate representation of a
maritime disaster, while she believed the essence of the tragedy was best captured by a simple
painting. This difference in perception underscores the division, a recurring motif, in their approach
to understanding and interpreting reality, rooted primarily in their differing levels of faith (see 4
History, 148). This divergence in perspective is highlighted during their debate over the Bible: she
trusted in the reality of the Holy Scriptures, revered for thousands of years, whereas her father placed
his belief in the reality of what he read in newspapers.

The concept of perspectivism is vividly illustrated through contrasting perceptions of the world
held by Amanda and her father: “Where Amanda discovered in the world divine intent, benevolent
order and rigorous justice, her father had seen only chaos, hazard and malice. Yet they were both
examining the same world” (4 History, 148).

Following her father’s death, Amanda contemplates the age-old questions regarding the
differences between believers and non-believers, and the fate of the latter in the afterlife. Those
familiar with the Ten Commandments were to be judged according to these exact standards, but she
ponders the fate of those “savages” who had never encountered such doctrines. Will they be treated
with “gentleness and given a second chance”? (4 History, 147). This dilemma will be revisited in
Chapter Seven, where the religious experience and its interpretation by the tribe will be explored,
highlighting the thematic echoes present throughout the entire novel. It can be argued that God judges
each individual based on what they have been given; those who have received more talants will face
stricter judgment, while those with fewer talants will be judged more leniently. Consequently, a
person who is aware of God’s existence and adheres to divine laws will bear greater responsibility
than someone who, ignorant of any commandments, worships primitive gods and lives in harmony
with nature. Miss Fergusson holds a firm belief in God’s plan, the harmony between humans and
nature, and the idea that God placed ‘“Man into that Nature as a hand is placed into a glove” (4 History,
147).

Seemingly divergent views on faith eventually merge, suggesting that all beliefs, even those
sceptical of traditional faith, are underpinned by a form of belief in themselves. Non-believers do not
fail to believe; rather they fail to apply self-ironical stance on their seeming lack of faith, and
understand that everyone is a believer, bar none. Accordingly, Miss Fergusson comments on faith:

“There always appear to be two explanations of everything. That is why we have been given
free will, in order that we may choose the correct one. My father failed to comprehend that
his explanations were based as much upon faith as mine. Faith in nothing.” (4 History, 154)

Miss Fergusson undertakes to intercede for the soul of her non-believing father, and embarks on
the expedition to the village Arghuri, Mount Ararat, where Noah supposedly planted the vines after
the Deluge. In Constantinople she hears about Dr Friedrich Parrot!3, who had previously managed to
reach the top of the mountain. Here, Barnes makes a self-ironical and autoreferential remark,
commenting that it was “appropriate and just [...] that the first traveller to ascend the mountain upon
which the Ark rested should bear the name of an animal” (4 History, 151).

13 Dr Parrot was a historical figure; Yulu details how his expedition led to the publication of his book
Reise zum Ararat, published in Germany in 1834 (see Yulu, Abstract to the research article “Friedrich
Parrot’s Mount Ararat Research Expedition”). Barnes must have been familiar with Dr Parrot’s
expedition, and one can speculate that it was the coincidence of the scientist/s surname that offered a

convenient form of self-referentiality.
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Yet another echo hints at a thematic precursor for the novel to come later. Miss Fergusson shows
little interest in the ancient ruins she encounters on her journey to the summit as she remains
indifferent to temples, or columns believed to have been constructed in honour of Emperor Julian the
Apostate. Barnes would later revisit and deepen this interest in his novel Elizabeth Finch, published
approximately twenty years after.

Miss Fergusson’s faith faced a challenge at the Monastery of Saint James when the Archimandrite
presented wine made from grapes planted by Noah. She bluntly declined, deeming it blasphemous.
Her refusal not only displayed disobedience and disrespect towards a church official but also
illustrated her self-imposed duty to atone for sin. She justified her actions by stating, “[t]he sin of the
world was purged by the waters of the flood” (4 History, 160), suggesting that a purification, which
previously came through the Deluge, was now being sought through her pilgrimage up the mountain.

Miss Fergusson interprets a devastating earthquake that destroys a monastery and village as a
punishment for sin, echoing biblical narratives of divine retribution. Her journey, along with Miss
Logan and a Kurdish guide, is seen as an allegorical salvation, paralleling Noah’s survival of the
flood. Interestingly, Miss Logan discovers that only Noah’s vines survived the earthquake, further
entwining their experience with biblical themes of preservation and renewal amidst destruction.

Upon her fall, Miss Fergusson remained unexpectedly serene, demonstrating her faith and
resignation. Their journey appeared to be ironical: officially, the purpose of her journey was to
intercede for her father’s soul, yet no prayers were uttered. When offered to taste the holy wine, they
refused, even though the wine must have been used for religious service. Instead, Miss Logan
observed Miss Fergusson seemingly continuing a mental debate with her father. Miss Fergusson’s
journey evolves beyond mere physical ascent, symbolizing her quest for reconciliation with her
father, reaffirmation of her faith, and coming to terms with her own mortality. This expedition
becomes her personal Ararat - a place of renewal and resolution - where she confronts unresolved
elements of her past, beliefs, and the inevitability of her end.

Miss Logan is left contemplating the nature of Miss Fergusson’s demise, pondering if it was a
consequence of her own impulsiveness or a deliberate choice. She reflects on whether Miss Fergusson
achieved her personal objectives. This chapter leaves readers with questions only partially resolved
in Chapter Nine.

The seventh chapter (Three Simple Stories) includes narratives about a Titanic survivor, Jonah
and a sailor from 1891 who were both swallowed by a whale, and Jewish passengers on the St Louis
liner fleeing Nazi Germany in 1939.

In the first short story the narrator is an eighteen-year-old boy serving as a resident prep-school
master. The school’s founder, Lawrence Beesley, is a survivor of the Titanic disaster. Once more,
themes of voyage, catastrophe, and survival are revisited.

In describing the house, he emphasizes the authenticity of the oil paintings with irony, noting that
he “had a genuine oil painting too, but not as genuine as that” (4 History, 171), as though the
authenticity of artwork could be measured. Naturally, the recurring motif of the woodworm appears,
as he speculates that the furniture likely harbours woodworms.

Beesley’s survival of the Titanic disaster presents an ironic deviation from Darwin’s principle of
survival, echoing the theme of survival discussed in Chapter One. The blanket Beesley retained from
the rescue boat was probably a fake, and there were suspicions that he had escaped the Titanic
disguised in women’s clothing. This leads the narrator to question the principle echoing from the
Chapter One: “[D]id not the Beesley hypothesis prove that the ‘fittest’ were merely the most
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cunning?” (A History, 174). Consequently, he wonders whether this was not a “deft proof of how the
human gene-pool was constantly deteriorating [?]” (4 History, 174).

Like the survivors of the Medusa, Beesley authored a book titled The Loss of the Titanic, leading
to his frequent involvement as a consultant in maritime history, film research, and other areas. His
alleged expertise ultimately culminated in his role as a consultant for the film “A Night to
Remember”. Moreover, he ended up as an extra on the ship leaving it just before it sank down. The
parallel between Medusa survivors reliving their experience while posing for Mr Géricault’s painting
is obvious.

*

In the second short story, Barnes revisits Biblical stories, this time tackling the one of Jonah and
the whale. He retells it speaking directly to the reader, from a postmodern perspective, acquiring an
ironical and condescending tone: for him, the story is just a “street theatre”, God is a “paranoid
schizophrenic” acting as “deus ex machina”, the whale is a “floating prison”, while, in terms of
narratology, God would be “marked down” for “plot, motivation, suspense and characterisation” in
this story (4 History, pp. 176-177).

Barnes deconstructs the story, particularly concentrating on the episode with the whale, pondering
what about it continues to captivate us. Themes of life and death, memory, and fear resurface: Jonah
is entombed alive within the whale for three days and three nights, only to be expelled - symbolically
reborn - from the whale’s mouth. The narrator addresses the allegory:

“Like Jonah, we are all storm-tossed by the seas of life, undergo apparent death and certain
burial, but then attain a blinding resurrection as the car-ferry doors swing open and we are
delivered back into the light and into a recognition of God’s love. Is this why the myth swims
through our memory?” (4 History, 178)

Barnes embraces a postmodern perspective, adopting a universal voice that represents the views
of the contemporary reader. He acknowledges the implausibility of the story, stating, “[w]e are
sophisticated people, and we can tell the difference between reality and myth” (4 History, 179), only
to reiterate this assertion as if to reassure himself and affirm the statement’s validity. However, what
the contemporary reader often overlooks are the layers of allegory and the role of faith in interpreting
such stories. Miss Fergusson would undoubtedly have insights to contribute on this matter.

One might question the precise meaning of “sophistication” in this context. Are we considered
sophisticated in comparison to Jonah and the people of Nineveh? Does such sophistication stem from
our knowledge, intellect, and experience? It’s conceivable that the people of the Old Testament era
were just as cognizant of the implausibility of surviving in a whale’s stomach. Eventually, could it
then be that the term “sophisticated” is used ironically, implying a lack of faith where “sophisticated”
could be synonymous with “faithless” or “Godless™?

To illustrate the point about intellectual sophistication, Barnes recounts the tale of a sailor who
was swallowed by a whale in 1891 and survived for about half a day before being rescued by his
crewmates. This modern-day Jonah narrative, Barnes notes, was accepted just as readily as the
original Jonah myth. Similar to the story of Jonah, the sailor’s tale “has been retold, adjusted, updated;
it has shuffled nearer” (4 History, 180). The Jonah myth held as much validity and closeness in the
past as the sailor's story does for us today.

Barnes concludes his discussion by emphasizing the prophetic aspect of myths:
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“For the point is this: not that myth refers us back to some original event which has been
fancifully transcribed as it passed through collective memory; but that it refers us forward to
something that will happen, that must happen. Myth will become reality, however sceptical
we might be.” (4 History, 181),

thus pointing to the timeless, enduring nature of myths, representing universal truths, “primal
metaphor” or “archetypal dream” (4 History, 178), that inevitably unfold, materialize, and occur
across all eras and situations.

*

In the third story Jewish refugees escape Germany aboard the St Louis liner in 1939, comprising
the majority of the 937 passengers on a cruise ship that served as a heterotopia of normality. This
ship, sailing under a flag with a swastika, housed a handful of Gestapo agents and featured portraits
of Hitler, embodying a paradoxical normality. Ironically, the sole aspect of this “normality” that
deviated from expectation was the kindness with which the German crew treated the passengers.

The global reaction to the dire situation of the St Louis boatload was marked by irony: prior to
embarkation, the passengers had to buy round-trip tickets, the Cuban immigration head assuring them
of a safe arrival and designating them as “tourists, traveling for pleasure” (4 History, 182). Life and
entertainment on the ship continued as normal, evoking memories of the Titanic. Barnes notes some
analogies: their departure from Germany parallels Jonah’s release from the whale, while the security
measures surrounding the ship bear a resemblance to concentration camps. Ironically, the narrator
refers to Germany as “the Fatherland”, where father, in this case, devours his children. Despite all
hopes and endless cables, intervention and negotiations, the ship had to sail back to Europe.

Ultimately, the disembarkation of the Jewish passengers was distributed among Holland,
Belgium, Great Britain, and France. Many of them found themselves in concentration camps,
transported by trains with doors locked “for their own protection” (4 History, 188). Those who arrived
in Southampton discovered that their voyage had lasted exactly forty days and forty nights.

Barnes’ narrative explores the idea that ancient myths and stories, such as Noah’s Ark, are not just
remnants of our collective past or archetypal manifestations, but active blueprints for our
contemporary experiences. In this light, the experiences of the Jews parallel the biblical narrative of
survival and resilience, suggesting that we all navigate through life’s tumultuous waters on our own
arks.

The eighth chapter (Upstream) narrates a contemporary film actor’s experience in the Venezuelan
jungle.

In this epistolary anti-romance narrative, the actor’s only connection to civilization is via a
mailman, who diligently preserves love letters in a plastic bag to shield them from woodworms,
symbolically safeguarding the love from decay. The narrative’s ironic twist unfolds as we reach its
conclusion, revealing that the protagonist’s love is already tainted and deteriorated. The love story
turns out to be fake; the narrator was deceptive as he withheld the full truth from his loved one and
positioned himself as unreliable narrator. Their communication concludes disastrously, leading him
to request that she leave the apartment. This revelation serves as a counter-dramatic irony for the
reader, as we remain unaware of the true history of this relationship until the very end.

The protagonist becomes acquainted with a primitive tribe and, as a consequence, contemplates
the irony of civilization:
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“All the crew here think the Indians are fantastically primitive just because they don’t have
radios. I think they’re fantastically advanced and mature because they don’t have radios.
They’re teaching me something without knowing they’re doing it. ’'m beginning to see things
a lot more in perspective.” (4 History, 200)

The tribe doesn’t distinguish between actors and the characters they portray, leading the narrator
to question whether this lack of distinction is actually a sign of maturity, in contrast to the crew’s
perception of them as naive. Instead of dismissing them as primitive, he speculates that this tribe
could represent the world’s first post-acting civilization.

When one of the tribesmen falls off a raft and drowns, his community remains peaceful, whereas
the “civilized” men are notably, and ironically, disturbed. The narrator surmises that the tribe might
also not differentiate between life and death, as they are not familiar with the art of lying:

“These Indians never lie, same as they don’t know how to act. No pretence. Now I don’t think
that’s primitive at all, I think it’s bloody mature. [...] They spend all their time surrounded by
nature and the one thing nature doesn’t do is lie. It just goes ahead and does its thing.” (4
History, 205)

The actors discuss whether the Indians can be baptised and thus have their souls saved. Further,
he observes that “Christianity starts off as the religion of peace but ends up violent like any other
religions” (A4 History, 208). He further remarks: “[yJou could say the same about Communism or
anything else, any big idea” (ibid).

Indicative is that two actors are filming the scene of capsizing the raft while rowing upstream,
where one was supposed to be drowning and the other to save him. The two priests held conflicting
views on the baptism of the indigenous people. By chance, it was the other actor who died while
filming this scene. The Indian people appeared to anticipate the accident, suggesting they had
foreknowledge of such an event. This led the narrator to speculate, in line with the “myth becoming
reality” theme established in the previous story, that a similar fate had befallen two Jesuits in the past,
which is why the Indians were not shocked but rather seemed to expect it. Once the event occurred,
aligning with their expectations, they simply moved on and left the area. Once again, an idea
established in one chapter of the novel spills over or materializes in another. Indeed, this recurrence
underscores the narrative cohesion present throughout the novel, reinforcing its thematic and
structural unity.

Furthermore, it became apparent that the actors and film crew were inadvertently serving the
Indians, as if the actors “have come back to re-enact the ceremony for some reason that’s
tremendously important to their tribe” (4 History, 218). This scenario presents yet another
reenactment of a historical disaster, echoing the Medusa survivors who posed for the painter, and the
elderly Titanic survivor who participated as an extra in the reenactment of the ship’s sinking. Candel
argues that “Chapter Eight muses about the relationship between nature and society as it asks
“whether “primitive people” can have a history” (28). This story suggests that such societies
experience history and myths in an immediate, undifferentiated manner, integrating these narratives
seamlessly into their lives without the filters of culture or civilization. Their historical consciousness
is presented as direct and unmediated, where past and future are intertwined, allowing them to observe
recurring events with acceptance rather than surprise. This relationship with history is characterized
as pure and integral, free from irony or a sense of alienation from the natural world. By integrating
the notion of living without an ironic detachment, these societies indeed exemplify a “post-acting
civilization”, suggesting a postmodern critique of contemporary life, given we embrace the ironic
stance where we are all mere actors in the performances of our lives.
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The next half-chapter (Parenthesis) is a much-discussed essay on love. The narrator adopts a first-
person singular narrative voice, offering both a confession and a reflection on the nature of love, in a
tone mirroring the memoirs Nothing to be Frightened Of (2008). By employing a first-person
narrative voice, this meditation personalizes the discourse on love, making it both specific to the
narrator’s life and relatable to a reader. Finney observes that the “Parenthesis” is “the only section of
the book to use a didactic, mildly professorial voice, with no apparent hint of irony or humor”
(Finney). However, I will argue that there is an underlying irony in his observation of love and
resultant happiness; similarly, love’s relationship to history carries an inherent irony.

In addressing the notion of love author relates it to the history of the world; the narrator situates
love not merely as a personal or ephemeral emotion but as a force, which is less about shaping human
history and more about being attributed to it. The narrator’s approach to love is analytical yet deeply
reflective. The allure of love as a theme is undeniable. It stems from the authenticity and openness
that author brings to the subject. Yet, this exposure carries a paradoxical nature - it not only exposes
author’s vulnerability, but draws readers closer, fostering a sense of trust and respect, as it delves into
the core of human aspirations and anxieties. To put it briefly, writings on love establish the most
intimate communication with readers. Consequently, addressing love stands as the most captivating
and profound topic for exploration.

Barnes refers to the half chapter as he recounts his visit to America; he visited the address 2041
72 Yonge Street, and noticed that “half-numbered, half-acknowledged house was put up. And yet
people can live in it quite comfortably, people call it home” (4 History, 236). Here, we are compelled
to draw the parallel to this half-numbered history chapter as well. The inclusion of the theme of love
within this half-chapter suggests Barnes’ assertion of love’s role throughout history, prompting the
conclusion that history could potentially have unfolded without its influence. He claims love is not
“strictly necessary” (4 History, 234), which is an argument hardly to be denied. “If we look at the
history of the world, it seems surprising that love is included. It’s an excrescence, a monstrosity, some
tardy addition to the agenda” (4 History, 236). He supports this by repeating the fact that heart is not
heart-shaped, thus confirming that love is not essential.

Barnes advances an even more striking analogy, likening love’s essence to a notion articulated by
Tertullian regarding Christian belief: “Tertullian said of Christian belief that it was true because it
was impossible. Perhaps love is essential because it’s unnecessary” (4 History, 236). This passage
highlights the contradictio in adjecto in the perception of love. It suggests that while love, particularly
in its mature form, may not seem essential for physical survival, it is, paradoxically, indispensable for
a fulfilling life. This necessity arises from the soul’s deep-seated quests that only love can satisfy.
Therefore, the text draws a parallel between love and faith, positing that at the core of genuine faith
is love.

When discussing the portrayal of love, Barnes finds prose writers at a slight disadvantage
compared to poets. “Poets seem to write more easily about love than prose writers” (4 History, 227).
Barnes explains that the poets seem able to turn bad love into good poetry, while prose writers can
only turn bad love into prose about bad love. He points out that there is no literary genre known as
“love prose”. He refers to Mavis Gallant, a Canadian author, who suggested that once we truly
understand the essence of a couple, neither love nor literature would be necessary. The reference to
Mavis Gallant underscores an intriguing paradox: the notion that a complete understanding of the
essence of human relationships could potentially obviate the necessity for love and literature. This
concept is quintessentially subversive; the irony of this predicament lies in the fact that as we
progressively demystify these relationships, we might simultaneously diminish the allure and
necessity of love and literature - two realms deeply entrenched in exploring and celebrating the
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unknown and the ineffable aspects of human connections. As such, it embodies the irony of fate, as
argued by Muecke and Reiss.

Barnes emphasizes that expressions of love should be reserved and used with caution, likening
them to precious items stored “in their box behind glass™ (4 History, 230). He advocates for using
such expressions not as a means to achieve personal gain, but in moments devoid of self-interest or
ulterior motives.

Further, Barnes tackles the eternal questions of the purpose of love and happiness. Rather than
providing a definitive answer to the purpose of love, Barnes aims to explore and expand upon the
question itself. Candel claims that this is “the only chapter that, instead of denouncing or asking
questions, tries to find solutions™ (28).

The author highlights the lack of formal education on the subject, noting that individuals are left
to navigate their own paths in understanding and experiencing love, often guided solely by instinct
and the natural course of life. Barnes offers a more practical purpose: love’s “primary effect is to
energize” (4 History, 233). Therefore, love is posited not merely as an abstract or romantic ideal but
as serving a pragmatic function in our lives: it acts as a catalyst, energizing and animating individuals;
Barnes further elaborate on this, integrating the concepts of happiness and truth to offer a more
nuanced understanding.

Does love entail happiness?

The author posits that love does not guarantee happiness for those involved, suggesting a
distinction between the experience of love and the attainment of happiness. From personal experience,
he points out that it was through the trials of unhappy love that he learned the most, rather than from
joyous love. Love is about sacrifice and not happiness, as seen in the following quote:

“Didn’t I love her enough? I knew I did - and put off half of my future for her. Didn’t she love
me enough? I knew she did - and gave up half of her past for me. We lived side by side for
many years, fretting at what was wrong with the equation we had invented. Mutual love did
not add up to happiness.” (4 History, 232)

Barnes emphasizes the intricate link between love and truth, suggesting that being in love pushes
us towards a deeper engagement with honesty, positing that the state of being in love, as in altered
state of mind, compels us to be open to both embrace and express truth more fully than at any other
time. He wonders: “Have you ever told so much truth as when you were first in love? [...] Love
makes us see the truth, makes it our duty to tell the truth” (4 History, 240).

The relation between history and love is charged with irony. This juxtaposition entails contrasting
two vastly different entities: the deeply personal and enigmatic nature of love against the
overwhelming force of history, which carries us forward in search of meaning and order. This contrast
illuminates the idea that the grand narratives of history are built from the collective impact of
individual, intimate experiences. It suggests that the seemingly fragile force of love plays a crucial
role in shaping the course of history, highlighting the importance of personal connections in the
broader historical context. While history may not overtly recognize the influence of love, reducing it
to anecdotal records, love possesses a profound power to influence the trajectory of historical events,
either by driving them forward or subverting its course.

Therefore, the history without love is ridiculous. Barnes admits that he cannot teach us how to
love, but can tell us why to love:
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“Because the history of the world, which only stops at the half-house of love to
bulldoze it into rubble, is ridiculous without it. The history of the world becomes
brutally self-important without love. Our random mutation [love] is essential because
it is unnecessary. Love won’t change the history of the world [...] but it will do
something much more important: teach us to stand up to history, to ignore its chin-out
strut.”” (4 History, 240)

Love necessitates imaginative sympathy and the ability to see the world from another’s
perspective. This empathetic capacity is essential not only in personal relationships but also in art and
politics. Barnes humorously challenges the notion of empathy and love in positions of power,
suggesting that power and the capacity for love are mutually exclusive: “Show me the tyrants who
have been great lovers” (4 History, 243).

Barnes closes the discussion with not only ironical nature of love, but also our ironical belief in
love:

“If anything, I tend to believe that [love] will make you unhappy: either immediately
unhappy [...] or unhappy later, when the woodworm has quietly been gnawing away
for years and the bishop’s throne collapses. But you can believe this and still insist that
love is our only hope. It is our only hope even if it fails us, although it fails us, because
it fails us.” (4 History, 245)

Barnes advocates for love, free will, and truth as essential to our search for meaning, suggesting
that without these beliefs, we risk losing our individuality to predetermined historical narratives and
the beliefs of others. The interplay between personal agency and genetic history is best described by
the following words: “If we don’t [believe in love], then we merely surrender to the history of the
world and to someone else’s truth. [...] Still we must believe in love, just as we must believe in free
will and objective truth. And when love fails, we should blame the history of the world” (4 History,
246). This perspective underscores the importance of love as a fundamental belief that sustains us,
suggesting that its failures are not due to its inherent flaws but rather to external circumstances shaped
by historical events and societal constructs. This is Barnes’ caveat for those who have capitulated in
matters of love.

The ninth chapter (Project Ararat) imagines another expedition to Mount Ararat in 1977 by an
astronaut looking for Noah’s Ark.

The opening of the chapter depicts the small town featuring the church shaped as an ark,
conveniently and democratically called the “worship center” instead of “church” (4 History, 249).
This setting introduces Spike Tiggler, an astronaut famed for throwing the football on the Moon.
However, his lunar voyage turned out to be a mystical one: during his Moon mission, he received a
mysterious directive to locate Noah’s Ark on Mount Ararat, Turkey. Upon his return to Earth, it was
the Ark from the opening paragraph that guided him towards his divine mission.

Upon returning to Earth, Spike Tiggler humorously reflects on his lunar journey, observing that
traveling 240,000 miles to the Moon only highlighted the value of Earth itself. “You come back to
where you started from. I went 240,000 miles to see the moon - and it was the earth that was really
worth looking at” (4 History, 259). This ironic realization sparks a deeper quest for origins,
symbolized by the search for Noah’s Ark, thus propelling a journey of discovery not just into outer
space but into the essence of human heritage and the planet that cradles it. Thus, we witness
protagonist’s shift from the lunar to the sublunary realm.
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The team embarking on the quest for Noah’s Ark is uniquely composed of an astronaut and a
geologist, symbolizing a confluence of skyward exploration and terrestrial science. This pairing
underscores the holistic nature of their mission, bridging the vastness of the cosmos with the
geological specificity of Earth, as they seek out an artifact that resides at the nexus of myth and reality.

As Spike and his companion progress on their mission, they witness the extraordinary phenomenon
of water defying gravity by flowing uphill. This observation leads Spike to the same awe-inspiring
realization Miss Fergusson had made 150 years prior: the mountain itself is a miraculous entity. The
village she visited in her expedition is now revisited by Spike and his companion, as yet another echo
from previous stories.

Furthermore, Spike’s faith mirrored that of Miss Fergusson; he was convinced that their divine
guidance to the mountain was purposeful, not meant to lead them on a fruitless quest. This unwavering
belief fuelled his certainty in discovering the Ark, showcasing his profound trust in a higher power.
Their expedition led to the discovery of a human skeleton in a cave, which Spike believed to be
Noah’s remains. Yet, it was ultimately ascertained that the skeleton discovered in the cave was, in all
probability, that of Miss Fergusson. Undeterred by the initial setback, Spike holds a bottle filled with
the miraculous water that defied gravity, a symbol of his unwavering resolve. With this token of the
extraordinary in hand, he commits to embarking on a second endeavour, Project Ararat, fuelled by
determination and a belief in the possibility of uncovering wonders anew.

The parallels between Miss Fergusson and Spike Tiggler bring forth an ironic dimension to their
separate journeys, intertwining their stories with elements of cosmic and situational irony. This
contrast places the characters in an ironic stance relative to the reader, who, in contrast to the
protagonists, can recognize the irony of fate that escapes the characters’ understanding. Such a
configuration introduces a level of dramatic irony, adding a layer of complexity to the story that the
characters are intrinsically unable to perceive.

The final tenth chapter (7he Dream) depicts a contemporary vision of Heaven.

The final chapter starts with an antithetical statement: “I dreamt that I woke up” (4 History, 283).
This statement also closes the chapter, and the book, and is referred to as “the oldest dream of all” (4
History, 309). It encapsulates the essence of human yearning for understanding and enlightenment,
bridging the gap between the tangible and the ethereal, and leaving the reader to ponder the depths of
perception and the mysteries of existence.

The oldest dream is a depiction of Heaven, a “grossly materialistic Heaven instead of the
traditionally spiritual one” (Rubinson 167). In this vision, the protagonist engages endlessly in the
pleasures he once enjoyed on Earth. Finney astutely notes that the dreamer revisits activities outlined
in the preceding nine and a half chapters (see Finney, A Worm s Eye View of History): the final chapter
is positioned as both a summary and re-evaluation of the narrative’s entirety, encompassing both
personal and collective dimensions. Yet, Finney articulates a quintessentially postmodern conclusion:
“There is no master discourse” (ibid). However, he further elaborates that “the repetitions and
intertextual allusions also assert in narrative form that certain patterns of human interaction reappear
over the expanse of history” (ibid). Just as the initial chapter serves as a foundation for all those that
follow, the concluding chapter acts as a culmination, encapsulating all preceding chapters and thereby
completing the narrative arc.

The protagonist is devoid of all limitations he had in earthly life, even including so-called
“negative” emotions - he is not envious anymore and did not feel bad once. He did not dream
anymore, because he was in a dream. Freed from earthly limitations and negative emotions, the

protagonist experiences a dreamlike existence where everything aligns with his desires: all news is to
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his liking, the world is a better place to live, diseases are cured, his party won the elections and even
Leicester won the Football Association Cup (which it did, actually, in 2021, thirty-two years after the
publication of this novel). Ironically, the protagonist recognizes his existence in a sort of seventh
heaven, thereby juxtaposing his mortal awareness with a newfound, unearthly consciousness. This
realization represents a form of self-irony, denoting an awareness of one’s own consciousness, or in
other words, the recognition of dreaming about being awake. Within this utopia, the narrator observes
the absence of woodworms, signifying the elimination of death and the embrace of eternal life and
bliss. Here, woodworms, previously symbols of mortality and decay, underscore the transition from
a world marred by impermanence to one of everlasting existence.

Having enjoyed all amenities in the paradise, he reveals their banality over time, The protagonist
comes to understand that endless pleasure paradoxically mirrors its absence: “After a while, getting
what you want all the time is very close to not getting what you want all the time” (4 History, 309).
As the next step, the protagonist desires a review of his life. A kindly figure, “a nice old gent” (4
History, 294), confirms his satisfactory life. Yet, ironically, this assurance leads him to worry, and
then to worry about his worrying. He finds himself missing the sensation of being tired, indicating a
longing for the very human experiences absent in his utopian existence.

The final chapter finally abandons the notions of division and separation, including the binary
classification of individuals as either good or bad. There is no retribution; the protagonist finds
himself in a Heaven vastly different from traditional conceptions. This shift reflects a collective
realization that the old paradigms of Heaven are no longer necessary, leading to its closure. The
closure is also attributed to dissatisfaction with the treatment of those considered bad. This insistence
on earthly justice in Heaven demonstrates ironic inability to self-reflect on potential punishment. This
new Heaven is customized for each individual, reflecting a desire for the continuation and
improvement of earthly experiences. Within this realm, individuals even have the option to cease
existing, typically chosen once they feel content with their heavenly experience and decide to end
their existence voluntarily.

The narrator ultimately contemplates the ineffectiveness of such a conceptualized Heaven,
identifying an intrinsic irony within human nature: our relentless quest for an ideal existence, only to
discover a fundamental discord between this aspiration and our inherent attributes. This insight
highlights the paradox between human desires and our essential qualities, encapsulating the
sentiment: “It seems to me [...] that Heaven’s a very good idea [...] but not for us. Not given the way
we are” (4 History, 309). This reflection suggests a deep-seated misalignment between the human
condition and the pursuit of a flawless utopia, underscoring the complexities and contradictions that
are embodied in the irony of character.

Concluding on a note of optimism, the chapter’s narrative suggests that the apparent futility of
certain dreams, such as the concept of Heaven, should not deter us from harbouring them. These
dreams are depicted as essential, acting as crucial mechanisms for coping with the realities of life.
This view points to the irony of our reliance on seemingly unreliable ideals for sustenance, hope, and
resilience. Barnes encapsulates this sentiment by stating: “Why do we have these dreams of Heaven?
[...] Because you can’t get by without the dream” (4 History, 309). This aligns with his earlier
thoughts on love and faith, emphasizing that dreams are vital precisely because they are impossible.

Barnes injects humor into the depiction of scholars and writers in Heaven through a lens of
metafiction, self-reflexivity and self-irony. Scholars, engaged in endless discussions, seem immortal,
and have no intention of dying, as their debates can span millennia. Writers, along with painters and
composers, contrastingly, possess a keen awareness of when they’ve achieved their pinnacle, allowing
them to gracefully “fade away” (4 History, 306).
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In the final chapter, Barnes deliberately chooses not to provide a conclusive ending, preferring
instead to “suspend a final meaning or resolution”, as observed by Kotte (109). This approach
encourages readers to actively participate in the process that Barnes himself undertakes throughout
the narrative: selecting specific facts presented within the text and constructing new interpretations
from them. This intentional act plays on our natural inclination towards finding coherence and
closure, urging us to piece together facts and fill in the narrative voids. This mirrors our inherent
desire to comprehend and find meaning in the stories that engage us, showcasing Barnes’ skill in
involving readers in the ongoing dialogue between author and reader.

2.4. A History of the World that did not Happen or What Géricault did not Paint

The latter part of Chapter Five acts as a treatise on art, with an emphasis on painting. Barnes has
since professed his love for paintings: A History chapter on Géricault is the opening chapter in the
collection of critical writings titled Keeping an eye open: Essays on Art (2015), where Barnes
elaborates on paintings predominantly by French artists. In this collection, he offers a narrative
journey from Romanticism to Realism, culminating in Modernism, showcasing the evolution of art
through these significant periods. As professed by him personally, the author expresses a hope that
readers, especially those new to art or fans of his novels, will approach paintings with a fresh
perspective, focusing on personal responses rather than preconceived notions of what constitutes “the
best” art. He explained that he wrote about painting as if the reader was standing next to him, and
they were chatting (Balzer).

Such a fresh perspectives is employed in this chapter, where Barnes examines Géricault’s painting,
originally titled “Scene of Shipwreck”. Barolsky finds that “[nJowhere does the ongoing mockery of
the idea of the “masterpiece” appear in more pithy form than in Julian Barnes’s novel” (402).
Guignery found chapter five particularly interesting, in terms of its ekphratic and hermeneutic nature,
emphasizing “double transfer”, or precisely, the “representation of the representation”: Géricault
painted the painting and interpreted the historical event, whereas the author interpreted Gericault’s
interpretation (painting) by virtue of two views: “the ignorant” reader as opposed to “informed” one
(Guignery, The Fiction of Julian Barnes, 65). He acquires dual perspective, where informed spectator
is familiar with historiography of the work of art, while the uninformed one is a plain observer. “Thus
Barnes enjoins us to look dispassionately at the Rafi”, Alhadeff explains (281). This approach aligns
with Barnes’ practical advice for the ignorant consumer of visual art, when at exhibitions: “I think
you should [...] go in information-blind, decide what you like and why you like it, and then seek the
information afterwards” (Balzer).

The narrator initiates this exploration with a provoking inquiry: “How do you turn catastrophe into
art?” (A History, 125), a query that resonates with the compelling and succinct question from
Flaubert's Parrot: “How do we seize the past?”.

So, how did Géricault do it?

Barnes says: “It begins with truth to life” (4 History, 126). Before embarking on the painting,
Géricault shaved his head, which, as noted in 4 History (ibid), could be seen as a “Do Not Disturb”
sign or, as I tend to believe, as a form of sacrifice or homage. Following this, he proceeded to
compiling the dossier on the case, meeting the two survivors, having them recount their experiences.
He even had them pose for the painting, thereby reenacting the “reprise of their sufferings” (ibid).

Barnes observes the creation of the painting as a process of contrasting the scenes Géricault did
not paint to the one he did; this directly resonates with the statement offered by the painter Phillip
Lopate, who claimed that “ninety nine percent of all art-making attempts are failures” (Lopate, qtd.

in Barolsky, 395). Barnes is concerned with the ideas that were set aside and the near misses. The
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compilation of discarded ideas was informed by the sketches that remained after the completion of
the artwork, as “for him [the painter] the discarded ideas began as excitements, and he saw only at
the very end what we take for granted at the beginning” (4 History, pp. 134-135). Géricault chose not
to depict several dramatic scenes in his artwork, as crucial as the one he painted. The omitted scenes
include the raft hitting the reef, instances of cannibalism, murders for self-defense, the arrival of a
white butterfly, and the moment of rescue, each rich with narrative potential and emotional depth, yet
absent from the final work. Barnes crafts an imaginative retelling of the genesis of a masterpiece,
presenting an alternate history that delves into the what-ifs of artistic creation. This approach, akin to
a form of uchronia, explores the potential narratives and artistic decisions that could have shaped the
final work, essentially framing it as one possibility among many.

Barnes takes into consideration the painter’s intention in his deciding what not to paint; applying
his characteristic approach to list the concerns Géricault wanted to avoid, which include political,
symbolic, theatrical, shocking, thrilling, sentimental, documentational and unambiguous.

The political ramifications of the artwork are not common yet unsurprising for this case,
considering the political upheaval triggered by the painting. This outcome could have been
anticipated, especially since some survivors were still living and certain individuals in positions of
authority were held accountable. Encyclopadia Britannica notes that “Géricault astonished viewers
by painting, in harrowing detail, not an antique and noble subject but a recent gruesome incident”
(The Raft of the Medusa). On the other hand, King Louis XVIII’s wittily remarked, according to
Barnes, in a statement phrased as a litotes: “Monsieur Géricault, your shipwreck is certainly no
disaster” (4 History, 126). This remark certainly carries irony, especially in its reference to the actual
shipwreck and disaster.

Further concerning creation process, once the painting process is underway, the painter diverges
from real-life events; at this stage, for him, “truth to art is the greatest allegiance” (4 History, 135).
Barnes reinforces this point by stating: “The incident never took place as depicted” (ibid).

In his analysis of the paining and its genesis, Barnes employs notes, commentaries, and factual
insights. Expectedly, these do not serve as a support for the main argument - these constitute the main
argument. Thus, Barnes’ foundational premise is that “[a] painting is a moment” (4 History, 128).
This correlates to his earlier observation that we hold onto history as if it were a collection of salon
pictures, while the history is akin to a multi-media collage, created with broad strokes from a
decorator’s roller rather than the meticulous touch of a camel-hair brush. In other words, while the
painter focuses on a frozen snapshot in time, the author herein aims to delve into the complexity and
richness of the background, the multi-media collage, attempting to capture the broader context and
the dynamic interplay of elements that constitute the scene.

The narrator recognizes that the analysis of the painting occurs in reverse order, defying the natural
and chronological sequence of the artwork’s creation. We are presented with the completed work
without any insight into the developmental journey. Conversely, for the artist, the creative journey
“begins with truth to life”, as previously stated. Nonetheless, this journey is not a simple act of
imitation but rather a deconstruction of the event.

Similarly to how Barnes explores Gericault’s artistic omissions, Alhadeff notes the aspects Barnes
himself decided to leave unaddressed, in other words, his failure to acknowledge the presence of three
Black individuals on the raft. This oversight is notable, considering Barnes’ renowned meticulousness
to detail. So, what conclusion can be drawn from this omission? Alhadeff clucidates Barnes’
viewpoint with the statement: “The Raft of the Medusa is not about the Medusa” (285). This
perspective is derived from Géricault’s choice to title his work for the Salon of 1819 “Scene of a
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Shipwreck™, a designation that detaches the incident from the Medusa raft specifically and situates it
within a broader, universal framework. Clearly, Barnes chose to sidestep the political implications
entangled with the painting’s controversy, instead recognizing and emphasizing the artistic and
universal significance embedded within the work.

Moreover, this is in alignment with his explanation of painter’s presentation of “douce terreur”,
referring to the depiction of the survivors’ “muscular bodies a la Michelangelo” (Alhadeft, 289).
Barnes suggests that Géricault struck a balance between eliciting viewers’ compassion through the
realistic portrayal of tormented bodies and avoiding outright despair. He achieved a harmonious blend
in terms of tone and muscularity, thereby paralleling the strength of the ocean waves with the
resilience of those aboard the raft, and extending this sense of strength to the audience. Thus, the
painting effectively communicates the ocean’s power while fostering a sense of identification with
the raft amidst the sea, an experience that could have been overwhelmed by the direct representation
of the catastrophe. Géricault’s intention was not to depict the disaster in a purely realistic manner but
to transform the catastrophe into a work of art. The impact of such art is profound, as evidenced by
the reaction of Delacroix, who was so profoundly moved by the painting, that he hastily exited the
artist’s studio and ran back to his own residence, seemingly overwhelmed by the intensity of his
emotions.

Finally, Barnes employs irony to challenge the conventional notion of a “masterpiece”. He does
so by referencing Géricault’s supposed belittlement of his renowned piece, describing it, on his
deathbed, as “Bah, une vignette!” (4 History, 139). Whether or not Géricault actually uttered these
words remains uncertain, yet Barnes leverages it with intent. He encourages the readers to challenge
the pedestal on which the notion of a “masterpiece” is placed, inviting readers to experience the
artwork firsthand. Additionally, he prompts us to adopt an ironic viewpoint, enabling a deeper, more
critical examination of the work that enhances our appreciation and enjoyment. This approach is not
limited to the discussion of Géricault’s painting but extends to Barnes’ novel itself.
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3. England, England: Yet Another English Novel or Ironic Subversion Thereof?

The novel England, England"* was published in 1998, to be shortlisted for The Man Booker
Prize the same year; that year the prize was awarded to McEwan’s Amsterdam. The official novel’s
precis states the following received wisdom: “[...] you can fit the whole of England on the Isle of
Wight”. Julian Barnes begins with this concept and elevates it to an entirely new dimension.: “The
grotesque, visionary tycoon Sir Jack Pitman takes the saying literally and does exactly that”
(thebookerprize). Along with a narrative about the compressed version of England and pertaining
values, as pars pro toto kind of a project, the novel also attends to the personality of Martha Cochrane,
her intimate and emotional development, as a kind of Bildungsroman of a woman'®. Alongside, both
new and old England develop in unexpected ways. Thus, the novel has also been referred to as “the
national coming-of-age novel” (Bradford, 99). Therefore, it can be safely said that the novel has two
protagonists: Martha Cochrane and England itself. Hence the witty remarks that there are, also, two
novels in Barnes’ book England, England (see Kakutani).

In a broader context, the social climate of the last decades of the twentieth century was such
that a novel like this can be seen as a product of the prevailing paradigm. Bradbury, in explaining the
agenda of the Eighties, observes that the dominant cultural discourse was built upon “myths of
money” (396). He goes on to explain that new economic realities, which were as fictional as any other
interpretative realities, became dominant. Fiscal interpretation was applied to various aspects of
culture and art, including tradition, as we can see in this case.

Starting with the notable title of the novel, one might question the reason behind its palilogy.
The repetition of the proper noun conveys the reflection of England, My England poem by W.E.
Hanley (1900), or the story England My England by D.H. Lawrence (1922).'° However, these works,
one venerating England through Victorian ideals and the other portraying a nation in turmoil through
an Englishman’s perspective, do not foreshadow the narrative written by Barnes. Contrarily, the
portrayal of England as the “Chosen daughter of the Lord” (Hanley, ibid) dissolves at the very
beginning of the narrative, precisely its second chapter; as it progresses, the developments of the
project, Olde Englande and protagonist’s life go in unexpected way, where our horizon of expectation
is failed, in terms of Jauss’ reception-aesthetics (Buzinjska, 108-111).

The choice of the title herein holds significance considering that the repetition serves as a
literary device to convey deeper meanings and nuances related to the novel’s themes and narrative.
Niinning labels the title “ironic” concluding from it that the novel “undercuts the pretensions to
objectivity, continuity and totality that are generally associated with positivist historiography” (7). At
first glance, the repetition in the title seems to “grant a doubled value to the fake country” (Guignery,
The Fiction of Julian Barnes, 106). However, in my view, it is more than a repetition of a word for
emphasis or rhetorical effect. Herein, its replication gets a new meaning: the novel revolves around
the creation of a theme park as a replicated version of England. The repeated use of “England” in the
title may emphasize this replication, drawing attention to the theme park’s attempt to be a microcosm
of the larger nation.

There is an added satirical element to it: the novel employs satire to critique various aspects of
English society and identity. Bradford contends that: “Routinely, and lazily, England, England is

4 For easier reference and avoidance of repetition, the novel England, England shall hereinafter be
referred to as England.
15 Bildung is used and understood in Romantic terms of culture and creation. Bildung as a term is
inherently related to irony; Colebrook observes that “[hJuman life, as capable of Bildung, is
essentially capable of being other than any fixed essence. This is why human life is ironic” (48).
16 The connection between the two authors was mentioned in Harrison, Andrew. D.H. Lawrence
Selected Short Stories, Tirril, Penrith, 2008, and by Guignery in her essay, referring to it as
“intertextual echoes”.

48



treated as a work of satire, its targets abidingly self-selecting and open for ridicule” (102). On that
note, using “England, England” in the title could be a satirical commentary on the notion of
simplifying and commercializing a complex and diverse nation like England into a marketable
product. It underscores the artificiality and commodification of culture and tradition. It could be also
perceived as a play on identity: the repetition of “England” in the title might reflect the theme of
identity in the novel. The characters, especially Martha, struggle with their personal identities in the
context of a replicated England. The title suggests a search for identity within a context where the
idea of England itself is duplicated.

And finally, it bears an ironic and ambiguous meaning, despite the replication. It signals the
author’s ironic treatment of the concept of England, both as a physical place and as an abstract idea.
Guignery argues that “[t]he name of the venture sounds both patriotic and ironic as the doubling of
‘England’ seems to grant a doubled value to the fake country while the original England has been
erased from the history of the world” (The Fiction of Julian Barnes, pp. 106-107). Moreover, it is the
mutual relation between these two entities that is complex and ironic, as well as the way it evolves
through time. This is going to be the subject of the subchapters to follow.

Julian Barnes, as a contemporary British writer, is renowned for his adroit employment of
postmodern literary techniques, which serve to challenge and expand the boundaries of traditional
narrative and form. His engagement with postmodernism is particularly evident in the ways he
approaches the structure, modes, and genres within his literary oeuvre. Postmodernism, characterized
by its scepticism towards grand narratives and its inclination towards fragmentation, pastiche, and
metafiction, offers Barnes a vast palette from which he draws to craft his narratives. However, in this
work, the structure exhibits a firm foundation.

Barnes employs a three-chapter structure in the novel, arranged chronologically. This structural
approach bears resemblance to his earlier works; Guignery observes this similarity, noting that "the
novel echoes Metroland and Staring at the Sun" (104), published in 1980 and 1986, respectively. All
novels share a tripartite structure, creating a literary arc that parallels the protagonists’ growth and, in
England’s case, the Project’s development. Furthermore, I contend that Metroland and England
exhibit circular structures, as both protagonists return to their initial starting point but with a more
mature perspective, allowing them to perceive and embrace their circumstances differently.

Focusing back to England, the novel’s narrative arc reflects a cyclical pattern. Both central
characters (as referred to in the first paragraph of this chapter) go through the transformation and
ultimate return to rural England. Martha’s personal journey and the fate of England mirror a cycle of
rise and fall, transformation, and replication. Martha has been replaced by other people doing her job,
or replicating her achievements, just like England has been literally replaced by its replica. Martha’s
life development mirrors the novel’s larger theme of England’s historical changes and the creation of
a replica in the form of the theme park. Closures and their circularities add value to the novel’s
exploration of identity, satire, and irony, as they underscore the idea that history, development and
identity are often cyclical and subject to repetition. Eventually, neither Martha nor England are the
same at the end of the process: Olde Englande, once a formidable imperial world leader, has regressed
to a remote state. Martha is a spinster, finding solace in what remains of her homeland.

Such novel’s structure accentuates the novel’s themes and the interplay of reality and parody
throughout the narrative. This circularity enriches the novel’s ironic tone and narrative complexity.

Within the framework of a well-structured novel, Barnes demonstrates a mastery of narrative
twists and turns. Thus, reader’s expectation is failed in every way: the project becomes a remarkable
success, while Olde Englande regresses to an industrial state, illustratively embodying Jean
Baudrillard’s concept of the precedence of models over reality, contrary to what the reader might
anticipate. Concurrently, in a parallel narrative thread, Martha’s lifelong endeavour to complete her
jigsaw puzzle of British counties, specifically her quest for the elusive Nottinghamshire piece,
culminates not in the discovery of the missing jigsaw piece, but in an ironic revelation that it was not
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the small piece of a jigsaw that was missing, after all. Interestingly enough, Nottinghamshire is
famous for the biggest antique fair in Europe is held near market town Newark six times a year
(Newark). It is the form of fair that Martha will dedicate her life to, having had her father leave with
a Nottinghamshire piece in his pocket.

The novel also tackles the issue of Englishness, which comprises one of the central topics in
complete Barnes’ oeuvre. It is not unexpected whatsoever, considering the fact that Julian Barnes
constitutes the establishment and icons of contemporary British fiction, along with Ishiguro, Amis,
Rushdie, McEwan, and others. Both Englishness and postmodernism are still predominant subject in
his interviews, as these are inseparable from the writings of authors in late twentieth-century British
fiction. However, some scholars find it curious that Barnes should have written an English novel,
Bradford argues that the reasons are “firstly because he was invoking a non-existent tradition and
secondly because Barnes himself has gained a considerable reputation as a writer with Continental,
especially Francophile, affiliations.” (93). On the other side of the Channel, the perception is
somewhat different: as Groes and Childs argue, “while in England Barnes is often viewed as a
Francophile, in France he is valued as for being a quintessentially English writer” (6). Bradbury also
introduces Barnes to his overview of the modern British novel in the context of his bilingualism and
modern French ideas and theories (pp. 436-437).

Here I am compelled to mention as well that, the English novel, as a literary category, has been
widely discussed, defined and scrutinized. Consequently, the question arises: What defines an English
novel, and who qualifies as an English novelist in contemporary times?

Apart from obvious categories such as language and the author’s nationality (whether the author
was born, raised, or resided in English society), Patrick Parrinder offered his interpretation,
introducing an additional criterion. He contends that “a novel wholly or partly set within a
fictionalized version of English society would qualify as an English novel” (4). In a hindsight,
Parrinder traces “apocalyptic fantasies portraying England’s future collapse” back to the last decades
of the nineteenth century (pp. 292-293). Furthermore, he asserts that a trajectory can be traced from
Orwell to Barnes, claiming that “the moral seriousness of Orwellian satire” has been followed by a
“much lighter vein of futuristic farce”, epitomized in England (320).

And, finally, how many novels have qualified as English novels? According to some - not much.
On that note, Bradford claims: “In the vast majority of novels set principally in England and
comprised mainly of English characters issues of nationality or shared collective identity are of
negligible significance” (96). A.S. Byatt, a peer of Julian Barnes and also a recipient of the Booker
Prize, during her 1999 interview observed that there were not really any English novelists of her
generation (see Byatt, 155).

However, this study will not primarily concentrate on the examination of national identity or
subversiveness thereof; rather, its focal point lies in the examination of the ironic aspects associated
with it. Specifically, this chapter undertakes the task of identifying the instances of irony throughout
the novel, as they relate both to the concept of the theme park and female protagonist’s personal life.
The objective is to elucidate the distinctiveness of Barnes’ irony, within the theoretical framework as
provided in the Introduction of this dissertation. Furthermore, in the subsequent subchapters, this
work will establish connections between the novel and inherently ironic notions of heterotopia, as
delineated by Michel Foucault, and simulacrum, in accordance with the theory of Jean Baudrillard.
Both of these concepts assume a significant role when considering the unconventional concept of the
theme park in matter.

3.1. Instances of Irony Throughout the Novel

The most effective approach to illustrate a specific feature within a novel is by providing concrete
examples throughout the narrative. In line with this method, it is opportune at this point to introduce
the plot in order to clearly expose the intended purpose in this chapter.
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In the opening chapter, titled “England”, we delve into the childhood reminiscences of Martha,
deeply rooted in her bucolic English upbringing. A jigsaw puzzle of England’s counties, a treasured
item from her youth, emerges as a poignant symbol of her profound attachment to her personal and
national identity. This idyllic connection is disrupted when her father departs abruptly, taking in his
pocket a piece of her beloved puzzle, leaving a void in both the puzzle and her life.

The narrative then transitions to the more voluminous chapter, titled “England, England”, set
against the backdrop of a futuristic Britain. Martha, now in her forties, finds herself employed by Sir
Jack Pitman, an overbearing tycoon with grandiose visions of establishing a theme park on the Isle
of Wight, thus commodifying England’s heritage. In this venture, Martha is designated the
‘Appointed Cynic’, a role that sees her embroiled in an affair with a colleague, Paul. Together, they
stumble upon a clandestine detail about Sir Jack, which they exploit to cement Martha’s position as
the CEO of the burgeoning attraction, now a new residence for the Royal Family. Concurrently, the
original England, now dubbed “Anglia”, witnesses a regression to a pastoral economy amidst its
decline.

Under Martha’s management, the theme park descends into turmoil, with historical reenactors
overstepping their roles, culminating in a catastrophic clash involving Robin Hood’s gang and the
island’s security forces. This upheaval leads to Martha’s ousting, paving the way for Sir Jack’s return
to power.

The narrative culminates in the “Anglia” chapter, portraying an elderly Martha in a quaint village
within the antiquated realm of old England, a stark contrast to her previous life. This segment paints
a picture of a society that has forsaken technology in favour of a return to a more rudimentary
existence, encapsulating Martha’s journey full circle from a childhood innocence through complex
adult entanglements back to simplicity.

Indeed, there exist notable reflections within the novel, which can be discerned through the lens
of both small-scale and large-scale paradigms, as well as in the mirroring of the past and the future,
and vice versa. One such instance is exemplified by the jigsaw puzzle that young Martha endeavours
to assemble, a precursor to the jigsaw-like structure of the theme park. Her childhood project seems
to echo her career project. The question arises: did she encounter failure in both endeavours?

All three chapters of the novel are different in terms of literary style, genre and conventions;
Bohme summarized the critical analyses arguing that the novel on the overall is “hybrid” (175). This
hybridity is not merely a stylistic choice but a narrative strategy that explores different philosophical
and aesthetic paradigms - namely, realism, modernity, and postmodernity - each predominating in the
respective chapters.

The opening chapter revolves around Martha’s Counties of England jigsaw puzzle and her
memory of father having left with a missing piece in his pocket. At the age of twenty-five, Martha
reunites with her father, only to discover that he has no recollection of the incident. This experience
leaves a lasting emotional scar, and she becomes determined to hold him responsible for it throughout
her life. It appears as though her father’s neglect played a pivotal role in fuelling her cynicism, which
would later define her personal and professional life. Given this perspective, it is hardly surprising
that she was appointed as a Cynic for the Project.

Martha’s employer, Sir Jack Pitman, undertakes to make his swansong, a theme park of “[...]
something called the United Kingdom which, to be honest and facing facts, didn’t live up to its
adjective” (England, 38), all under patriotic pretence. Sir Jack Pitman’s conceptualization and
enactment of patriotism presents a confluence of traditional patriotic sentiment and contemporary,
market-driven imperatives. “He did not believe in mindless ancestor-worship; for him, patriotism
should be pro-active” (England, 37). His proactiveness reflects in his pragmatic stance towards the
potential independence of Ireland, Scotland, or Wales, thus framing his vision of patriotism within a
distinctly utilitarian and rather opportunistic framework.

51



This approach is further elucidated by his intention to leverage “an accumulation of time”
(England, 39) as a unique asset, transforming the historical and cultural capital of England into a
tangible, commercial enterprise. This strategy underscores an ironic form of patriotism that
transcends mere reverence for the past, aiming instead to repackage and sell an idealized version of
national identity and heritage. The question raised is whether this is real patriotism, or ironic
subversion thereof.

The irony in Pitman’s methodology lies in the inherent contradiction between the
commodification of national heritage and the intrinsic values that patriotism traditionally involves,
such as loyalty, sacrifice, sense of belonging and an inherent respect and love for one’s country and
its history. By monetizing patriotism, Pitman arguably dilutes its essence, reducing profound cultural
and historical narratives to mere attractions within a theme park, putting the price tags on them. This
commodification can be seen as a reflection of postmodern capitalism, where even the most sacred
aspects of society are subject to market forces and consumerism.

However, as Guignery suggests, Pitman’s endeavours can be interpreted as a form of
(post)modern patriotism where the goal is to sell the idea of his country, thereby “reestablishing the
conquering dynamism of the British Empire” (The Fiction of Julian Barnes, 107) seeking to reclaim
and reassert the global stature of the British Empire. This perspective may posit that Pitman’s
commercial strategies are not devoid of patriotic intent; I’d rather argue that the patriotic intent in
matter is distorted, thus representing a contemporary adaptation of nationalistic fervour, which is at
odds with conventional paradigms.

In all his peculiarity, Martha matches Sir Jack in cynicism which results in her employment as
an Appointed Cynic, instead of the intended position of a Special Consultant.

The key person to conceptualize and rationally justify the Project is, ironically, a French
intellectual, who introduces the notion of replica and reproduction: “We prefer the reproduction of
the work of art to the work of art itself [...]” (England, 53). His attitude is based on a highly practical
reasoning: simple math shows that the time visitors spend in front of the replica beats the time spent
in front of the original. This is due to the fact, he elaborates, that in facing a replica, we experience
frisson and jouissance, which reaction stands in contrast to the conventional reverence typically
accorded to the original.

In order to comprehend this astonishing attitude Barnes refers us to our own vulnerabilities, the
hesitation rooted in our existence, and the primordial fear that arises when confronted directly with
something authentic or original. When faced with an alternative version of reality that seems more
formidable, we are left exposed, in front of a more powerful reality, which inevitably leads to fear.
Therefore, the French intellectual concludes:

“[...] it is our intellectual duty to [...] dismiss as sentimental and inherently fraudulent
all yearnings for what is dubiously termed the “original”. We must demand the replica,
since the reality, the truth, the authenticity of the replica is the one we can possess,
colonize, reorder, find jouissance in, and, finally, if and when we decide, it is the reality
which, since it is our destiny, we may meet, confront and destroy.” (England, 55)

Indeed, the attitude is rather provocative. It appears that he is alluding to the concept of power
and, more specifically, a person’s power over their perception of reality. However, a crucial question
arises: what kind of reality is being sought after? It seems to be a reality that can be harnessed, taken
pleasure in, or even abolished. Be that as it may, one must ponder its authenticity. The irony lies in
the pursuit of controlling reality, as it may ultimately lead to individuals being controlled by the very
reality they seek to manipulate.
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Moreover, he takes this concept to its utmost extreme, ironically stating his idea which is a
contradictio in adjecto: “Project must be very Olde, because then it will be truly novel and it will be
modern!” (England, 56).

From a hermeneutical perspective, Barnes proves to be a rather accommodating author as he
provides his direct opinions and interpretations within his work. For instance, when examining Sir
Jack’s manner of communication with his employees, Barnes labels it a “bullying version of Socratic
dialogue” (England, 60). Here, it is worth noting that a fundamental principle of a Socratic dialogue
involves feigning ignorance to draw out and expose the interlocutor’s true ignorance, thereby gaining
the upper hand in the argument. This characterization implies that Sir Jack has perfected this skill.
Furthermore, dealing with a bully necessitates a certain level of courage, which is precisely why
Martha, with her cynical and intelligent approach, becomes an ideal choice to contend with a pompous
businessman like Sir Jack.

Dr Max, the Official Historian, emerges as the slowest member of the Coordinating Committee
to grasp the concepts of Concept Development. He was ironically employed due to his lack of
scholarly spirit, despite his impressive title. He is a historian employed nof to teach history. Instead,
his employment is based on the paradoxical goal of making visitors “fee/ less ignorant” (original
italics, England, 70), implying that the Project’s aim is not to educate people, as that might insult
them. Instead, Dr Max and the Project are intended to cater to visitors’ existing knowledge, allowing
them to indulge in what they already know while offering a mere taste of novelty.

This approach mirrors the prevailing ethos of many cultural and historical institutions in the
contemporary world. In the third millennium, more than ever, there has been a condescending attitude
toward money, fostering a sense of entitlement under the guise of human rights. This has led to a
decline in education, culture, ethics, and self-responsibility, all in pursuit of financial gain. History,
tradition, and culture have been commodified. Sir Jack’s Project embodies this commodification,
deliberately pampering visitors to make them feel grandiose for merely paying a visit, despite having
done nothing to earn such esteem apart from parting with their money.

In order to get the idea of the limits of the knowledge of a common visitor Dr Max interviews a
man. He concluded that “most people remembered history in the same conceited and evanescent
fashion as they recalled their own childhood” (England, 82). Or, more in the same vein, he laid out
the paradox: that “patriotism’s most eager bedfellow was ignorance, not knowledge” (England, 82).
These reflections from Dr Max emphasize a critical view of how individuals and societies engage
with their history and national identity. It points to the possibility that patriotism can be driven more
by emotion and idealization than by an informed appreciation of historical realities. This brings us to
a more ironic stance that our patriotism and affection for childhood is driven by the things we do not
know, rather than critical view and objectiveness. The Project, in this context, does not serve as a
vehicle for enlightenment; rather, it caters to and amplifies these idealized and romanticized notions.

Martha becomes embroiled in a sexual liaison with her colleague, Paul, who holds the role of the
Ideas Catcher. In this intimate context, her authenticity is put to the test. Preceding this, Barnes
acquaints us with her “Brief History of Sexuality”, a meticulously numbered and sub-numbered list,
offering a taxonomic overview of one’s intimate experiences. This list commences with “Innocent
Discovery” or the sensation of “Getting a feeling”, and concludes with the “Current Situation”. It’s
noteworthy that Barnes frequently employs taxonomic lists as a literary device throughout his body
of work. This serves as a tool to bring clarity, particularly in domains of life that may appear hazy,
by introducing a sense of order. This inclination is what led Martha to recall Agricultural and
Horticultural Society’s Schedule of Rules she learnt at the fair she attended as a child with her parents.
In her own words, “there was something about the lists — their calm organizations and their
completeness - which satisfied her” (England, 9). 1t reflects her effort to capture the elusive, bring
structure to the ambiguous, and find security in the uncertain. Martha’s list is to be followed by a
briefer list of Paul’s sexuality.
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The compilation of the “Fifty Quintessences of Englishness” in the novel, as orchestrated by Sir
Jack and executed by Jeff, stands as a pivotal moment that encapsulates and critiques notions of
national identity and cultural essence. Bohme’s observation that, seven years after the novel’s release,
a strikingly similar initiative was undertaken by the British Government under Tony Blair’s
administration - an online campaign to elect a hundred ‘Icons of England’ (1) - serves as an example
of fiction preceding reality. Literary constructs echo in real-world developments, but also influence
societal discourse and perception. The discussion and popularity garnered by Barnes’ list among
critics mirror the popularity achieved by iconic literary symbols, such as Flaubert’s parrot.

More to the point, the portrayal of “Anglia” in the third part of the novel, as an Old England that
has separated itself from the European Union, indeed presents an interesting presage to the actual
Brexit event in 2020.

3.1.1. England, England — an Authentic Replica as a Reply to Authenticity

Throughout the novel, the idea of authenticity is continually examined and re-examined,
revealing its multifaceted nature. For Barnes, authenticity is not a static or absolute concept but is
instead subject to interpretation, context, and perspective. On both personal and national planes, the
novel deals with the ongoing tension between reality and representation, between the inherent and
the constructed, in our understanding of what is truly authentic.

When Martha proposes to incorporate the local inhabitants of the Isle of Wight in order to
showcase the traditional warmth and hospitality. Sir Jack unexpectedly replies: “That too can be
learned, [...] And by being learned, it will be the more authentic” (England, 108). Such a view
encapsulates a contradictory and paradoxical stance on the nature of authenticity. His assertion that
authentic hospitality can be ‘learned’ and thereby enhanced, subverts authenticity, boiling it down to
performance and presentation.

This inevitably prompts us to question of whether Sir Jack’s own grandiose persona and visionary
ambitions are themselves a form of learned authenticity. If we consider Sir Jack’s grandiosity as a
learned behaviour, it raises the issue: does the effectiveness and impact of this persona render it
authentic in its own right? This notion that authenticity might reside not in the original but in the
presentation (or replica for that matter) introduces a paradox where the line between the genuine and
the constructed becomes blurred. Thus, Sir Jack’s personality appears as a chiaroscuro of his innate
personality, unbeknown to the reader, and the assumed, therefore learned, persona he presents to the
world.

His treatment of employees sustains this construct. In his role as an employer, Sir Jack employs
tactics that can be described as intimidating or overbearing. Barnes ironically refers to these tactics
as a form of Socratic dialogue. Yet, unlike the classical Socratic method aimed at uncovering
ignorance and discovering universal truths, this approach is merely a display of power dynamics.
Paradoxically, his severe and resolute efforts to harm or reprimand an employee are to be interpreted
as a peculiar manifestation of affection. This is predicated on the idea that these behaviours indicate
a certain degree of involvement and interest; if he were indifferent, he wouldn’t have bothered to
intervene. Ironically, as a result, the employees are expected to be grateful for this bullying.

As the Project progresses, the Committee devises a logo that humorously recalls a nineteenth-
century incident relayed by Dr Max. It involves a woman with a basket full of eggs who, when blown
off a cliff by the wind, miraculously lands safely on the ground thanks to her umbrella. Sir Jack finds
the story appealing and incorporates it into the Project’s logo. The Committee even playfully names
the woman “Betsy”, drawing from the phrase ‘Heavens to Betsy’.

The irony doesn’t stop there. Sir Jack decides to transform this tale into the “Heavens To Betsy
Bunjee Experience” for tourists. This is followed by the “Island Breakfast Experience”, where, as one
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might expect, visitors are served the eggs they have safely descended with in a basket. As a bonus,
they receive a “Certificate of Descent”, personally signed and stamped by Sir Jack.

The manner in which Sir Jack conducts his business ventures mirrors the operating principles of
the contemporary world, no matter how absurd they may appear. In this particular case, it means
declaring the crisis on the island, because “no legislator [...] could be seen denying that there was a
crisis if someone said there was one. It looked like idleness or incompetence.” (England, pp. 126-
127). This is in accordance with Sir Jack’s dictum: “success bred its own legitimacy” (England, 129).
It is not unexpected though that such a strategy ends up in the Island’s independence, after the alleged
“seven centuries of subjugation” (England, 170). Sir Jack was titled Island Governor.

During a conversation with Dr Max, Martha challenges his view on the authenticity of the
Project, questioning whether he fabricated the entire story about the woman and the eggs, implying
that the story is as bogus as the Project itself. Dr Max’s response is telling: “Is not the very notion of
the authentic somehow, in its own way, bogus?” (England, 131). What he alludes to here is the
concept of interference and intertextuality in literary and broader terms, all of which are the product
of human manipulation. He goes on to assert: “[...] intention and purpose are merely being supplied
by men, rather than by nature” (England, 132). Regarding the Project, Dr Max counterposes
“intentionality” with “reliance on the brute hazard of nature” (ibid), asserting that the transformed
landscape, shaped by human intention, is not bogus but rather superior. The same analogy applies to
the Project, which is a product of human intervention and manipulation. He concludes with the
following statement: “What we are looking at is almost always a replica [...] of something earlier.
There is no prime moment” (ibid).

Dr Max also touches upon the concept of constructivism, acknowledging that both he and Martha
are constructs, albeit with varying degrees of artfulness. He elaborates on how individuals inevitably
adopt gestures, and ideas, suggesting that “Larceny is not ruled out. Most people [...] steal much of
what they are. If they didn’t, what poor items they would be” (England, pp. 133-134). This
perspective can be subjected to various interpretations. It is undeniable that as we grow, we mimic
and borrow from our surroundings, influenced by our family, upbringing, and social environment. It
is a natural part of maturation. However, each person contributes a unique and unprecedented value,
be that je ne sais quoi, an indefinable quality that distinguishes them. Without this individuality,
human progress would stagnate, art would become mere repetition of primal ideas, scientific
advancement would halt, and the human race would not evolve. While all ideas are accessible in
retrospect, it is our responsibility and freedom to construct our unique and unrepeatable version of
ourselves. We do replicate the other(s), but the combination thereof is unreplicable.

As observed thus far, nothing is authentic in the theme park. Barnes amplifies this theme of
inauthenticity by deconstructing various mythical metanarratives. As a result, the entire team engages
in reevaluating and challenging the commonly accepted English myths, in order to accommodate to
the market.

Martha challenges the traditional myth of Robin Hood and questions whether all Merrie Men
must be men, introducing the idea of a “repositioning of myths for modern times” (England, 148).
On that note, Dr Max deconstructs the myth from a sexual orientation perspective. He suggests that
the name Robin is sexually ambiguous, while the name “Hood” carries an ambisexual connotation.
He further reinterprets the idea of revision of the Robin Hood Band myth in an ironic tone: Friar Tuck
becomes “a rebel priest with an eating disorder”, Little John - “a person suffering from either
restricted growth or gigantism”, Will Scarlet - “a possible case of Pityriasis rosea” rash, while Maid
Marian was possibly male. Their endeavour is characterized as “liberationist actions and
redistributive economic policy” (England, pp. 149-150). Even Sir Jack found this historical
revisionism and reframing “provocative” and sometimes “bordering on the offensive” (England,
152).
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Martha finds herself in an ironic position as compared to where she began. Firstly, she manages,
defends and justifies the project she herself doubted in at the beginning. She is so into the new reality,
especially the one on the cameras, that she cannot remember if she had ever seen the spots in reality.
Sir Jack is a caricatural and therefore pathetic version of himself - “a mere figurehead with no real
power” depending on Martha’s empathy for allowance amount. Sir Jack was a victim of his own
grandiosity, now allowed only his uniform, title and ritual appearances. Everything else is in Martha’s
hands, as she has inherited Sir Jack in his role and office.

The depiction of the Royal Family in the narrative serves as a self-caricature, the mockery of a
prevalent royal image and tradition, that once “presided over a third of the globe” (England, 160).
Their Buckingham Palace is a replica at half-size of the original place, their guardsmen are just actors,
and needless to say that gun salute is electronically generated. The King is portrayed as a parody of
a monarch, existing “by contract and by permission” (England, 189). As Niinning observes, this
scenario, where the King is essentially “hired to play himself”, represents an epitome of irony. The
tendency to draw parallels between characters in the novel and real-life figures, such as the likening
of Sir Jack to Rupert Murdoch and the “Kingy-Thingy” monarch to Prince Charles, while intriguing,
exhibits a positivist approach that is pivotal in case the novel is interpreted as satire pur et simple.
Thus, such direct correlations, though compelling, narrow the scope of the novel’s broader thematics
and symbolism.

Julian Barnes’ work transcends mere societal critique; the significance lies not just in whether
specific real-world figures inspired his characters, but rather in the thematic and allegorical
implications these characters embody. The crucial question is not solely about the real-life
counterparts these characters may represent, but what Barnes aims to convey and evoke in the reader
through them. Thus, the focus shifts from identifying direct analogies to exploring the larger ideas
and societal reflections these characters offer.

In this narrative, we encounter a unique portrayal of a King who no longer embodies the
traditional essence of monarchy. Instead, he is presented as an ironized, exaggerated version of a
monarch, a caricature that stretches beyond mere mimicry. This King even has look-alikes to stand
in for him, further diluting the authenticity and singularity traditionally associated with a monarch.
He is not just a straightforward literary imitation of a known monarch; rather, he represents the irony
of a monarch whose role, image and reputation are taken to their utmost extremes.

Similar transformative process goes among the employees who have adopted their historical roles
to such an extent that these personas become their new identities. A striking example is the actor
portraying Dr Johnson, who not only assumes the character’s behaviours and mannerisms but goes
as far as changing his name to Dr Johnson. This change is not merely performative; he deeply
assimilates Dr Johnson’s character into his real life. Similarly, the members of the Robin Hood gang
undergo a comparable metamorphosis, fully embodying their characters to the point where the
distinction between their real selves and their roles perishes.

This aspect of the narrative can indeed be seen as a potent expression of irony in the novel. The
irony lies in the way these characters, initially employed to play historical figures in a simulated
environment, gradually become indistinguishable from the personas they represent, internalizing the
roles they play and are paid for.

This observation leads to an inquiry I find pivotal in Barnes’ novel: How would we interact with
historical figures if they were present in our contemporary world? The novel provocatively questions
whether the reverence and pride we express in hindsight for these figures would translate into genuine
respect and admiration if they were living among us today. Would our veneration persist in the face
of their human flaws and idiosyncrasies, or would these historical icons become subjects of
annoyance or even commodification? The possibility that our admiration might wane when
confronted with their everyday habits and personalities presents a compelling contrast to the idealized
versions of these figures that we uphold in memory and historical narrative.
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Once again, Barnes’ exploration of this theme challenges us to reflect on the nature of our
relationship with history. And memory, for that matter, having in mind that both history and memory
are some of central topics in his oeuvre. The dilemma is whether our respect for historical personages
is contingent upon their distance in time and the resultant idealization, or whether it would withstand
the realities of their tangible presence and human complexities. The novel, through its ironic treatment
of historical figures, prompts a re-evaluation of our perceptions of and interactions with the past,
highlighting the fine line between reverence, reality, and commodification.

3.1.2. Martha’s Pursuit of Filling the Void

Martha’s journey is initiated in her early years, an odyssey that unfolds not by her own choosing
but through circumstances that compel her to seek a metaphorical missing piece. This path,
determined for her rather than by her, casts a shadow of doubt on the reliability of her childhood
recollections. Given the inherent corruption and unreliability of these early memories, and the
emotions tied to them, Martha’s recounting of her past, despite its apparent detail and precision, must
be approached with caution. Martha is the common denominator for all three parts, but “although
Martha figures in all three, she is different in each” (cf. Eder).

Guignery’s observation about the “malleability of history and the unreliability of collective and
individual memory” (The Fiction of Julian Barnes, 106) underscores this point, particularly in the
context of the Isle of Wight’s theme park, where history is reshaped, simplified, and caricatured for
entertainment. This manipulation of history and memory mirrors Martha’s personal quest to piece
together her own fragmented past. Just as the theme park’s portrayal of history is subject to
reinterpretation and distortion, so too are Martha’s memories and emotions, shaped by subjective
experiences and the passage of time.

Therefore, Martha’s narrative is deeply entangled with the broader narrative of England, both
seeking coherence in a landscape where history and memory are fluid and often unreliable. Her quest
for understanding and identity is paralleled by the construction of the theme park, where historical
narratives are crafted and altered. This parallel suggests that Martha’s personal history, like the
national history presented in the theme park, is constructed from memories that are as malleable and
open to reinterpretation as the stories that populate the Project’s landscape.

Martha’s love life is a great foreground for analysis of the authentic and fake. Despite her
involvement with Paul, Martha remains unyielding in her attitude towards men. She adheres to
principles instilled in her by her mother and guidance she accumulated as she matured. Furthermore,
she consciously avoids pursuing true love, the love of her life, or the ideal romantic relationship. She
would tell Paul “her mother’s opinion than men are either wicked or weak” (England, 88). To her,
love seems to come with a “subversive edge of boredom attached, tenderness with irritation”
(England, 95). Her relationship with Paul does not get deeper, as she is “making sensible adjustments
and sensible excuses” (England, 97). Niinning rightly observes that her relationship with Paul, the
only one that we are familiar with and witness, “had gradually degenerated into as much of a fake as
the project itself” (8).

In contrast, Paul holds a different perspective on love. Initially, he didn’t believe that justice
played a role in matters of sex and matters of the heart because there was no established system for
assessing one’s qualities, hence no merit to consider. He humorously notes: “You couldn’t very well
protest, try handing over a list of your hidden selling points” (England, 101). Ironically, this is
precisely what he is doing for Sir Jack and the Project: meticulously marketing a country’s history,
tradition, and values, point by point.

Paul further perceives that absence of a structured system and merit lead individuals to rely on
luck, chance or serendipity, for that matter. Paul, a “tenacious believer in luck” (England, 101) offers
an example of this in his own life, highlighting the fact that he obtained his position through a chance
encounter with Sir Jack in the restroom. He is well aware that there are no merits in Sir Jack’s hire-
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and-fire policy, as well. Eventually, in terms of authenticity, for Paul “falling in love with Martha
made things real” (my italics, England, 103).

Martha has one last conversation with Dr Max, a historian she was reluctant to fire, even though
he had deserved so. Their conversation could as well be interpreted as Marta’s conversation with
herself. They discuss her attitude, and he says:

“You may not be religious, but you’re certainly pious. [...] Brittle cynicism is a truer
response to the modern world than this... sentimental yearning.” (England, 237)

Martha establishes a comparison between her personal experience and the fate of Old England,
pondering: “An individual’s loss of faith and a nation’s loss of faith, aren’t they much the same?”
(England, 237). She then makes a foreboding remark: “Look what happened to England. Old
England. It stopped believing in things” (ibid). Additionally, she asserts that Old England has lost its
sense of seriousness. Contrasting her viewpoint, Dr Max finds it ironic, especially considering
Martha’s recent removal from the Project, which was serious in its endeavours, but questions the
purpose of such seriousness. “You think the nation does better if it has some serious beliefs, even if
they’re arbitrary and cruel? Bring back the Inquisition, wheel on the Great Dictators [...]” (ibid).

At the moment of leaving the Island, Martha sees the image of a

“woman swept and hanging, a woman half of this world, terrified and awestruck, yet
in the end safely delivered. A sense of falling, falling, falling, which we have every
day of our lives, and then an awareness that the fall was being made gentler, was being
arrested, by an unseen current whose existence no-one suspected.” (England, 238)

Martha sees herself, or God (for latter reference see Bradford, 95) mirrored in Betsy, the symbol
of the Project she once managed and now emblematic of her rise and fall. She attempted to grasp the
essence of her life, to capture her memories, and even contemplated making a list of them. However,
she ultimately felt like a woman caught in the wind, falling off a cliff. Nevertheless, there is a glimmer
of hope. What remains after the fall are some broken eggs and “the richness of all subsequent life
after the moment” (England, 238).

In the final chapter, she returns to the inquiry into the nature of her memory, revisiting the
dilemma that initiated the novel. Ironically, the sentence at the beginning of the novel could just as
easily serve as its closing line: “Martha Cochrane was to live a long time, and in all her years she was
never to come across a first memory which was not in her opinion a lie” (England, 4). What then of
her dotage in Anglia?

She finds herself in the country where the history is invented: Jez Harris invents myths and
stories, despite being reprimanded my Mr Mullin, the schoolmaster. He is the one who wants to
revive, or rather, institute the village Féte from scratch. Marta is consulted on the matter being one of
the few inhabitants who actually grew up in the mainland. This is the moment when she takes out her
old book from Agricultural Fair, but it does not bring back memories as she expected. She thinks to
herself: “She had failed her younger self by losing the priorities of the youth. Unless it was that her
younger self had failed by not predicting the priorities of age” (England, 247).

Martha found herself wandering for decades, before deciding to settle in Old England. This is
the country that eventually gave up its progress. International forces and neighbouring countries have
welcomed its decline, even propelling its downfall. It is a place of “yokeldom and wilful
antiquarianism” as the media have it (England, 254).

Eventually, “she became accustomed to the quiet and necessary repetitiveness, the caution, the
incessant espionage, the helpfulness, the mental incest, the long evenings” (England, 257). She was
not sure she had done right, and neither could she tell the same for her country. She could not decide
whether Old England’s course was “mere willed antiquarianism” or “brave new venture” (irresistibly
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reminiscent of Huxleyan Brave New World), nor was it discussed anymore. She ironically echoes the
verse “for thine is the kingdom, the power and the glory” with the following: [...] for thine is the
wigwam, the flowers and the story” (England, 258).

As for nostalgia, Martha says that perhaps she is feeling a nostalgia, but “of a truer kind: not for
what you knew, or thought you had known, as a child, but for what you could never have known”
(England, 260). The novel closes with Martha watching the Féte being established. Bradford has
regarded the birth of new Féte as “disdainful pathos” claiming that Barnes should not be understood
here as sympathetic for the country (97). However, Barnes himself claims: “[...] memory is identity
[...]” (England, 251); therefore, the country is trying to remember in order to regain, or reinvent its
identity. I see it as Hope.

3.1.3. Anglia: What Kind of Topia is it?

I found the third part of the novel most compelling for definition in terms of literary conventions.
Even though it is the shortest one, it bears significance in terms of a possible outcome of a country’s
devolution. I was not alone in such an inquiry; many critics have debated the nature of the topos as
depicted in Anglia. This chapter shall delve into labels, such as: utopia, dystopia, retrotopia, pastoral
anti-pastoral, post-pastoral, pastoral elegy, exploring how the novel engages with and possibly
subverts these traditional literary conventions.

Some critics have referred to it as ‘Arcadia’ (Bradford, 95), thus indicating the pastoral nature of
the closing chapter. Barnes gives us the straightforward cue: its title, “Anglia”, is self-explanatory.
The term “Anglia”, being the Latin name for England (Anglia), signifies the backward direction in
which Old England is inevitably heading. By using “Anglia”, Barnes seems to be deliberately
invoking the historical and cultural connotations associated with the ancient name of England. This
choice could be seen as a literary device to underscore the theme of regression or a return to earlier
times. In addition, by naming the final chapter “Anglia”, Barnes might be setting up a direct contrast
between the past (Anglia) and the present (England), inviting readers to consider the differences,
similarities, and the trajectory of change over time. Thus, the title “Anglia” serves not just as a
geographic indicator but as a thematic compass. Therefore, I found this chapter particularly intriguing
in the context of literary genres.

Many scholars have easily categorized it as a pastoral or pastoral elegy. However, such
categorization should be done with caution, or at least in broad sense, due to the reason best described
by Alpers as one of the irritants that led him to write the book titled What Is Pastoral?; as he explains
in his footnote: ‘“’Pastoral’ is used in an extended sense [...] to refer not to the specific set of
obsolescent conventions of the eclogue tradition, but to all literature-poetry or prose, fiction or
nonfiction - that celebrates the ethos of nature/rurality over against the ethos of the town or city” (ix).
Or, as Gifford put it in simpler terms when commenting on English literature after Renaissance in
Europe: “pastoral came to refer to any literature that described the countryside in contrast to the court
or the city” (19).

Pastoral can be defined in various dichotomies, two of which I would like to emphasize: the
contrast between the old and the new, and the distinction between the literal and metaphorical
meanings.

Gifford delineates the multifaceted nature of pastoral literature. Pastoral texts, originally set in
idyllic rural landscapes, are noted for their “idealization, nostalgia, and escapism” (18), particularly
as they were crafted for an audience accustomed to the intricacies of court life. This genre often serves
as a contrast to the complexities and corruptions of urban or courtly existence, depicting the
countryside as a symbol of purity and simplicity. Furthermore, Gifford emphasizes the “pastoral
momentum of retreat and return” (ibid.). Thus, characters often retreat into the pastoral world as a
form of escape or search for truth, only to return to their original settings with newfound insights or
resolutions. The portrayal of shepherds as universal representatives of humanity extends the relevance
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of pastoral themes beyond their immediate rural context. By drawing on the root word ‘pastor’,
pastoral literature imbues these characters with a didactic purpose, using their interactions with nature
and simple living as allegories for broader human experiences and truths. As Gifford explains,
“pastoral concern might be for human life or the life of the environment of retreat, or both” (ibid).

On the other hand, the anti-pastoral incorporates an undermining counterforce or corrective
function (cf. Gifford, 25-26) serving to challenge or subvert the idealized notions of rural life and
simplicity typically found in pastoral literature.

Barnes’ “Anglia” is presented as an impasse and is set in juxtaposition or opposition to England.
It is conceptualized as a distinct entity, separate from England rather than engaged in a dialectical
relationship with it; therefore, the anti-pastoral’s characteristic of serving as a counterforce or
corrective to the pastoral might not be directly applicable. Anglia functions more as a parallel or
alternative reality without direct interaction or reconciliation. This suggests a different literary
dynamic at play.

Speaking of alternative reality, it is worth noting the similarity with uchronia. This genre is also
referred to as alternative history, counterfactual history, what-if history, or history with ifs and buts.
In this sense, Barnes deploys this genre in the novel A History of the World in 10 7> Chapters, as
examined in Chapter 2 of this analysis. When considering “Anglia”, the application of uchronia-like
elements presents a similar ‘what-if” scenario. Anglia represents an alternative reality, arising from a
specific historical divergence and constructed as a hypothetical or speculative reality. This
characteristic aligns it with aspects of dystopian literature, where ‘what-if” scenarios are often used
to explore the consequences of societal, political, or technological developments gone awry. Thus,
Anglia might be aptly described as a diatopic counter-uchronia, focusing not on the possibilities of
an alternate past, but rather on those of an alternate future.

Referring to the classical interpretation of pastoral elegy, we find it encompasses elements such
as a dirge, mourning for the deceased, or the grief over a profound loss. It includes the motif of ‘All
Nature Mourns’, symbolizing collective sorrow, alongside feelings of resentment towards unyielding
destiny. The melancholic tone, stemming from the grief of loss, is often juxtaposed with the perpetual
cycle of nature and the transient nature of human life. Additionally, there is a comforting aspect,
offering solace in the belief that the departed continues to exist in an alternate realm (see Norlin, pp.
294-312 for reference).

However, Martha does not mourn. Thus, it indicates a significant departure from the conventional
role of a grieving individual in a pastoral elegy. Instead of embodying sorrow or loss, Martha is
described as seamlessly integrating into the village life, suggesting a sense of acceptance and
belonging. She “herself fitted into the village, because she herself no longer itched with her own
private questions” (England, 257). Her lack of mourning can be seen as a reflection of her internal
resolution, moving beyond the traditional elegiac expressions of grief and melancholy.

In the context of the pastoral elegy, where nature often symbolizes continuity and a cycle of life
that contrasts with human mortality, Martha’s acceptance might symbolize a reconciliation with the
natural order of things.

Nonetheless, it is my contention that the pastoral element in literature accentuates the connection
to nature and provides a contrast to urban settings at its core. In contrast, the depiction of Anglia,
representing the future of Olde Englande, takes on a dystopian character, serving as a warning.
Moreover, on initial observation, Anglia may appear pastoral, but we must view it in the context of
preceding chapters. It intertwines with earlier parts of the novel, as outlined by Hutcheon (cf.
Hutcheon in the Introduction here). Consequently, it is inadequate to categorize it as inherently
bucolic; rather, it assumes a dystopian nature when examined within the broader narrative.
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Whenever we encounter the vision of a degraded society, that is the antithesis of an ideal or
utopian society, we are compelled to shout: dystopia. But, what does the concept of dystopia actually
entail?

The Cambridge Companion to Literature and the Environment explains two prevailing ideas in
dystopian literature in the second half of the twentieth century, marked by post-war and cold-war
atmosphere and rise of science and technology: “on the one hand, the idea of totalitarianism; on the
other hand, the idea of scientific and technological progress which, instead of impelling humanity to
prosper, has sometimes been instrumental in the establishment of dictatorships” (Gifford, 18). In
Anglia, we do not speak of dictatorship, on the contrary, the country has abandoned any political
ambition, and is not even subject of interest of any prospective dictator. The country is also devoid
of technological progress, and prosperity en general.

If we turn to a more detailed explanation of dystopia, the Companion defines the dystopic model
of if this goes on as “a future in which some aspect of the present had continued and worsened”
(151)."7 In this line, it can be asserted that “Anglia” does have the dystopian trait, as seen from the
passage:

“Old England had cut its own throat and was lying in the gutter beneath a spectral gas-light,
its only function as a dissuasive example to others. [. . .] Old England had lost its history, and
therefore - since memory is identity - had lost all sense of itself.” (England, 251)

Finally, in my quest to find a fitting term for the final chapter of the novel, I discovered that
retrotopia most effectively encapsulates the intended meaning.

The concept of retrotopia, as articulated by Zygmunt Bauman, presents a definition reasoned
within the realm of sociological and philosophical discourse. Bauman explores retrotopia through
both synchronic and diachronic lenses, positing it as a concept born from the double negation of the
utopian ideal, initially conceptualized by Thomas More in 1516. In his seminal work “Utopia”, More
envisages human happiness inextricably linked to a specific topos, defined as a “fixed place, a polis,
a city, a sovereign state - each under a wise and benevolent ruler” (Bauman, 9). Bauman observes
that this notion has undergone a transformation: the utopian vision was first ‘unfixed’, dissociated
from any particular topos and transformed into an individualized, privatized, and personalized pursuit.
This evolution, according to Bauman, sets the stage for a secondary negation, wherein these modern
interpretations of utopia confront their own negation, culminating in the emergence of ‘retrotopia’.
This concept, thus, represents a dialectical synthesis arising from the historical interplay of utopian
and anti-utopian ideas.

While Zygmunt Bauman’s conception of retrotopia marks a distinct departure from traditional
notions of utopia, it retains certain foundational elements of its predecessor. According to Bauman,
retrotopia preserves the essential aspect of a territorially sovereign topos, a firm ground that offers a
semblance of stability and self-assurance, much in line with Thomas More’s original utopian vision
(cf. Bauman, 11). However, retrotopia diverges significantly in its rejection of the pursuit of “ultimate
perfection” (ibid). Instead, it embraces the notion of non-finality and endemic dynamism, suggesting
a constant state of change and evolution. This approach inherently allows for the continuous
possibility - and indeed, desirability - of ongoing changes, a concept that traditional utopias, with
their fixed ideals of perfection, inherently preclude.

171t is important to distinguish dystopia from anti-utopia, the latter being “an equally dismal future,
but one which is intended as a criticism of utopianism or of some particular eutopia” (Companion,
151). Having established that “Anglia” does not maintain a relation with England, but instead exists
as a parallel or contrasting entity, it becomes irrelevant to analyze “Anglia” in the context of anti-
utopia.
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Bauman’s analysis aligns with the utopian spirit in order to reconcile security with freedom, yet
it does so through a lens that acknowledges and even valorises continuous change. This perspective
resonates with the principles of non-finality, which I am inclined to interpret as hope, and endemic
dynamism, correlating with the concept of heterotopia, as discussed in Chapter 3.2. herein. Bauman’s
retrotopia is not rigid or finished: it emerges as an adaptable model, a contemporary reinterpretation
of utopian thought that acknowledges the complexities and uncertainties of the modern world.

Such a diachronic presentation of retrotopia is followed by its synchronic delineation. Bauman
further describes it as

“conscious attempts at iteration, rather than reiteration, of the status quo ante, existing
or imagined to have been existing before the second negation - its image having been
by now significantly recycled and modified anyway, in the process of selective
memorizing, intertwined with selective forgetting” (12).

The dichotomy Bauman presents between “iteration” and “reiteration” bears significance. In
Anglia, this concept is manifested through Martha’s and the society’s endeavours not merely to
replicate a past way of life, but to create a new, pre-Project one that is informed by the past. They are
establishing new mode of life based on the “contributions/corrections supplied by its immediate
predecessor” (Bauman, 11). New Féte is being established as a collateral for new future: “It had been
Mr Mullin’s idea to revive — or perhaps, since records were inexact, to institute — the village Féte”
(England, 246). Martha lives with the new found calmness, “a patience discovered late in life”
(England, 258), having come to terms with her own issues.

The mutual relation between Matha and Anglia is described as follows:

“Was it a brave new venture, one of spiritual renewal and moral self-sufficiency, as
political leaders maintained? Or was it simply inevitable, a forced response to
economic collapse, depopulation and European revenge? These questions were not
debated in the village: a sign perhaps that the country’s fretful, psoriatic self-
consciousness had finally come to an end. [...] She no longer debated whether or not
life was a triviality, and what the consequences might be if it were. Nor did she know
whether the stillness she had attained was proof of maturity or weariness.” (England,
257)

As Cambridge Companion to Utopian Literature explains, one of the most important
characteristics of utopias'® is that they are human-centered, “not relying on chance or on the
intervention of external, divine forces in order to impose order on society” (Claeys, 7). In the context
of a retrotopian Anglia, perfectly matched Martha is ending up as a non-believer. As a child, her lack
of faith was ironically justified by her intelligence: “Martha was a clever girl, therefore not a believer”
(England, 12). Over time, her faith dwindled, giving way to an increasing sense of cynicism. A self-
fulfilling prophecy that cynicism is a “very lonely virtue” (England, 13) accurately predicted her
solitude. Ultimately, Martha ended up alone, as forewarned in her youth. Despite this, she
occasionally visited the church, seeking solace and insight.

Her visits to the church, despite her disbelief, indicate a search for solitude and meaning. This
action reveals an acknowledgment of the church as a place of reflection and introspection, irrespective
of her personal beliefs. It underscores a universal human inclination towards seeking meaning and
understanding, even in the absence of religious faith. This behaviour is particularly significant in the
retrotopian context of Anglia, where societal order is not predicated on divine intervention. Martha’s

18 Utopia is understood here as a comprehensive term encompassing all its variations, including
anti-utopia and dystopia.
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actions suggest a longing for a connection or experience beyond the rational and the empirical, even
in a society that prioritizes human-centered order and profit-oriented business.

Vera Niinning analyzes “Anglia” in the context of deconstruction on two levels: authenticity and
rural idealization. She notes that this representation of England is neither genuinely authentic nor an
idyllic rural utopia (pp/ 21-22). A key illustration of the lack of authenticity in “Anglia” is the
character Jez Harris, an immigrant, likely of Eastern European origin, with his real name being Jack
Oshinsky.

Harris, assuming a new identity, tells made-up myths and stories to the visitors of Anglia. These
tales are not based on actual historical facts. Rather, they are crafted performances tailored to meet
the visitors’ expectations and stir their imaginations. This method mirrors the treatment of myths as
depicted in the theme park. Harris is being scorned and reprimanded for his fabricated tales, in a
xenophobic, or Old English, manner: “Others in the village put things more plainly: for them, Harris’s
fabulation and cupidity were proof of the farrier’s unAnglian origins” (England, 244).

Similarly, Vera Niinning draws a parallel between the Project and “Anglia”, suggesting that both
entities, in their distinct manners, strive to recreate idealized versions of the same country. This
observation points to a thematic convergence within the narrative: both the Project’s theme park and
the rural Anglia are attempts at reconstructing an England that aligns more with nostalgic or
romanticized visions than with historical or contemporary reality. She opines that: “Adjusting the
past to their own specific needs, both ventures result in the invention of new, rather than old
traditions” (22).

3.2. England, England as a Heterotopia

“Le jardin, c'est la plus petite parcelle du monde et puis c'est la totalité du monde.”"’

Foucault, M., Des espaces autres (1967)

Heterotopia was not a new term in discourse, when Foucault introduced it in his lectures. The
Cambridge Companion to Utopian Literature explains: “[...] it was created as a medical term to refer
to a misplacement of organs in the human body” (Claeys, 18). The concept of heterotopia has evolved
from its origins as a medical and architectural term to acquire broader philosophical significance.
Initially used to describe physical spaces of otherness, heterotopia has come to encompass a wider
array of meanings in philosophical discourse, often representing spaces that are simultaneously real
and imagined, and that challenge traditional notions of place and order.

In the text that served as a basis for his lecture given in March 1967, Of Other Spaces,
Heterotopias (published in 1984)%°, Michel Foucault introduces his concept of heterotopia, whose
meaning originates from two Greek morphemes: héteros (other) and tépos (place).

In discussing the concept of sites and their unique spatial relations, Foucault says that he is
“interested in certain ones that have the curious property of being in relation with all the other sites,
but in such a way as to suspect, neutralize, or invert the set of relations that they happen to designate,
mirror, or reflect” (3). Foucault identifies these unique spaces as ‘utopias’ and ‘heterotopias’ (as
different spaces, those other spaces). Moreover, Foucault’s framework could be extended to
encompass ‘dystopias’ or ‘anti-utopias’, which represent spaces of negative or distorted ideals.

19 This holographic nature of jardin corresponds to Baudrillard’s notion of holographic reality, as
discussed in the subchapter 3.3. herein.
20 Hereinafter the text shall be referred to as Heterotopias. The source, referred to herein, includes the
following disclaimer: “Although not reviewed for publication by the author and thus not part of the
official corpus of his work, the manuscript was released into the public domain for an exhibition in
Berlin shortly before Michel Foucault’s death. Translated from the French by Jay Miskowiec”.
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Indeed, Foucault’s exploration of heterotopias is elucidated through six principles, each shedding
light on different facets of these unique spaces. In the context of Pitman’s conceptualization of a
perfect England, the latter four principles of Foucault’s theory are particularly relevant.

Foucault’s third principle states that: ’heterotopia is capable of juxtaposing in a single real place
several spaces, several sites that are in themselves incompatible” (6). Such spaces defy conventional
geographic and logical boundaries, allowing for an amalgamation of diverse elements in a way that
is typically impossible in ordinary locations. A helicopter tour of the Island, “a sort of fast-forward
version of England” (England, 164) mirrors Foucault’s third principle remarkably. The tour presents
a rapid succession of iconic English landmarks - Big Ben, Anne Hathaway’s Cottage, the White Cliffs
of Dover, Wembley Stadium, Stonehenge, a royal palace, and Sherwood Forest. Each of these sites
is geographically dispersed across England. However, in the context of the helicopter tour, they are
experienced in immediate sequence, effectively compressing space and time. This juxtaposition
creates a unique, heterotopic experience where the breadth of English heritage and identity is
synthesized into a condensed, yet comprehensive, visual narrative. It aligns with Foucault’s concept
by creating a space where multiple, normally incompatible sites coexist, providing a concentrated
essence of English identity and history.

The fourth principle introduces the temporal aspect in the way that “heterotopia begins to
function at full capacity when men arrive at a sort of absolute break with their traditional time”
(Foucault, 6). This moment is referred to by Foucault as heterochrony. In terms of heterochrony,
heterotopias can be linked to indefinite accumulation of time, such as museums and libraries; on the
other hand, there are those oriented to time in “the mode of the festival” (ibid, 7). Such are
fairgrounds.

In the context of this temporal dynamics, Barnes subverts the expected temporal narrative.
Typically, one might anticipate that a project like Sir Jack’s, which can be likened to a fairground,
would represent a transient, ephemeral space - a temporary showcase of England, contrasting with
Old England that is presumed to be stable and enduring. However, Barnes inverts this expectation.
The ‘new’ England, embodied by Sir Jack’s Project, is not transient but continues to evolve and grow,
suggesting a dynamic and enduring quality. In contrast, Old England, which one might expect to be
eternal (in Foucauldian terms) is depicted as regressing or deteriorating. This reversal challenges the
conventional perception of historical and cultural constructs as static or immutable.

Foucault’s fifth principle focuses on the dual nature of heterotopias in terms of accessibility and
exclusion. This principle underscores that heterotopias are neither freely accessible nor completely
closed off; instead, their entry and exit are governed by certain conditions or rituals. Namely,
“heterotopias always presuppose a system of opening and closing that both isolates them and makes
them penetrable. [...] To get in one must have certain permission and make certain gestures”
(Foucault, 7).

In the context of the Project, this principle manifests in the form of exclusivity and controlled
access. The theme-park, representing a heterotopic space, is not a freely accessible public domain.
Instead, it operates under a set of specific rules and prerequisites for entry. Visitors to this
reconstructed England must not only prove their solvency, but also agree to abide by the regulations
of the Project. This includes accepting a unique currency system exclusive to the Project, among
others.

This system of controlled access aligns with Foucault’s idea of heterotopias as spaces that are in
essence contradictory, being both isolated and penetrable at the same time, but under certain
conditions. The theme-park, in this case, becomes a microcosm, a controlled environment that
replicates aspects of England, but under a specific set of rules and norms that differ from those in the
outside world.
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The application of Foucault’s sixth principle to Sir Jack’s Project in Barnes’ England is a
profound illustration of the concept of heterotopias as spaces of illusion and/or compensation. This
principle elucidates how heterotopias function in relation to the rest of the space, oscillating between
creating a space of illusion or a space of compensation. It directly resonates with both Sir Jack’s
Project and Old England, as heterotopia can be either a “space of illusion that exposes every real
space, all the sites inside of which human life is partitioned, as still more illusory [...]” (Foucault, 8).
Or else, heterotopia can be “a space that is other, another real space, as perfect, as meticulous, as well
arranged as ours is messy, ill constructed, and jumbled” (ibid.).

Sir Jack’s Project can be seen as a heterotopia of illusion. It offers certain ‘Alice-in-Wonderland’
experience, a passage “through a mirror”?! into a new world that is both different and familiar, “as if
in a rare dream” (England, 120). Such a heterotopia of illusion creates a space presenting distorted,
though recognizable, version of reality. The visitors are not just entering a replica of England; they
are stepping into a dream-like version, an illusion that reflects and distorts the reality they know.

Simultaneously, Sir Jack’s Project functions as a heterotopia of compensation. It’s described as
“everything you imagined England to be, but more convenient, cleaner, friendlier, and more efficient”
(England, 184). This characterization aligns with the notion of a compensatory heterotopia, where
the created space serves as an improved version of reality. It compensates for the messiness,
inefficiencies, and imperfections of the ‘real” England. In this sense, the Project doesn’t just mirror
reality; it seeks to rectify it, offering a meticulously curated and enhanced experience.

Interestingly enough, Foucault recognizes colonies as great examples of such heterotopias,
stating as example the Puritan societies that the English had founded in America and Jesuit colonies
that were founded in South America: marvellous, absolutely regulated colonies in which human
perfection was effectively achieved.

Indeed, Foucault’s recognition of colonies as exemplary forms of heterotopias, particularly those
of the Puritans in America and Jesuit colonies in South America, underscores the broader application
of his concept. In these contexts, colonies represent heterotopias of both illusion and compensation,
as they were envisioned and constructed as spaces of idealized order and perfection, having
compensated the imperfections of the societies from which they originated.

Foucault’s idea that heterotopias can either expose the illusory nature of real spaces or create a
perfected counter-site is vividly embodied in Sir Jack’s Project. It serves as a critical commentary on
the human desire to idealize and perfect reality, as well as a reflection on the nature of cultural and
national identities. The Project exposes the fluid boundary between reality and illusion and challenges
the notion of what is considered ‘real’ or ‘ideal’ in a societal context. This duality of Sir Jack’s Project
- as both a space of illusion and compensation - makes it a quintessential example of Foucault’s
concept of heterotopia, encapsulating the complex interplay between reality, perception, and
idealization.

On another level, the Project embodies the heterotopia of compensation, with an added temporal
category. Namely, Martha explains that: “[t]he West always treated the East as a brothel, upmarket
or downmarket. Now the position’s reversed. We’re chasing Pacific Rim dollars, so we have to offer
a historical quid pro quo” (England, 92). Needless to say, Foucault also mentions brothels along with
colonies, as an example of heterotopia in terms of the sixth principle. The Project, in this context,
represents a heterotopia that compensates for historical imbalances. The historical taking from the
East is now being compensated in the present, with the West adapting to cater to the economic and
cultural demands of Eastern societies. Brothels, as heterotopias, are spaces of alternate social order
and norms, existing within but apart from the mainstream society. They represent a world inverted,
where conventional social structures and moral codes are suspended or reversed. In the context of Sir
Jack’s Project, this notion of inversion is mirrored in the shifting economic and cultural power

21 Passing ‘through a mirror’ is a recurrent trope, inherently implying a heterotopia behind the mirror.
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dynamics between the West and the East. What was once a dynamic of exploitation and dominance
is now being reconfigured into one of economic dependence and cultural mimicry. Thus, the Project
becomes a heterotopia not just in its distinct ‘otherness’ but also as a space of compensation,
rebalancing historical dynamics.

Similarly, the transformation of Old England can be observed as becoming a heterotopia of
compensation. Once a central force in global affairs, Old England’s devolution into a heterotopia
reflects a shift in its cultural and geopolitical significance. It becomes a space that is trying to
compensate for its lost prominence and influence, by instituting its identity and traditions in a world
where it no longer sets the rules. This shift is emblematic of Foucault’s notion of heterotopias as
reflective of societal changes and historical transitions.

3.3. England, England as a Simulacrum

“I observe, I accept, I assume, I analyze the second revolution, that of the twentieth
century, that of postmodernity, which is the immense process of the destruction of
meaning, equal to the earlier destruction of appearances. He who strikes with meaning
is killed by meaning.” (Baudrillard, 105)

References to Baudrillard and his critiques are indispensable in discussions of postmodern
culture and its representations. Baudrillard, in his introductory quotation, returns to the Hebrew Bible,
specifically Ecclesiastes, to support his claim that “the simulacrum is true” (1). This statement
underpins his philosophy of simulacrum and simulation, a process that is fully realized in the age of
postmodernism - a period where Cartesian certainties no longer prevail. Baudrillard’s concept of the
simulacrum - a copy that no longer possesses an original - dominates his analysis of postmodernity.
As Allen articulates: “For Baudrillard, Postmodern culture is dominated by the simulacrum, a word
taken from the work of Plato and referring to a copy which does not possess an original. Hence our
experience of modern art [...] increasingly comes to us in forms of reproduction” (Allen, 182). Allen
further notes that the simulacrum (the copy) has replaced the real (see Allen, 183).

This subchapter explores how these ideas are reflected in Julian Barnes’ England, examining the
function of Barnesian irony within the framework of Hutcheon’s theoretical perspectives on irony.
Several points of interest from Baudrillard’s seminal work and the parallels between this work and
Barnes’ novel will be drawn:

e The Nature of Simulacra

Baudrillard asserts the fractal or holographic nature of reproduction, stating that “the real is
produced from miniaturized cells, matrices, and memory banks, models of control - and it can be
reproduced an indefinite number of times from these” (1). This reproduction no longer needs to be
rational, as it is no longer measured against an ideal or negative instance; it is purely operational, and
this has become its most valuable merit. Baudrillard further claims, in an ironic manner, that reality
is no longer real, as there is no imaginary to contrast and challenge its absolute value. According to
him, “it is a hyperreal, produced from a radiating synthesis of combinatory models in a hyperspace
without atmosphere” (ibid).

Baudrillard’s philosophy progresses from representation to simulation, culminating in the
concept of simulacrum. While representation entails “the principle of the equivalence of the sign and
of the real (even if this equivalence is Utopian, it is a fundamental axiom)” (Baudrillard, 4), simulation
subverts this equivalence, negating the sign as a value. Baudrillard elaborates on the intricate mutual
relation between representation and simulation: “Whereas representation attempts to absorb
simulation by interpreting it as a false representation, simulation envelops the whole edifice of
representation itself as a simulacrum” (ibid).
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In this trajectory, Baudrillard distinguishes five successive phases of the image, or reality: the
reflection of a profound reality; masking and denaturing a profound reality; masking the absence of
a profound reality; no relation to any reality whatsoever; and the image’s own pure simulacrum.

In line with this concept of simulacra, Sir Jack presents his project with an illocutionary statement
that aligns with Baudrillard’s simulacrum:

“We are not talking theme park. [...] We are not talking heritage centre. We are not
talking Disneyland, World’s Fair, Festival of Britain, Legoland or Parc Asterix. [...]
We are offering the thing itself’ (original italics, England, p. 59).

This statement serves as an introduction to the next point, irresistibly connecting Sir Jack’s
project to Baudrillard’s example of Disneyland:

e Baudrillard’s Disneyland and Barnes’ England

Baudrillard describes Disneyland as a quintessential hyperreal space, claiming that it exists to
mask the fact that “real” America itself has become Disneyland. Disneyland is presented as imaginary
to make us believe that the rest of America is real. However, places like Los Angeles and the
surrounding areas are actually part of the hyperreal order of simulation. This phenomenon is not about
false representation but about concealing the fact that the real no longer exists, thereby preserving the
illusion of reality: “It is no longer a question of a false representation of reality (ideology) but of
concealing the fact that the real is no longer real, and thus of saving the reality principle” (Baudrillard,
8).

This concept finds a direct parallel in Sir Jack’s ambitious project in England. In both cases, the
simulated experience aims to convince visitors of its authenticity. However, in reality, it underscores
the absence of the real. Visitors flock to these places seeking genuine contact with imaginary
characters or expedited experiences of history and tradition. These experiences differ from simple
representation by embodying the principles of simulation and hyperreality.

The pretentious nature of such projects, driven by commercial interests and the inflated egos of
their creators, mirrors Baudrillard’s critique of hyperreality. The simulation of traditional values and
historical sites, governed by profitability, creates an effect where “the imaginary conceals that reality
no more exists outside than inside the limits of the artificial perimeter” (Baudrillard, 9). The dystopian
involution of England following the death of the Queen Mother in England illustrates Baudrillard’s
idea that the real cedes to the hyperreal, further emphasizing the precession of the model over the
original.

Baudrillard’s reflections on the hierarchy of these concepts lead us to explore the next point: the
intricate dynamics between representation, simulation, and simulacrum:

e The Precession of the Model

Baudrillard’s keystone idea is that in the logic of simulation, the model precedes reality. He
writes:

“[...] we are in a logic of simulation, which no longer has anything to do with a logic
of facts and an order of reason. Simulation is characterized by a precession of the
model, of all the models based on the merest fact - the models come first, their

circulation, orbital like that of the bomb, constitutes the genuine magnetic field of the
event.” (Baudrillard, 11)

In England, the model continues to evolve while the original country degenerates, illustrating
how the model’s development purposefully leads to the country’s involution.
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Barnes articulates this principle through the voice of the French intellectual character, who
describes the project’s modernity as follows:

“Once there was only the world, directly lived. Now there is representation - let me
fracture that word, the re-presentation - of the world. It is not a substitute for that plain
and primitive world, but an enhancement and enrichment, an ironization and
summation of the world. This is where we live today.” (England, 55)

The project, driven by the owner’s inflated ego and the simulated behaviour of the employees, is
an ironic attempt to compress the entire country’s traditional values and historical sites, governed by
the ultimate principle of profitability. When compared with the reality of England, we encounter the
precise phenomenon Baudrillard described as the imaginary veiling the fact that reality ceases to exist
both outside and within the confines of the artificial boundary. Following the death of the Queen
Mother, England experiences a dystopic involution - reality as we know it perishes, ceding to an
Industrial Era lifestyle and mentality.

The precession of the model is evident here - the model continues to develop, while the original
country degenerates. The model’s evolution purposely leads to England’s involution, assuming the
role of an authority in creating the reality of the country of origin by deploying all available resources,
predominantly the media. The irony of this process lies in Baudrillard’s postulate: “Everything is
metamorphosed into its opposite to perpetuate itself in its expurgated form” (13).

Barnes’ work, particularly England, provides a new perspective and revisit on authenticity that
points towards the future rather than the past. As Delnieppe points out: “Barnes provides a
redefinition of authenticity as something which implies not so much a movement backwards to the
past as one pointing to the future” (Delnieppe). This modern approach aligns with Baudrillard’s view
that in the modern world, we prefer replicas to originals because they offer greater excitement and
engagement.

Ultimately, Barnes’ portrayal of Sir Jack’s project embodies Baudrillard’s concepts of simulacra
and hyperreality, along with McHale’s theory of multiple planes of reality. By creating a simulated
environment that visitors perceive as authentic, Barnes illustrates the ironization and summation of
the world, highlighting the complex interplay between reality and representation in postmodern
culture. This perspective allows us to understand irony not merely as a rhetorical device but as a
profound commentary on the nature of reality and authenticity in the contemporary world.

Hutcheon’s theory is particularly relevant here: irony achieves its full potential within the
project’s concept as it subverts its model, further acquiring a life of its own with the consensus of
both its creators and visitors. This dynamic aligns with Hutcheon’s discussions on art, where she
examines how irony functions within and beyond its initial context.

Barnes describes the project experience in terms reminiscent of Alice in Wonderland, framing it
in ironic terms of opposition. The reference to passing through a mirror into a new world suggests the
disorienting and transformative power of simulation. This mirrors the postmodern condition where
familiar structures and meanings are constantly questioned and redefined. The irony of this
experience gains an epistemological dimension as Sir Jack asserts:

“We want our Visitors to feel that they have passed through a mirror, that they have
left their own worlds and entered a new one, different yet strangely familiar, where
things are not done as in other parts of the inhabited planet, but as if in a rare dream.”

(England, 120)
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4. The Noise of Time: Commentaries and Context

“My hero was a coward. Or rather, often considered himself a coward.
Or rather, was placed in a position in which it was impossible not to be
a coward.” (Barnes in “The Guardian™)

The Noise of Time** is Barnes’ long-awaited novel published in 2016, the first since the 2011
Booker-winning The Sense of an Ending. Duncan White commented that “[w]hile his peers burned
out with self-consciously big books, Barnes wrote more modestly and his talent aged well”* (D.
White). Indeed, it can be observed that in 7he Noise he has demonstrated a maturation as a novelist.
McAlpin has wittily described the novel in musical terms as “elegantly structured as a concerto in
three movements bookended by a resonant overture and coda” (McAlpin). Denk continues the same
musical analogy, claiming that given the widespread familiarity and frequent retelling of
Shostakovich’s story, “Barnes’s role here is less that of a novelist than of a musician” (Denk), in the
sense that his endeavour is to breathe new life into a seminal narrative, engaging with an Important
Story, rather than seeking to reframe it, through his interpretation, as an expression of reverence to
the composer. Barnes is admittedly a life-long fan of Shostakovich, having mentioned on several

occasions that the composer has been in his life for more than half a century (see Barnes in “The
Guardian”).

Finney rightly observes that Shostakovich has been present in Barnes’ many pieces, forming a
thread of intertextuality and recurring motif: “More Shostakovich references can be found in Letters
from London (1995), The Sense of an Ending (2011), and Nothing to Be Frightened Of (2008)”
(Finney, frony: Truth's Disguise). Barnes’ aspiration to venture beyond purely literary works aligns
with his endeavours in writing about paintings and music, as seen in this instance. His writings, while
inspired by his personal interests, sports and politics included, transcend mere personal taste. He
delves into discussions about art that extend beyond any specific artwork to address broader questions
about the nature and objectives of art itself.

Rentzenbrink highlights that Barnes has been particularly gratified by initial reactions to the book
for enlightening readers about the severity of Shostakovich’s circumstances. These readers, who
previously perceived Shostakovich as merely colluding with the Soviet authorities, now recognize
the intricate dilemmas he faced. Barnes comments on the ease with which we pass judgment,
especially notable regarding the Cold War, suggesting we often too swiftly assess the situations in
other nations. “We do judge - especially [so] during the Cold War - we judge other countries too
easily”