UNIVERZITA KARLOVA V PRAZE - FILOZOFICKA FAKULTA

USTAV ANGLOFONNICH LITERATUR A KULTUR

Against His Own Theory: The Contradictions of B. S. Johnson’s Fiction

BAKALARSKA PRACE

Vedouci bakalai'ské prace (supervisor): Zpracoval (author):

Mgr. David Vichnar, Ph.D. Jan Kostohryz

Studijni obory (subjects):
Anglistika — amerikanistika

Praha, 2022 Hispanistika



Declaration

ProhlaSuji, ze jsem tuto bakalaiskou praci vypracoval samostatné, ze jsem fadné citoval
vSechny pouzité prameny a literaturu a ze prace nebyla vyuzita v ramci jiného vysokoskolského
studia ¢i k ziskéani jiného ¢i1 stejného titulu.

I declare that the following BA thesis is my own work for which I used only the sources and

literature mentioned, and that this thesis has not been used in the course of other university
studies or in order to acquire the same or another type of diploma.

Ao cboge

V Praze dne 8.8.2022 Jan Kostohryz



Permission
Souhlasim se zaptij¢enim bakalaiské prace ke studijnim ucelim.

I have no objections to the BA thesis being borrowed and used for study purposes.

il



Acknowledgements
I would like to thank my supervisor Mgr. David Vichnar, Ph.D. for his guidance, patience, and

support throughout the process of writing this thesis. I would especially like to thank him for
our consultations, his suggestions, and the thoroughness of his feedback.

iil



Abstract:

This thesis explores the experimental elements and narrative techniques in selected novels by
B. S. Johnson. It deals with his work inductively by observing the connections between the
selected novels and their interaction with the theory presented in the “Introduction” to Aren’t
You Rather Young to be Writing Your Memoirs? (1973) and in the novels themselves. These
contradictions are not treated as the author’s shortcomings, but rather conceived as essential
principles of Johnson’s fiction. The aim of this thesis is to outline Johnson’s deliberately
contradictory theory, focus on the changing strategies employed in his fiction, examine how the
selected novels resolve the particular writing problems they set for themselves, and prove that
his fiction is in constant dialogue with its own theory. The three novels discussed are Albert
Angelo (1964), The Unfortunates (1969) and Christie Malry’s Own Double-Entry (1973). The
introduction presents Johnson as a writer, discusses his changing position within the literary
canon and describes the aim and structure of the thesis. The first chapter outlines Johnson’s
theory presented in the “Introduction” and the text’s deliberate contradictions. The second
chapter focuses on Albert Angelo, contrasting its aims and strategies with Johnson’s theory. The
third chapter analyzes the formal innovations and the narrative experiment of 7The Unfortunates.
The fourth chapter discusses Christie Malry’s Own Double-Entry and how the novel presents
yet another change in the author’s fiction. The conclusion compares and contrasts the
observations of the thesis with some of the relevant theoretical frameworks and concepts,
aiming to offer some interesting points of departure for further research into Johnson’s fiction
and the possible theoretical frameworks in which to achieve a more comprehensive
understanding of the author’s fiction.

Key Words: B.S.Johnson, Literary Experiment, Narratology, Albert Angelo, The
Unfortunates, Christie Malry’s Own Double-Entry
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Abstrakt:

Tato prace zkoumd experimentalni prvky a narativni postupy ve vybranych roménech
B. S. Johnsona. Jeho prace je zkouména induktivné, pozorovanim souvislosti mezi vybranymi
romany a jejich interakci s teorii prezentovanou v ,,Introduction® k Aren’t You Rather Young to
be Writing Your Memoirs? (1973) i vromanech samotnych. Tyto kontradikce nejsou
povazovany za nedostatky autora, ale jsou vnimany jako dilezité principy Johnsonovy fikce.
Cilem prace je nastinit Johnsonovu zamérné si rozporujici teorii, zaméfit se na ménici se
strategie jeho fikce, zkoumat, jak vybrané romany fesi ukoly, které si samy nastavuji a ukazat,
ze je jeho fikce v neustalém dialogu s jeho teorii. Tti vybrané romany, které bude prace zkoumat
jsou Albert Angelo (1964), The Unfortunates (1969) a Christie Malry’s Own Double-Entry
(1973). Uvod prace piedstavuje Johnsona jako spisovatele, pojednavé o jeho ménici se pozici
v literarnim kanonu a popisuje cil a strukturu bakaldiské prace. Prvni kapitola nastifiuje
Johnsonovu teorii prezentovanou v ,,Introduction® a jeji zamérné kontradikce. Druha kapitola
se soustfedi na cile a strategie romanu A/bert Angelo, které vztahuje k Johnsonové teorii. Treti
kapitola analyzuje prostfedky formalniho a narativniho experimentu roméanu 7he Unfortunates.
Ctvrta kapitola pojednava o Christie Malry’s Own Double-Entry a ukazuje, jak tento roman
prestavuje dals$i zménu v ramci autorovy fikce. Zavér porovnava postiehy této prace a vztahuje
je k nékterym z relevantnich teoretickych ramcii a koncepti ve snaze nabidnout vychozi body
k dalsimu vyzkumu Johnsonovy fikce a mozné teoretické ramce, skrze které lze dosahnout
jejiho ucelengjsiho porozuméni.

Kli¢ova slova: B.S. Johnson, literdrni experiment, naratologie, Albert Angelo, The
Unfortunates, Christie Malry’s Own Double-Entry



Abbreviations

AA — Albert Angelo (1964)

AYRY — Aren’t Your Rather Young to be Writing Your Memoirs? (1973)
CMODE — Christie Malry’s Own Double-Entry (1973)

TU — The Unfortunates (1969)
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Introduction

B. S. Johnson and his Fiction

The desire to write truth in the form of a novel, the attempt to control the chaos by every means
possible, and the struggle to innovate the novel form by tracing it back to its beginnings. These
are some of the paradoxes presented and explored by the experimental novelist, poet, and
literary critic B. S. Johnson (1933-1973). He started his literary career as a poet, but the core of
his oeuvre are his novels. Over the course of his rather short writing career, Johnson managed
to write seven novels, six of which he lived to see in print. This thesis will focus on three of
them: Albert Angelo (1964), The Unfortunates (1969), and Christie Malry’s Own Double-Entry
(1973) while contrasting these novels with the “Introduction” to Aren’t You Rather Young to be
Writing Your Memoirs? (1973), which is often regarded as Johnson’s manifesto.! These three
novels show the range and diversity of Johnson’s themes, techniques, and styles; and illustrate
the paradoxical tensions present in his fiction.

The first two novels were selected due to their prominence in the “Introduction,” an
essential document of Johnson’s. According to the “Introduction,” Albert Angelo is the novel
where Johnson “broke through the English disease of the objective correlative to speak truth
directly if solipsistically in the novel form” (4YRY, 22), while The Unfortunates is a text whose
“form seems perhaps the most extreme” (4YRY, 20). These two works also seem to have
received the most critical attention out of all of Johnson’s oeuvre. As a counterpart to these
highly experimental novels stands Christie Malry’s Own Double-Entry, arguably “one of his
least radical books in terms of form,”” as per Romén Reyes-Peschl. It is also a novel which

“represent[s] a change (again!) of direction, an elbow joint in the arm, still party of the same

! Jared McGeough, “B. S. Johnson’s ‘Introduction’ to Aren 't You Rather Young to be Writing Your Memoirs?: The
Memoir between Life and Literature,” in Re-reading B. S. Johnson, eds. Glyn White and Philip Tew (New York:
Palgrave Macmillan, 2007), 132.

2 Romén Reyes-Peschl, “‘Aggravation” and ‘Recompense’: Dialectics, Terrorism and Literature in BS Johnson’s
Christie Malry’s Own Double-Entry,” BSJ: The B. S. Johnson Journal vol. 2 (2015): 45.
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but perhaps going another way” (AYRY, 26). Discussing these three novels together while
contrasting their strategies with one another and with the theory presented in the “Introduction”
will hopefully provide a more nuanced picture of Johnson’s fiction.

B. S. Johnson’s critical evaluation and position in the literary canon kept changing over
the course of his career and it has continued to do so ever since his death in 1973. He managed
to gain a respectable reputation as a writer during his lifetime, although this never translated
into commercial success. Zulfikar Ghose, a writer and a close friend of Johnson’s, claimed that
Johnson was “famous in London™* while according to Jonathan Coe, “[o]n the face of things,
Johnson had a high reputation. His books won prizes, his films won prizes, and throughout his
career he received plenty of favourable reviews.”* But soon after his death, Johnson’s work fell
out of favor with critics and readers alike. Julia Jordan has observed that “[i]n the later years of
the twentieth century he was often entirely ignored by literary-historical and scholarly accounts

295

of the development of the novel during the period.” His work was seen as marginal, and his

literary experiment was often disregarded as mere gimmickry.® In 1999, Glyn White remarked
that the study of Johnson presents several obstacles:

[Alnyone attempting to study Johnson is currently seriously
hampered by two factors: firstly, that he is almost entirely out of
print in Britain, secondly, that the scattered critical accounts of
Johnson seem to remember him only partially. This secondhand
Johnson is chiefly known as a literary polemicist, writer of the
“Introduction” to Aren’t You Rather Young to be Writing Your
Memoirs? which is still anthologized and quoted.’

3 Zulfikar Ghose, “Bryan,” Review of Contemporary Fiction 5.2 (1985): 25.

4 Jonathan Coe, Like a Fiery Elephant: The Story of B.S. Johnson (New York: Continuum, 2005), 4.

> Julia Jordan, “Introduction: Avant-Garde Possibilities — B.S. Johnson and the Sixties Generation,” in
B. S. Johnson and Post-War Literature: The Possibilities of the Avant-Garde, eds. Julia Jordan and Martin Ryle
(New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2014), 2.

¢ Judith Mackrell, “B.S. Johnson and the British Experimental Tradition: An Introduction,” Review of
Contemporary Fiction 5.2 (1985): 45.

7 Glyn White, “Recalling the Facts: Taking Action in the Matter of B. S. Johnson’s Albert Angelo,” Hungarian
Jjournal of English and American studies 5.2 (1999): 143. https://www jstor.org/stable/41274063.
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Since then, the position of Johnson and his fiction has changed dramatically. Most of his books
have been republished either by New Direction Books® or Pan Macmillan.® Another
contributing factor to the Johnsonian renaissance is the publication of Jonathan Coe’s landmark
biography Like a Fiery Elephant (2004), which has provoked a critical interest in Johnson and
his work, while also serving as an introduction to Johnson’s fiction for a wider readerly public.
The growing interest in Johnson’s work is apparent from an increased number of critical

accounts about the author and his fiction including a relatively recent attempt to “re-read”
Johnson and “re-think™ his position in the literary world with the publication of Re-Reading
B. S. Johnson (2007), edited by two major Johnson scholars Philip Tew and Glyn White. The
aim of this collection, in the editors’ own words, is to

return to the novels, and Johnson’s work generally, in the new

light of the biography. In the post-Coe environment we are

liberated from past cycles of criticism, old squabbles and sour

grapes, and inspired to visit Johnson’s work anew. The way is

clear for new readings, new thoughts and reactions as we read

and re-read Johnson’s work seeking to explore its lively diversity

and the contemporaneity of his concerns. !
The influence of Coe’s biography is self-evident. However, the collection also “focuses on the
process of reading (and re-reading) Johnson’s texts” and attempts to “open new perspectives on
Johnson’s work including his reception abroad and his postcolonial concerns.”!!

Another attempt to place Johnson within the literary canon is a collection of critical

essays, B. S. Johnson and Post-War Literature: The Possibilities of the Avant-Garde (2014),

edited by Julia Jordan and Martin Ryle. White, in a contribution to the latter collection, has

commented upon the changing panorama of Johnson studies as follows:

8 «“B.S. Johnson,” New Directions Publishing, accessed July 19, 2022, https://www.ndbooks.com/author/b.-s.-
johnson/.

9 “B S Johnson,” Pan Macmillan, accessed July 19, 2022, https://www.panmacmillan.com/authors/b-s-
johnson/1841.

10 Glyn White and Philip Tew, “Introduction: Re-reading B. S. Johnson,” in Re-reading B. S. Johnson, eds. Glyn
White and Philip Tew (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2007), 7.

' White and Tew, “Introduction,” 7.



The symposium [Coe’s Like a Fiery Elephant] giving rise to this
collection [B. S. Johnson and Post-War Literature: The
Possibilities of the Avant-Garde] and the thriving of the B.S.
Johnson Society both indicate that there is something exceptional
going on with the literary and academic community’s
relationship with this author, something we (collectively) still
haven’t quite fathomed.'?
This collection of critical essays attempts to counter Coe’s claim that Johnson was “Britain’s

13 and to “challenge the notion of exceptionalism

one-man literary avant-garde of the 1960s
often deployed to characterise Johnson and his peers,” to “reinforce Johnson’s dominant
position in the ongoing reassessment of the sixties experimental tradition,” to show “the ways
in which he is connected to other writers, traditions and influences, [and] simultaneously to
refuse any exceptionalism.”'* Clearly, Johnson’s fiction was not written in a vacuum, his work
was motivated by complex connections of ideas and influences absorbed and transformed into
a unique attempt to experiment with the novel.

As a result of this complexity of influences and the experimental nature of the author’s
literary production, Johnson’s fiction resists easy categorization or classification with even the
most respected Johnsonian scholars unable to reach an agreement concerning the placement of
the author’s work. Another aspect that problematizes Johnson’s fiction is the author’s own
theory which is full of pronounced contradictions and ambiguous claims. What seems to be at
the heart of his contradictory theory is an insistence on telling the truth through fiction. This
problematizes the classification of his work even further. According to White and Tew,

it was clear that Johnson prized truth in his writing above
everything else, and so, awkward as ever, Johnson was in some
danger of being forgotten as a postmodernist who wasn’t

postmodern, and a realist who had rejected (conventional)
realism. '

12 Glyn White, “The Sadism of the Author or the Masochism of the Reader?” in B. S. Johnson and Post-War
Literature: The Possibilities of the Avant-Garde, eds. Julia Jordan and Martin Ryle (New York: Palgrave
Macmillan, 2014), 153.

13 Coe, Like a Fiery Elephant, 3.

14 Jordan, “Introduction: Avant-Garde Possibilities,” 3.

15 White and Tew, “Introduction,” 6.



There is, however, a characteristic that has been generally ascribed to Johnson’s work without
causing any major disagreement. Although the “Introduction” opposes this view, Johnson’s
fiction is quite unambiguously experimental. Its experimental nature is also partly responsible
for the dispersed reception of his work. But importantly, it is what makes his fiction exemplary
and unique. White reflects on the appeal of Johnson’s experiment:

What is in it for those who prefer so-called experimental or avant-

garde texts? A challenge? An opportunity for the exploration of

new literary territory or forms? In so doing we must consent to

cede power to the text (and its author), but only to whatever

extent suits us. Reading, and re-reading, B.S. Johnson forms a

particular challenge that may define the edge of our readerly

comfort zone. !¢
This challenge is precisely what still drives the Johnson criticism today as even “[b]etween
forty and fifty years old, Johnson’s texts still have the ability to ruffle their readers’ feathers by
challenging them, incriminating them in fictional or biographical voyeurism and calling on

them to give an account of themselves,”!”

according to White. Connected with this, another
factor contributing to the challenge presented by Johnson’s fiction is the contradictory nature

of his theory and its inconsistent “practice” in his novels.

The Aim and the Structure of the Thesis

There have been numerous attempts to place Johnson’s fiction within a certain literary
movement or aesthetic school. The number of these attempts as well as the range of the contexts
applied to his work suggest that, although Johnson’s fiction is undeniably influenced by many
different ideas and frameworks, such classification will essentially remain inconclusive and
partial. Instead of trying to find the most appropriate context for his fiction, this thesis will
embrace the author’s contradictions and deal with his work inductively by observing the

connections between the selected novels and their interaction with the theory presented in the

16 White, “The Sadism of the Author or the Masochism of the Reader?,” 156.
17 Ibid, 159.



“Introduction” and in the novels themselves. These contradictions will not be treated as the
author’s shortcomings, but rather conceived as essential principles of Johnson’s fiction. The
conclusion will compare and contrast the observations of this thesis with some of the theoretical
frameworks relevant to Johnson’s fiction. Thereby, the conclusion aims to offer some
interesting points of departure for further research into Johnson’s fiction and the possible
theoretical frameworks in which to achieve a more comprehensive understanding of the
author’s fiction.

The aim of this thesis is to outline Johnson’s deliberately contradictory theory, focus on
the changing strategies employed in his fiction, examine how the selected novels resolve the
particular writing problems they set for themselves, and prove that his fiction is in constant
dialogue with its own theory. The thesis will focus on the strategies employed in the novels and
how these create purposeful inconsistencies with his deliberately contradictory theory. The
principal source of the author’s theory will be the “Introduction” to Aren’t You Rather Young
to be Writing Your Memoirs?

The first chapter will reevaluate the position of the “Introduction” as Johnson’s
supposed manifesto by treating the text as one of the author’s fictions. It will present the main
arguments of the theory and contrast them with each other, showing that the theory is based on
deliberate contradictions, of which the three most notable are truth and fiction, order and chaos,
and writer and reader. The “Introduction” and its theory will be then contrasted with the
techniques and ideas employed in the novels discussed, in order to understand how Johnson’s
fiction is in constant dialogue with his theory.

The second chapter will discuss Johnson’s second novel Albert Angelo, contrasting its
strategies with the theory presented in the “Introduction.” It will focus on the ways in which the
novel explores the possibilities of constructing truth and the identity of the protagonist. It will

also explore how the novel constructs a (fictional) subjectivity and how this notion supports the



novel’s self-proclaimed aims. The conclusion of the chapter will address the various
perspectives on the problematic position of the author within the text.

The third chapter will focus on The Unfortunates and how the novel interacts with the
theory presented in the “Introduction,” occasionally referring also to the theory presented in
Albert Angelo. The first section will discuss the role of the reader in the construction of the
novel. The next two subchapters will focus on how the novel approaches the concept of truth.
The last two sections will examine the interaction between death and life and how these
concepts reflect the author’s theory.

The fourth chapter will examine Christie Malry’s Own Double-Entry and how
Johnson’s “continuous dialogue with form” (CMODE, 166) is also an extension of his dialogue
with his own theory. The first two subchapters will focus on the contradictory role of the
protagonist and the principles he proposes for himself. The subsequent section will discuss the
role of the narrator and his authorial control. The last subchapter will show how the novel
contradicts Johnson’s earlier efforts and problematizes his theoretical principles.

Johnson’s fiction and his theory contain a multitude of opposing ideas and concepts
which are constantly contrasted in a seemingly paradoxical tension. According to Tew, “[t]his
combination of irresolvable, impossible and immutable modes makes Johnson an almost unique
British writer.”'® This tension creates a sense of instability and confusion that challenges the
reader to navigate through the text without ever arriving at any definitive conclusion. According
to White, “[c]riticism has not yet come to terms with these contradictions.”!® Johnson’s fiction
and its contradictions present a unique challenge for the reader and the critic. His work can be
approached from a multitude of different perspectives using a variety of contexts, but it is

equally interesting in itself as the theory constructed by the author provides a framework of its

8 Philip Tew, “(Re)-acknowledging B.S.Johnson's Radical Realism, or Re-publishing The
Unfortunates.” Critical Survey 13.1 (2001): 46. https://www jstor.org/stable/41557085.
19 White, “Recalling the Facts,” 149.



own. The fact that criticism is still finding new ways and contexts to approach his work

demonstrates the productive strengths of the contradictions at the heart of Johnson’s fiction.



Chapter I: Johnson the Critic: Making Sense of Contradictions

“This (and other things I have said) must appear paradoxical. But why should novelists be
expected to avoid paradox any more than philosophers?”’

(“Introduction” to Aren’t You Rather Young to be Writing Your Memoirs?, 18)
The “Introduction” to the collection of short stories Aren’t You Rather Young to be Writing
Your Memoirs? (1973) is generally regarded as the most important piece of Johnson’s criticism
often designated as author’s manifesto.! It consists of Johnson’s ideas and explanations
regarding his literary production and the state of the novel in post-war Britain. It has attracted
the attention of many literary critics and some of Johnson’s ideas have caused controversy. The
discussion arises mostly from the radical presentation of the contrasting ideas and the
impossibility to resolve their contradictions. Glyn White has claimed that the “Introduction” is
“arevealing as well as fascinating document about Johnson and his fiction,” whose “belligerent
and sometimes paradoxical presentation of theory has helped skew critical reaction to his

work.””?

Part of its problematic reception is produced by the inconsistency of his arguments and
frequent omission of further explanations of complex ideas. As Judith Mackrell has observed,
“Johnson is neither detailed nor wholly consistent in his argument, but his statements do give a
clear indication of the issues he is grappling with and serve to outline the perimeters of his
critical territory.”® White has further argued that the “Introduction” “is generally taken, whether

in sympathy with its views or in order to expose their shortcomings and contradictions, to be

something of a manifesto, to the extent that it has almost become B. S. Johnson, in his

! Morton P. Levitt has described the “Introduction” as “a most revealing critical essay.”

Morton P. Levitt, “The Novels of B. S. Johnson: Against the War Against Joyce.” Modern Fiction Studies 27.4
(1981): 572. https://www.jstor.org/stable/26281064.

Glyn White, “Recalling the Facts: Taking Action in the Matter of B. S. Johnson’s Albert Angelo,” Hungarian
journal of English and American studies 5.2 (1999): 144-145. https://www.jstor.org/stable/41274063.

Jared McGeough, “B. S. Johnson’s ‘Introduction’ to Aren’t You Rather Young to be Writing Your Memoirs?: The
Memoir between Life and Literature,” in Re-reading B. S. Johnson, eds. Glyn White and Philip Tew (New York:
Palgrave Macmillan, 2007), 132.

2 White, “Recalling the Facts,” 144-145.

3 Judith Mackrell, “B.S. Johnson and the British Experimental Tradition: An Introduction,” Review of
Contemporary Fiction 5.2 (1985): 43.



absence.”® This hints at the major source of confusion regarding Johnson’s work. Jared
McGeough has remarked that “[h]is use of the memoir-form is not illuminative. Johnson’s
attempt in the ‘Introduction’ to ‘justify’ each of his major works simultaneously reveals and
conceals within this posthumous text a literary corpus that is both offered and withdrawn.”> In
any case, it would be misleading to understand the text simply as Johnson’s manifesto or a
memoir.

The first and most important thing to keep in mind is the fact that the “Introduction”
was written by B. S. Johnson the novelist. This might appear self-evident, but it seems to be a
source of confusion when attempting to understand the text and its implications. It is crucial not
to lose track of how Johnson the critic and Johnson the novelist are one. Only through this
realization can one approach the text and avoid being overwhelmed by its radical and
deliberately paradoxical claims. It is quite interesting that even though Johnson’s fiction is
famous for its continuous experiment with literary forms, the “Introduction” appears to have
gained a superior status in his oeuvre. Indeed, for critics like White and others, “it has almost
become B. S. Johnson.” However, it could also be interpreted as typically Johnsonian
metafictional play with the reader in the form of an introduction to a book. It is a text full of
ambiguities. The first stems from its status as an introduction. It is not an introduction in the
traditional sense of introducing what follows, in this case a collection of short stories. Instead,
it presents fragments of literary theory and analysis of formal elements of Johnson’s own past
novels. It is, however, an introduction to his work in the sense that it presents the reader with
the complexity and ambiguity of his work. But most importantly, the “Introduction” is yet
another one of Johnson’s fictions.

There are several reasons to consider the “Introduction” as fictional as any of its author’s

novels. Firstly, the apparent objective detachment, openness and sincerity of the text is a

4 White, “Recalling the Facts,” 144.
> McGeough, “B. S. Johnson’s ‘Introduction,”135.
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strategy of Johnson the writer employed throughout his novels in order to confuse the reader,
contrasting with the presence of the author in the text. His claims should therefore be subject to
interpretation just as any claims made in his novels. To believe that what he writes is in any
sense “true” would be to yield to the deceptive effects of Johnson’s authorial figure. Secondly,
Johnson took great pains to problematize the relation between truth and fiction. His fiction
creates inconsistent and paradoxical tensions between the two concepts, and so does the
apparent manifesto. Thirdly, there are obvious and deliberate discrepancies within the
“Introduction.” Its blend of truth and fiction, and of order and chaos, are constantly pitted
against each other. Certain statements are contradicted at some point in the text and also by the
novels Johnson had already written at the time of the composition. Fourthly, one of the basic
principles in Johnson’s fiction holds that everything is subjective, chaotic, and unstable.
Therefore, it would be illogical (if not impossible) to try to interpret the text objectively,
logically, or definitively. The “Introduction” should be approached instead as an example of
Johnson’s fictional construct that is deliberately subjective, contradictory, and ambivalent.
According to the text, these characteristics are key for Johnson’s fiction since they reflect the
nature of the human experience.

What is designed to be a manifesto explaining Johnson’s aesthetic goals and providing
the reader (as well as the critic) with a key to understand his fiction, is, on the contrary, the
major source of confusion concerning his literary output. It can be read as a kind of fictional
anti-manifesto problematizing the complex connections between his fiction and the “real” while
trying to challenge the reader to navigate in the contradictions presented in the “Introduction”
as well as in his novels. These contradictions are meant to be unresolved, or as McGeough has
put it, Johnson’s theory is like “a puzzle whose edges do not quite match up.”® By trying to

explain the contradictions, the reader participates in a play in which they might lose sight of

¢ McGeough, “B. S. Johnson’s ‘Introduction,” 137.
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how the “Introduction” and its theory is essentially Johnson’s fictional construct, just as any of

his novels.

Johnson’s “Theory” of the Novel
The “Introduction” begins by proposing that the position of the novel in the 20" century has
changed, the main reason for this being the emergence of cinema and the possibilities it has
brought:

It is a fact of crucial significance in the history of the novel this

century that James Joyce opened the first cinema in Dublin in

1909. Joyce saw very early on that film must usurp some of the

prerogatives which until then belonged almost exclusively to the

novelist. (4YRY, 11)

The chief advantage of the cinema is the effectivity of description and storytelling:

Film could tell a story more directly, in less time and with more

concrete detail than a novel; certain aspects of character could be

more easily delineated and kept constantly before the audience

(for example, physical characteristics like a limp, a scar,

particular ugliness or beauty); no novelist’s description of a battle

squadron at sea in a gale could really hope to compete with that

in a well-shot film. (AYRY, 11)
This change is something inevitable. The technological development and the emergence of new
forms of media is largely responsible for the need to adapt the novel. Clearly, this does not
apply to the novel only. Johnson himself’ acknowledges that it has since happened to cinema
as well: “The last thirty years have seen the storytelling function pass on yet again. Now anyone
who wants simply to be told a story has the need satisfied by television” (AYRY, 13). Johnson
strongly rejects the notion of the story being an important part of the novel. Actually, he insists
that “[t]elling stories really is telling lies” (4YRY, 14), which is something he is not interested

in. This is quite interesting given that at this point he has already written seven novels, all of

which undeniably present a story.

7 The “I” in the “Introduction” will be referred to as “Johnson.” However, this should not be taken as Bryan Stanley
Johnson himself, but rather Johnson the fictional construct talking in the “Introduction.”
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The emergence of cinema is not the only reason for literary innovation. Johnson claims
that the changing nature of the novel and its form is something natural and necessary as the
“[1]iterary forms do become exhausted, clapped out, as well” (4YRY, 13). The message behind
his fiction is “realizing that the novel is an evolving form, not a static one, of accepting that for
practical purposes where Joyce left off should ever since have been regarded as the starting
point” (4YRY, 12-13). Therefore, writing novels in the 20" century while depending on the
devices of the 19"-century narrative novel is “anachronistic, invalid, irrelevant, and perverse”
(AYRY, 14). Johnson claims that “surely it must be a confession of a failure on the part of any
novelist to rely on that primitive, vulgar and idle curiosity of the reader to know ‘what happens

299

next’” (4YRY, 14-15). Which is a paradoxical statement coming from a writer who, according
to Jonathan Coe, “looked like the anachronism: an old-style modernist, who firmly believed
that literary tradition could be kept alive only by radically redefining it.”® In any case, aspiring
to the objectives Johnson sets here for the novelists, it must be a confession of a failure to write
at all. This however is part of his poetics, as any experiment includes the possibility of failure.

In many ways, change is something desirable and refreshing because it allows the novel
to focus on the things it can still do the best, which, according to Johnson, comprise “the precise
use of language, exploitation of the technological fact of the book, the explication of thought”
(AYRY, 12). Although Johnson’s call for innovation had partly been motivated by the
emergence of the cinema, he decided to write his first novel Travelling People (1963) while
drawing inspiration from the newly emerged media: “It is not, of course, a film; but the way it
is written is intended to evoke what the reader knows as film technique” (4YRY, 22). Still,

Johnson’s fiction clearly attempts to take advantage of these changes, most apparently, through

its continuous experimentation with the form.

8 Jonathan Coe, Like a Fiery Elephant: The Story of B.S. Johnson (New York: Continuum, 2005), 4.
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According to Johnson, “[f]orm is not the aim, but the result. If form were the aim then
one would have formalism; and I reject formalism” (4YRY, 16). Johnson also rejects
(contradicting arguably the single most repeated characteristic of his fiction) the label of being
an “experimental writer”:

‘Experimental’ to most reviewers is almost always a synonym for

‘unsuccessful’. I object to the word experimental being applied

to my own work. Certainly I make experiments, but the

unsuccessful ones are quietly hidden away and what I choose to

publish is in my terms successful: that is, it has been the best way

I could find of solving particular writing problems. Where I

depart from convention, it is because the convention has failed,

is inadequate for conveying what I have to say. (AYRY, 19)
This passage also reveals the basic tendencies of his fiction. First, that one of the objectives of
his fiction is to try to solve problems the writer has set for himself. Second, that his exploration
and modification of the literary conventions often aims to show their inadequacy and
arbitrariness.

The “Introduction” seems to be especially hostile against the 19"-century realist
conventions. This hostility appears to be at least partly motivated by the socio-economical
aspect of literary production. While it is comforting that the anachronistic attempts of writing
the long narrative poem (according to Johnson, the predecessor of the novel in the role of
storytelling) is that “such works are rarely published” (4YRY, 11), Johnson seems frustrated by
the fact that

today the neo-Dickensian novel not only receives great praise,
review space and sales but also acts as a qualification to elevate
its authors to chairs at universities. On reflection, perhaps the
latter is not so surprising; let the dead live with the dead. (4YRY,
15)
This passage also shows his feelings towards literary criticism and literary establishment in

general. This resentment, also pronounced in some of Johnson’s novels, could be seen as a

contradiction of Johnson’s texts as they often engage with literary theory and criticism.
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Another problematic element of Johnson’s theory is that it is highly subjective. The
changing situation of the novel and the fact that “large areas of the old territory of the novelist
increasingly taken over by other media” (AYRY, 12) has led Johnson to base his attempts to
innovate and experiment with the form of the novel by claiming that “the only thing the novelist
can with any certainty call his own is the inside of his skull: and that is what he should be
exploring, rather than anachronistically fighting a battle he is bound to lose” (AYRY, 12).
However, the battle he chooses to fight is equally bound to be lost.

The goals he sets for himself (and for any “serious” novelist) create another internal
paradox of the “Introduction” as the exploration of “the inside of his own skull” is contrasted
with the necessity to “embody present-day reality” and “attempt to change society towards a
condition he conceives to be better, [...] making at least implicitly a statement of faith in the
evolution of the form in which he is working” (4YRY, 16). He is aware that the “[p]resent-day
reality is changing rapidly,” therefore the “[n]ovelist must evolve (by inventing, borrowing,
stealing or cobbling from other media) forms which will more or less satisfactorily contain the
ever-changing reality, their own reality and not Dickens’ reality or Hardy’s reality or even
James Joyce’s reality” (A4YRY, 16-17, emphasis added). This tension hints at the difficulty (or
impossibility) of Johnson’s literary objectives. His fiction attempts to test the limits of fiction
and “‘contain the ever-changing reality” while being confined by the author’s own subjectivity.

He attempts to do all of this while realizing that “[m]ost of what I have said has been
said before, of course; none of it is new, except possibly in context and combination. What I do
not understand is why British writers have not accepted it and acted upon it” (4YRY, 30).
Johnson seems to take his writing and the innovation of the novel seriously. His theorizing,
although inconclusive, contradictory, and paradoxical, shows the importance of his objectives,
which are essentially unachievable. According to Philip Tew, “Johnson's project [...] meant

thematising the apparently irresolvable, the impossibilities of narrative, those of memory and
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of perception itself, but within the contexts of the life-world and everyday life despite the
elusiveness and paradoxical nature of being.”® The “Introduction” also expresses deep
frustration with the situation of the novel in Britain because “there are not many who are writing

as though it mattered, as though they meant it, as though they meant it to matter” (4YRY, 29).

Truth and Fiction
One of the key ideas Johnson promotes in the “Introduction” is the importance of truth in his
novels. The concept of truth applied to a piece of fictional writing is of course problematic.
Johnson bases his argument about truth on a distinction between fiction and novel:

I am not interested in telling lies in my own novels. A useful

distinction between literature and other writing for me is that the

former teaches one something true about life: and how can you

convey truth in a vehicle of fiction? The two terms, truth and

fiction, are opposites, and it must logically be impossible.

The two terms novel and fiction are not, incidentally,

synonymous [...] The novel is a form in the same sense that the

sonnet is a form; within that form, one may write truth or fiction.

I choose to write truth in the form of a novel. (4YRY, 14)
His explanation, however, does not clarify the problematic term of the truth. The terms “novel”
and “fiction” are not in fact synonymous; however, their relation is hypo/hypernymic.
Therefore, it is still logically impossible to write truth in fiction. It might seem that Johnson
fails to recognize this fact, or he consciously chooses to ignore it. But the purpose of his
inconclusive distinction might actually be to confuse his readers and critics, and as such,
inherent part of his poetics. His literary theory is not supposed to be logical or conclusive. It is,
after all, a fictional construct, one that Johnson deliberately bases on personal and subjective

opinions. And even these subjective claims are contradicted by the author himself. The

contradictions of his theory are not designed as reconcilable.

? Philip Tew, “(Re)-acknowledging B. S. Johnson's Radical Realism, or Re-publishing The Unfortunates.” Critical
Survey 13.1 (2001): 51. https://www.jstor.org/stable/41557085.
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There are, however, certain strategies employed in Johnson’s work to support the

illusion of the truth. According to Mackrell,

[Johnson] believes that one can only write truthfully about one’s

own experiences (and certainly, many of Johnson’s novels are

highly autobiographical) or perhaps that the novelist should

actually write only about the process of writing (which he also

frequently does). '
Mackrell also notices the problematic contradiction of Johnson’s declared goal of writing truth
in the form of the novel:

On cither interpretation, however, it is difficult to see how

Johnson can square this assertion with his belief that the novel

must evolve new forms by which it can articulate contemporary

life and make relevant social comment, for both of these, it would

seem, should be beyond the novelist’s powers and beyond the

scope of fiction as an inherently distorting medium.!!
Telling truth in fiction is clearly beyond the novelist’s powers. But Johnson’s fiction tries to
convince the reader of the contrary. It is done mostly by the imposition of Johnson’s authorial
figure.

The problem arising from Johnson’s authorial presence is most often designated the
intentional fallacy or the fallacy of the authorial intent. White has remarked that “[w]hen the
presence of the author masks the problems of his texts difficulties are created for interpreters
when they genuinely want to stand the two together.”'? Johnson creates confusion by
acknowledging the impossibility of writing truth in fiction, which sounds reasonably logical.
This helps the subsequent argument acquire plausibility, or at least persuasiveness. The
expectation would be that, surely, the author would not say something illogical right after he
said something logical. But this is precisely what he does, as the distinction between truth and

fiction in Johnson’s writing is neither logical nor stable. It is at the same time radical and

inconclusive.

10 Mackrell, “B. S. Johnson and the British Experimental Tradition,” 44.
1 Tbid, 44.
12 White, “Recalling the Facts,” 149.
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The radicality of the opposition between truth and fiction is demonstrated in the
“Introduction” through an analysis of his first novel Travelling People. Johnson writes: “Since
Travelling People is part truth and part fiction it now embarrasses me and I will not allow it to
be reprinted; though I am still pleased that its devices work” (4YRY, 22). Johnson’s habit of
making radical and categorical statements while providing very little actual explanation for
them creates confusion. If anyone were to take his claims about truth and its relation to fiction
seriously, they would be committing an intentional fallacy. This, according to White, is a
“further flaw in criticism of Johnson, which is a rather older critical fallacy; the concept of the
romantic artist/creator whose life and work are cut from the same cloth.”'® Indeed, the romantic
notion of the writer as a “God” possessing absolute control over his creation is long outdated.

Roland Barthes “killed” the author in his famous essay “The Death of the Author” when
arguing that meaning is ultimately created by the reader, as “it is language which speaks, not
the author.”'* The author and their intentions have to be removed from the reading in order for
it to be interpretable. Barthes further suggests that “[t]o give a text an author is to impose a limit
on that text, to furnish it with a final signified, to close the writing.”!* Taking Johnson’s claims
literally would be to “revive” the author and ultimately give him the power that does not belong
to him. The claims should be understood as part of his poetics aimed to confuse rather than
enlighten the reader. No matter how directly Johnson’s authorial figure speaks, his texts are
ultimately open for interpretation.

It is important to note that the approach to truth in Johnson’s fiction evolves. Truth is
not supposed to be defined, definable, or understood. It is a complex concept that is also fluid,
chaotic, and highly subjective. Most importantly, it is a fictional construct used by Johnson to

point at the fact that the truth outside literature is a social construct, which is equally fictional.

13 White, “Recalling the Facts,” 148.

14 Roland Barthes, “The Death of the Author,” Image Music Text, trans. Stephen Heath (London: Fontana Press,
1993), 143.

15 Ibid, 147.
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Order and Chaos
The “Introduction” deals with another seemingly paradoxical set of terms which problematizes
Johnson’s fiction, the dichotomy of order and chaos. Chaos seems to be the underlying principle
of Johnson’s fiction. In this sense it is supposed to reflect the reality of life:

Life does not tell stories. Life is chaotic, fluid, random; it leaves

myriads of ends untied, untidily. Writer can extract a story from

life only by strict, close selection, and this must mean

falsification. Telling stories really is telling lies. (4YRY, 14)
Johnson’s fiction (and his theory) aims to reflect the human condition, which is for the most
part chaotic and “leaves myriads of ends untied.” Mackrell has noted that Johnson’s “aggressive
polarization of truth and fiction, order and chaos, is never supported by any argument.”!®
Therefore it would be pointless to look for these loose ends and try to connect them. According
to Johnson, this belief that a pattern could be imposed on the world was legitimate until the
previous century, but not anymore:

Present-day reality is markedly different from say nineteenth-

century reality. Then it was possible to believe in pattern and

eternity, but today what characterises our reality is the probability

that chaos is the most likely explanation; while at the same time

recognising that even to seek an explanation represents a denial

of chaos. (4YRY, 17)
Yet Johnson’s fiction often attempts to deny the chaos and organize it into a pattern. It is evident
that even the “Introduction” tries to organize this underlying chaos and propose ways for the
novel to “embody present-day reality.” The same could be applied to any of Johnson’s novels
and, more broadly, to literature in general. In this sense, writing is imposing a pattern on the
human experience.

The reality and human experience are not only chaotic, but, perhaps even more

importantly for Johnson, unstable and changing:

16 Mackrell, “B. S. Johnson and the British Experimental Tradition,” 44.
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Whether or not it can be demonstrated that all is chaos, certainly
all is change: the very process of life itself is growth and decay
at an enormous variety of rates. Change is a condition of life.
Rather that deplore this, or hunt the chimaerae of stability or
reversal, one should perhaps embrace change as all there is.
(AYRY, 17)
This is reflected by Johnson’s ceaseless formal innovation as he “set[s] himself the not

inconsiderable task of reinventing the novel with every book he wrote,”!”

as Coe has put it. The
changing nature of life is supposedly what drives the formal innovation of his novels. This
change, however, cannot be satisfactorily embodied no matter how innovative the form is.

According to Johnson, his fiction is constantly becoming obsolete, but he can still “laugh
at the joke that just as [ was beginning to think I knew something about how to write a novel it
is no longer of any use to me in attempting the next one” (4YRY, 17). At the same time, all of
his attempts to write are necessarily attempts at controlling the chaotic nature of the human
experience. Undoubtably, this also applies to the “Introduction” itself: “Even in this
introduction I am trying to make patterns, to impose patterns on the chaos, in the doubtful
interest of helping you (and myself) to understand what I am saying. [...] Order and chaos are
opposites, too” (AYRY, 17-18). This is quite illustrative of the contradictory tensions in
Johnson’s fiction, which raise questions rather than provide answers. His fiction is self-
reflective, contradictory, and full of tensions kept unresolved.

He is clearly aware of the seemingly paradoxical nature of his statements: “This (and
other things I have said) must appear paradoxical. But why should novelists be expected to
avoid paradox any more than philosophers?” (4YRY, 18) Once again, the “Introduction”

acknowledges its contradictory foundations. Mackrell has noted that “there is something deeply

unsatisfactory about this rather cavalier concession, given that Johnson doesn’t really examine

17 Coe, Like a Fiery Elephant, 4.
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the terms of his paradoxes — which are frequently highly ambiguous — or seek to resolve
them.”!® Johnson argues that these contradictions are present to his fiction as well to his life:
While I believe (as far as I believe anything) that there may be
(how can I know?) chaos underlying it all, another paradox is that
I still go on behaving as though pattern could exist, as though day
will follow night will follow breakfast. Or whatever the order

should be. (AYRY, 18)

He continues to contradict his own theory by describing the process of writing as

the sheer technical joy of forcing almost intractable words into

patterns of meaning and form that are uniquely (for the moment

at least) mine [...] a desire to codify experience, to come to terms

with things that have happened to me, and to try to tell the truth

(to discover what is the truth) about them. (4YRY, 18)
The paradoxical desire to force chaos into patterns and codify the experience is echoed by his
desire to “fix” this on the page. According to Julia Jordan,

Johnson’s paradoxical desire, then, is both to represent with

fealty the fragmentary, random and chaotic nature of existence,

and simultaneously to ‘fix’ it to the page in a way that imposes a

single fixed narrative interpretation.'®
This leads to the conclusion that Johnson’s theory and practice are deliberately inconsistent
with each other. Johnson’s fiction was markedly skeptical, at time even hostile, towards literary
theory, its norms, and conventions. His reaction was to present fragmentary theory based on
pronounced contradictions, which would be impossible to apply satisfactorily to practice. In
addition, his fiction seems to deliberately contradict its own theory. Johnson’s fiction attempts

to control the uncontrollable by trying to codify the chaotic nature of human experience, but it

also tries to control and define the role of the reader.

18 Mackrell, “B. S. Johnson and the British Experimental Tradition,” 44.

19 Julia Jordan, “Introduction: Avant-Garde Possibilities — B.S. Johnson and the Sixties Generation,” in
B. S. Johnson and Post-War Literature: The Possibilities of the Avant-Garde, eds. Julia Jordan and Martin Ryle
(New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2014), 6.
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Writer and Reader

The relationship between the writer and the reader in Johnson’s fiction is complicated. The
position of the reader in Johnson’s fiction is changing as his fiction often “oscillat[es] between
concern and contempt in the writer/reader relationship,”?® as per White. He further adds that
“[i]t is not possible to eliminate the contradictions in Johnson’s stated attitudes.”?! The texts
often address the reader directly, but at the same time they diminish the role of the reader in the
process of interpretation. This creates a constant tension in the relationship between the author
and the reader. According to White, this relationship would best be described as “the sadism of
the author,” or “the masochism of the reader.”?? Johnson achieves this by imposing the authorial
figure onto his fiction.

Johnson uses his authorial figure to control his texts. The apparent purpose of his
authorial presence is to demonstrate that the narrator/author has control over the text and to give
the impression that he is trying to guide the reader. According to White, Johnson’s writing
“includes some notorious authorial interventions, statements and declarations that suggest that
complete authorial control of the reading experience is his goal.”?® To accept this, however,
would be to yield to the powers of the authorial presence, ultimately manipulating the reader
into thinking that they are powerless in the process of reading and that they should obey the
author’s instructions. But at the same time this is a kind of challenge to the reader to escape and
overcome the control of the author and think for themself. This happens constantly in the
“Introduction” and his novels also frequently impose the authorial presence to manipulate the

reader, to talk about the novel, and about the theory behind it.

20 Glyn White, “The Sadism of the Author or the Masochism of the Reader?” in B. S. Johnson and Post-War
Literature: The Possibilities of the Avant-Garde, eds. Julia Jordan and Martin Ryle (New York: Palgrave
Macmillan, 2014), 162.

21 White, “The Sadism of the Author or the Masochism of the Reader?,” 159.

22 Tbid, 153.

23 Ibid, 153.
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One of the methods that makes his authorial presence persuasive is its apparent sincerity.
At times it feels as if the author tried to connect with the reader almost at a personal level.
According to White, “Johnson’s work regularly promises great intimacy but simultaneously
devalues it.”>* This is present in the “Introduction” as well as Johnson’s novels. The sincerity
appears to be just a strategy to manipulate the reader into accepting the role that Johnson’s
fiction forces them to adopt. Alan Kennedy has also expressed this view: “Johnson is not
necessarily sincere, but merely [uses] a technical ‘strategy’ or ‘gesture’ meant to achieve an
effect of sincerity.”* An example of this in the “Introduction” would be Johnson’s commentary
on the techniques and effects of his novel House Mother Normal (1971). He quotes a passage
of the book, where the eponymous House Mother comments on the fictional nature of the novel:
“There’s no fooling you readers.” Johnson’s authorial persona follows with “Nor should there
be” (AYRY, 27). By insisting that his fiction is sincere, he gives the reader two options. The first
option would be to trust the author. But to trust the author would mean to let him control the
text and allow him to mislead the reader. The other option, perhaps the more appropriate one,
would be to challenge the author and his apparent sincerity.
The “Introduction” acknowledges the traditional role of the reader and the basic

assumption of the processes behind reading:

For readers it is often said that they will go on reading the novel

because it enables them, unlike film or television, to exercise

their imaginations, that that is one of its chief attractions for them,

that they may imagine the characters and so on for themselves.

(AYRY, 28)
However, this is then radically contradicted by the authorial presence:

Not with my novels. I want my ideas to be expressed so precisely

that the very minimum of room for interpretation is left. Indeed I

would go further and say that to the extent that a reader can

impose his own imagination on my words, then that piece of
writing is a failure. (4YRY, 28)

24 White, “The Sadism of the Author or the Masochism of the Reader?,” 161.
25 Alan Kennedy, The Protean Self: Dramatic action in Contemporary Fiction (London: Macmillan, 1974), 159.
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The radicality of these claims is quite convincing as Johnson forces the reader to acknowledge
his apparent intentions and seemingly close the text for him. But his claims can also be
perceived as funny and ironic. The following passage suggests further ironical undertones and
raises doubts concerning its message:

I want him to see my (vision), not something conjured out of his

own imagination. How is he supposed to grow unless he will

admit others’ ideas? If he wants to impose his imagination, let

him write his own books. (4YRY, 28)
Johnson acknowledges that his claims might “be thought to be anti-reader” (4YRY, 28), but he
seems to care what the reader thinks about his novels. He expresses the hope that the reader
“will think about them, let alone be open and sympathetic towards them” (4YRY, 20). Johnson
claims that he “write[s] perforce for [him]self” (4YRY, 29), but he also expresses a clear
preoccupation with the reception of his novels: “I can only hope there are some few people like
me who will see what I am doing, and understand what I am saying, and use it for their own
devious purposes” (AYRY, 29). He suggests that the reader should prove his existence by writing
novels (like Johnson does), but it would not be much of a challenge if the reader took Johnson’s
words literally. According to White, by way of “the rejection of the standard contract between
reader and writer, and the apparent refusal of the reader’s privilege of imagining for themselves,
we, Johnson’s readers, are given a challenge, and perhaps an insult.”?® The “Introduction” is
full of contradictions that are ultimately “challenging the reader to prove his own existence”
and to “think a little further” (4YRY, 28). The challenge Johnson proposes is that the reader

should confront what they are being told by the authorial voice and use their own imagination

to interpret the text.

26 White, “The Sadism of the Author or the Masochism of the Reader?,” 155.
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Chapter 11: Albert Angelo: “Everything is subjective”

“—fuck all this lying look what im really trying to write about is writing not all this stuff[...]”

(Albert Angelo, 167)
Albert Angelo (1964) is in many ways an exemplary B. S. Johnson work. After the novel fell
out of readerly and critical attention, Glyn White attempted to regain its position by calling it
“the novel we can least afford to forget since it contains a full complement of striking
experiments, offers bludgeoning response to conventional criticism and can be seen to prefigure
many of Johnson’s later developments.”! It is also where Johnson articulates his ambition of
telling the truth perhaps most emphatically. This was directly expressed in the “Introduction’:
“I broke through the English disease of the objective correlative to speak truth directly if
solipsistically in the novel form” (4YRY, 22). The key word in Johnson’s claim is the word
“solipsistically.” The emphasis on the self as the focal point and the exploration of subjectivity

reflect the aim of the book to examine the human condition which is essentially subjective.

Constructing Truth
The novel presents a story of an architect that is unable to dedicate himself fully (or rather at
all) to his vocation and is forced to take on a job of a supply teacher. He is ultimately confused
by this situation and not quite able to determine his position in his reality and his identity. The
uncertainty forces him to meditate on the processes behind the construction of reality and truth.
These reflections are presented in unlikely situations, drawing attention to the fact that
even the concepts that are apparently clear and unambiguous are essentially problematic and
questionable. Albert begins to question the nature of knowledge when he first mentions his

parents:

! Glyn White, “Recalling the Facts: Taking Action in the Matter of B. S. Johnson’s Albert Angelo,” Hungarian
Jjournal of English and American studies 5.2 (1999): 143. https://www jstor.org/stable/41274063.
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I think that they are my parents, at least, yes. They have always

told me that they are my parents, my father and my mother, no

inconsistency on their parts. I have been fairly content to think of

them as my father and my mother. Naturally, I have only their

words for it. (44, 19)
He reflects on his skepticism towards the knowability and questions the status of their
parenthood. Even the usually relatively objective and easily provable fact of parenthood is
relativized. He bases his doubts on two aspects. First, he poses a question whether the
consistency of a narrative is a sufficient proof of its veracity and consequently an argument for
its acceptance. Second, he expresses his distrust in language as a system that is supposed the
reflect reality. These observations make the notion of truth unstable and ambiguous.

While on a walk back from a pub, Albert scrutinizes a verbal association produced by a

vision of a swan:

Swan. The proud swan. Yet how do I know it is proud? I the

observer place on it the quality of proudness myself. The swan

itself may or may not feel proud: of having feathered three lady

swans, for instance, or having fathered fourteen cygnets over the

years. But only the swan knows that. Everything is subjective.

(44, 117)
His observations address a poetic device known as pathetic fallacy which relates to the
associative tendencies in language and how these patterns in language are often based on
received, automatic and involuntary mental connections. Albert’s observation seems to reflect
the “Introduction”: “Language, admittedly is an imprecise tool with which to try to achieve
precision; the same word will have slightly different meaning for every person” (4YRY, 28).
The conclusion of his observation is crucial. Subjectivity seems to be the most important
principle in the construction of the concepts examined in the novel.

When Albert’s mother asks him “Why don’t you take a permanent job, Albert? You’ve

been doing this supply work for three years. You’re twenty-eight, now, do you know?” his

answer is introduced by a short reflection:
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I know that very well, today, though there are days when I know

it far less well. I answer her question as I have answered it many

times before: I am an architect, not a teacher, and I will not tie

myself to a term’s notice even though it does mean the insecurity

and constant changing of schools involved in supply work. (44,

23)
Knowing is neither binary nor reducible to the opposition of knowing and not knowing. Albert
perceives it as a continuum where truth is always ambiguous and changing. Curiously, when
his father asks him about his job, Albert responds: “I tell him almost exactly what I told my
mother earlier. ‘It’s a tough area, mate, I shouldn’t think they get many teachers to stay. The
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kids are very tough.”” He in fact tells his dad something completely different. Albert shows that
the words and the supposed truth behind them can be easily manipulated. He is allowed to tell

different things to different people while maintaining the apparent truthfulness of these words.

Albert’s Students and the Multiplicity of Views

The students in Albert’s class are presented in a rather bizarre way. Their role in the novel
seems to expose the mechanism of literary construction and demonstrate the subjectivity of
perception and truth. They are introduced by a set of characteristics graphically separated from
the text: “Face of a failed saint, boyblue eyes, hair like a drummer’s brush,” “[o]chre smudge
of a face, narrow eyes, soft black hair, lace collar and white press-stud shoes” (44, 44). These
short and impersonal descriptions remind one of notes for further development, drawing
attention to the fictional status of the characters. White has observed that “[t]he vast majority
of the children will play no further part in the novel; their descriptions are indeed merely
ciphers, symbols of what constitutes a ‘character’ in a novel.”?

They do however have another, perhaps more important, role in the novel. The children

show the plurality of viewpoints and the subjective perception of reality. Albert proposes a

2 White, “Recalling the Facts,” 151-152.
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writing exercise for his students with the intention to defuse the heated atmosphere in his

classroom.

But you know what I’ve decided to do in the last few days of
term? I’'m going to give them time and paper to write down
exactly what they feel about me, with a guarantee that there will
be no complaints or recriminations from me, whatever they say.
This I hope will work out their hatred of me without it actually
needing to come to violence. How about that for an idea? (44,
149)

The result of this exercise is an array of voices marked by individual style, varied form, and
approach to the task of expressing an opinion of Albert as a teacher. Although there are some
recurrent themes in these short compositions, each of them presents a unique vision of Albert.
The opinions of the children often contradict each other while some of the contradictions are

presented within the same text.

English
Composition
on
What I Think of Albert

I think Albert is a very nice teacher, but I dont like the way he
shout at the students and slout the boys on their head. He is a
teacher of great knowledge and very polite. I know some times
the children gets on his nerves. But I think two boys, he should
clout is Franco and Turk. I am very clad he hasen hit the girls,
because his hands might mist and hit them in the wrong place,
Albert has fair hair hanging over his face, he is kind of fatish has
blue eyes. I think he teches very good and I know he tries his best
that all about you.

Albert the end.
(44, 154)

The plurality of voices marked by idiosyncrasies show that the same object, in this case Albert,
can be seen from radically different perspectives that may contain contradictory ideas. This
exercise essentially shows that the perception is highly subjective and unreliable. Therefore,
any attempts to verify what the truth is are discovered as only that: attempts without any

guarantee of success.
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Constructing Identity

The subjective principle of constructing truth is also reflected in Albert’s attempt to construct
his identity. As Scott Manley Hadley has unambiguously stated, “Albert Angelo is largely about
identity.”® When Luke asks Albert, “You an artist, then?” Albert responds “Well, sort of. I'm
an architect — that is, I’'m a teacher really, but I want to be an architect. No, that’s the wrong
way round, I’m an architect but I have to earn my living by teaching” (44, 12). Although Luke’s
question seems to be fairly straightforward, Albert struggles to formulate his answer and finally
adjusts it not according to the facts, but according to what appears to be the projection of his
desire. It seems that he dismisses the truth, conflates reality with fantasy, or simply refuses to
admit the truth. According to Hadley, “Albert self-defines by the career that he wants, not by
the job that he has.” There is also a possibility that he consciously uses language as a tool for
creating meaning. By insisting that he is an architect, he creates a consistent narrative and thus
constructs his identity. This shows that identity (like the truth) is impossible to verify
objectively. Everything is truth and fiction simultaneously.

Albert considers being an architect the constitutive aspect of his identity. Or indeed the
only important quality he possesses. When a bartender calls Albert John, Albert does not mind:
My name’s not John, but it’1l do, it’s okay, for a pub name, John.

Yes. I could have a different name for each pub round here, or a
different identity, and a different identity too. But I should always
want to be known as an architect, to preserve this essential
myself, my identity, my character. (44, 115)
For Albert, identity is not stable. His understanding of identity suggests that it consists of

various characteristics, some of which can be considered essential while others are not

important constitutively. The hierarchy of importance of these qualities is defined by a

3 Scott Manley Hadley, “Fuck All This Lying: The Effectiveness of B. S. Johnson’s Formal Experiment in the
Creation of a Readable Truth,” BSJ: The B. S. Johnson Journal vol. 3 (2017): 60.
4 Ibid, 60.
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subjective perception of the self. The name, for example, is more revealing of the person’s
parents and their preferences, than it says about the person itself.

Albert’s comments might also be understood as a metafictional comment about his
status as a character in a book. His name is just an arbitrary decision made by the author who
could have easily given the character a different name without affecting the story. The
“essential” characteristic, on the other hand, is crucial in the character’s function within the
story and without it he would not have any purpose. The metafictional dimension of Albert’s
reflection is supported by his further questioning of his identity.

Play the identities game? Who am I? What am I? I must be taken

for nothing but an architect, to preserve myself. So not to play

with him, he’s the sort who’d end up by saying. I know what you

are, mate you’re a bleeding stupid twat. (44, 116)
Albert’s transition from “who” to “what” when questioning his own existence suggests the
possibility that he might not even be a person. He reduces himself to one essential quality of
being an architect, without which he would be nothing because he would not be in the story at
all.

Albert’s understanding of truth and identity are revealing of the attitude towards these
concepts in Johnson’s fiction in general. According to Hadley,

Albert self-identifies by distancing himself from his actions,

rather than defining himself by proof. He denies an applied title,

but offers no evidence, other than hope, to support his asserted

other. His sense of truth is informed by emotion, not reality.’
There seems to be a parallel between Albert’s and Johnson’s authorial voices. The theory
presented in the “Introduction” and elsewhere is constructed according to subjective principles

where the authorial voice aims to convince the reader into believing his claims without any sort

of proof.

> Hadley, “Fuck All This Lying,” 61.
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Author as God
During one on his classes, Albert lectures his students about religion. His talk about God and
subsequent questioning of his existence, however, has broader implications. “You all must have
been told about God in previous R.I. lessons with your own teacher, you must have talked about
God as though it was certain that he existed, as though his existence was a fact” (44, 54). His
talk from the very beginning clearly attempts to problematize the concept of God and faith as
the religious believe is based on faith rather than facts or evidence.
Albert addresses some of the clichés regarding God, which he then argues to be false:

You have all been taught, for instance, that God is good, that God

is love: yet from your own experience, limited as it is to your

twelve or thirteen years of life, you must all have seen that this is

hardly likely to be true, or, if it is true at all, true only in a very

special and in a very limited way. (44, 54-55)
Another of God’s supposed powers is his omniscience and omnipotence. The descriptions of
God and his role increasingly resemble the narrator posing as Johnson’s authorial voice: “Even
if he was capable of thinking up the idea of creating the world, does that mean as well that he
was capable of actually doing it? What if he saw that he’d bitten off more than he could chew,
and then just gave up the world as a bad job—or a bad joke—and went off to try somewhere
else” (44, 55-56). This passage reflects the contradictory theory presented in Johnson’s fiction.
The demands it proposes for the novel are equally unachievable. Johnson’s theory is the “idea,”
but the execution of the theory is where “he’d bitten off more than he could chew.” In this way
it functions almost as a prefiguration of Johnson’s later shifting of his literary aesthetics and
“reinventing the novel with every book he wrote,”® to repeat Jonathan Coe’s words.

The culmination of Albert’s talk is also full of ambiguity. He stresses that certainty

cannot be achieved. “You cannot, I cannot, no one can know, truly know, the answers to these

questions” (44, 56). He is addressing his students, but he is also addressing the reader of the

¢ Jonathan Coe, Like a Fiery Elephant: The Story of B.S. Johnson (New York: Continuum, 2005), 4.
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novel. He concludes his lecture by saying “don’t let there be a difference between what you
believe because you have been told it, and what you have seen and felt for yourselves” (44, 57-
58). Albert’s lecture brings attention to the fact that religion is a constructed ideological concept
based on faith rather than facts. Believing in God is illogical because the religious narrative is
inconsistent and unverifiable. This description is easily applicable to the theory presented by
Johnson’s fiction in the “Introduction” and elsewhere. Johnson’s authorial voice (resembling
that of God) is constructing a narrative that sounds persuasive, but is at the same time
contradictory, illogical, and inconsistent. Johnson’s fiction claims to be telling the truth, but
clearly if one were to accept this to be truth, one would base this decision purely on trust or
faith. Albert has clearly made effort to show that religion is not a trustworthy concept, but at
the same time he warns the reader to be careful with the authorial voice in the novel and the

theoretical doctrine presented therein.

Madam Mae
The novel includes an interesting formal feature that provides a further commentary about truth
and the dubious possibilities of acquiring it. Albert finds a fortuneteller’s card in the street. The
card is neither described nor cited but instead, both sides of the card are reproduced in the book.
The card is headlined by “SPIRITUALIST READER & DEVINE HEALER” (44, 120). The
trustworthiness of the card is compromised from the very beginning by the spelling mistake in
the title. Another point for doubt is the inconsistency of the card. The back side features a
headline reading “SPIRITUALIST and ADVISOR” (44, 121). Not only has the role of Madam
Mae changed but it has also become vaguer.

The card seems to be mockingly addressing the reader with questions like “DO YOU
NEED HELP? [...] ARE YOU IN TROUBLE?” (44, 120) The card also presents a rather long

list of questions to be answered by Madam Mae. This seems to be mocking the curiosity of the
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reader who during the process of reading poses a number of questions which they then try to
satisfy by reading and interpreting the text. White has commented on the irony of the card,
claiming that “this teleological need is ironically associated here with spiritualism, itself often
associated with fraudulent charlatanism and an activity that seeks information from or about
those who are dead or otherwise missing.”’

The association is also ironic in connection with Madam Mae. The most important
characteristic of this enigmatic fortuneteller is that “[s]he enjoys the enviable reputation of
telling the truth!” (44, 120) There seems to be a parallel between the charlatan and the authorial
voice speaking in the “Introduction.” The novel seems to be mockingly contradicting its own
theoretical premises of truth-telling as it suggests that those who claim to tell the truth are often
frauds. This applies also to the narrator in the fourth section of Albert Angelo called

“Disintegration.”

“Disintegration” and the Authorial Presence

In the last part of the third section, the story of Albert is cut off in the middle of a sentence with
“— OH, FUCK ALL THIS LYING!” (44, 163) The following section called “Disintegration”
presents an abrupt narrative shift. The narrator identifies himself as the author of the novel and
announces his presence with a violent outcry.

—fuck all this lying look what im really trying to write about is
writing not all this stuff about architecture trying to say
something about writing about my writing im my hero though
what a useless appellation my first character then im trying to say
something about me through him albert an architect when whats
the point in covering up covering up covering over pretending
pretending i can say anything through him that is anything that I
would be interested in saying

—s0 an almighty aposiopesis

7 Glyn White, “‘The technological fact of the book’: B. S. Johnson,” Reading the Graphic Surface: The presence
of the book in prose fiction (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2018), 100.
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—Im trying to say something not to tell a story telling stories is

telling lies and 1 want to tell the truth about me about my

experience about my truth about my truth to reality about sitting

here writing looking out across Claremont Square trying to say

something about writing and nothing being an answer to the

loneliness to the lack of loving (44, 167-168)
The narrator calls fiction lying, thus creating a situation reminiscent of the liar paradox.® At the
same time, he further problematizes the situation as he tries to convince the reader that he is
somehow telling the truth.

The authorial presence assumes control over the text and attempts to gain the readers’
trust through openness and sincerity. But there are several reasons why the narrator cannot be
perceived as reliable. First, the most obvious one, is that his claims take place within a work of
fiction. Second, the narrator loses credibility by mentioning multiple occasions in which he has
lied. Third, the novel is exploring narrative forms and narrative voices. The sudden switch to
the 15-person form is just one of the many shifts in the text and therefore clearly just a literary
device. Andrew Robert Hodgson has remarked that the “‘I’ following a text of interchanging
‘I’s, ‘you’s and ‘he’s, cannot be held reliable; text-Johnson is just as probable as Albert.”® The
“I”” in this section seems to be the same as the “I”” of the “Introduction.” Both belong to nameless
narrators who impose their presence in order to try to manipulate the reader.

The authorial voice assumes the role of a guide for the reader. But its guidance is
problematic, ambiguous, and willfully misleading. David James suggests that

[r]ather than inviting consensual agreement, Johnson (playfully?)
endangers our received literary values. Indeed, if Albert Angelo
equates play with provocation, then the poetics of agitation is

Johnson’s defining achievement. The novel deals in the explosive
fusion of enticement and frustration. '

8 Britannica, “liar  paradox,” Encyclopedia  Britannica, last modified  June 14, 2017,

https://www.britannica.com/topic/liar-paradox.

9 Andrew Robert Hodgson, “Reading ‘Truth’ in the Muthos and Mimesees of B. S. Johnson’s ‘Disintegration’
Episode,” BSJ: The B. S. Johnson Journal vol. 3 (2017): 20.

19 David James, “The (W)hole Affect: Creative Reading and Typographical Immersion in Albert Angelo,” in Re-
reading B. S. Johnson, eds. Glyn White and Philip Tew (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2007), 34.
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The authorial voice tries to make clear that the novel is motivated by a set of complex ideas
before attempting to interpret these motivations and their desired effect. One of the important
observations is that “[i]t is about frustration” (44, 169). Despite the vagueness of the comment
it is presumably about the novel and its ambition to reflect on the complexity of human
condition. Hodgson has remarked that “[t]he defining tone of both experiential life and this text
appears here indeed ‘frustration” — a failing, tripping, aposiopesis.”!! But the frustration seems
to have wider range of application. White understands it as “the frustration of the writer not
being able to write because of the need to make a living, certainly, but [also] [...] the frustration
of conventional literary desires and outcomes.”!? It could also be interpreted as the frustration
with the unachievable theoretical premises of the novel.
The authorial voice continues with:

—It is about the fragmentariness of life, too, attempts to

reproduce the moment-to-moment fragmentariness of life, my

life, and to echo it in technique, the fragmentariness, a collage

made of the fragments of my life, the poor odds and sods, the

bric-a-brac, a thing composed of, then. (44, 169)
The authorial voice emphasizes the subjectivity of the novel and the process of creation by
emphasizing that it is “my life” the novel is attempting to address. The voice goes on to mention
other supposed aims and motivations of the novel, however the very necessity of including
these explanatory notes points towards the shortcomings of the text. “Disintegration” shows
that the aims of the novel could not be accomplished. Although it might appear as a failure, it
is important to bear in mind that the episode is “a plotted continuation in Johnson’s poetic

13

project: a ‘break’ event always intended to be arrived at,”’” as Hodgson rightly points out.

' Hodgson, “Reading ‘Truth,”” 24.

12 Glyn White, “The Sadism of the Author or the Masochism of the Reader?” in B. S. Johnson and Post-War
Literature: The Possibilities of the Avant-Garde, eds. Julia Jordan and Martin Ryle (New York: Palgrave
Macmillan, 2014), 156-157.

13 Hodgson, “Reading ‘Truth,” 11.
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Therefore, the episode indicates the impossibility of fulfilling the goal that the novel sets for
itself.

Despite the aggressive attempts of the authorial voice to clarify many of the aspects,
aims, and techniques of the novel, the “Disintegration” section provides no coherent or
definitive explanation. In this sense its efforts resemble the “Introduction” as both texts attempt
to complicate their status as fictions. James suggests that “this incessant self-analysis on
Johnson’s part serves to reveal is how far Albert Angelo problematises its own definition as a
novel.”'* Similarly as in the “Introduction,” the authorial voice and its self-reflexive analysis
produce confusion rather than resolution. On this note, James has remarked that “the novel
places us today in the company of an authorial presence whose own critical legacy garners and
incites a creative sense of irresolution.”!?

The authorial voice is ambiguous, chaotic, and contradictory. It creates a confusion
reflecting the novel’s aim “to echo the complexity of life, reproduce some of the complexity of
selves which I contain within me, contradictory and gross as they are” (44, 170). Hodgson
suggests that “[t]he episode [...] is not here held as a key that opens the door, but rather as
oblique doorway itself.”!® The authorial voice seemingly thrusts itself into the text to tell the
truth, but “no ‘true’ face of God is here witnessed; no answer found.”!” Instead the voice shows
that truth is problematic, unsatisfactory, and ultimately unachievable. Hence the episode as such
is not a failure, the narrator’s inability to tell the truth despite his desperate attempts, proves

that the task itself is impossible and in showing this the episode succeeds.

14 James, “The (W)hole Affect,” 33.
15 Ibid, 37.

16 Hodgson, “Reading ‘Truth,”” 9.
17 Ibid, 21.
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Chapter I11: The Unfortunates: Life, Death, and Chaos

Note
This novel has twenty-seven sections, temporarily held together by a removable wrapper.

Apart from the first and last sections (which are marked as such) the other twenty-five sections
are intended to be read in random order.

If readers prefer not to accept the random order in which they receive the novel, then they may
re-arrange the sections into any other random order before reading.

(The Unfortunates)

The Unfortunates (1969) has gained a prominent place among Johnson’s novels. The reason for
this is suggested in the “Introduction” that chooses to focus on this text in detail “since its form
seems perhaps the most extreme” (4YRY, 20). Jonathan Coe observes another exceptionality of

the novel, claiming that “[1]t was his most extreme attempt to remain faithful to reality — the

9]

defining characteristic of which he now saw to be chaos.”" The Unfortunates is an exemplary

work of Johnson where “his two fundamental commitments — to formal innovation and rigorous
truth-telling — coalesced into a strange, powerful and spellbinding work of literature” (7U,
‘Introduction,’ viii), as Coe suggests in his introduction to the 1999 reedition of the novel.

The form of the novel is in fact not an invention of Johnson’s. It has been argued that
he got the inspiration for his famous book-in-a-box from Marc Saporta’s Composition No. 1
(1961). Coe has suggested that

[t]he form of The Unfortunates, all the same, is not entirely
original [...] The Unfortunates finds Johnson not so much
innovating as adapting somebody else’s idea for his own ends.
There can be no doubt that he already knew of the existence of
Composition No. 1 [...] since Johnson himself had an article
about Beckett published in the very same issue [of the Scene
magazine that was featuring references to Composition No. 1], he
must surely have seen this, and been aware, when he began work
on The Unfortunates several years later, that his boxed format
was by no means unprecedented.’

! Jonathan Coe, Like a Fiery Elephant: The Story of B.S. Johnson, (New York: Continuum, 2005), 21.
2 Ibid, 230-231.
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This however is not to demean the novel’s ingenuity and the impact of its form. The
Unfortunates takes advantage of the form to address a multitude of intriguing problems and,
according to Sebastian Jenner, offers “perhaps the most combative treatment of [Johnson’s]
literary ideals, problematising the conflict between an avoidance of ‘telling lies’ and a

compulsion to seek a new form to represent the messy maelstrom of modernity.”>

The Role of the Reader and the Construction of the Novel

The role of the reader in The Unfortunates is crucial. This is apparent even before the beginning
of the novel. The inside of the box with the unbound sections of the novel presents a set of
instructions designated to the reader. These instructions (quoted at the beginning of this chapter)
show the importance of the reader in the construction of the plot. Greg Buchanan comments on
the unbound sections claiming that “[t]o read any prose novel is to bring together and synthesise
disparate details from a given sequence in the text; to read [...] The Unfortunates is to perform
this reconstruction in a particularly explicit and self-aware fashion.”

The element of formal experiment in 7The Unfortunates (and in other novels by the
author) has been often disregarded by some criticism as mere gimmickry.> An illustrative
example of such attitude towards the novel comes from Christine Brooke-Rose who has
famously misremembered the novel saying that “in whatever order one reads The Unfortunates,
it is still a realistic and dreary novel of a football player returning to his Midlands home-town.””®

Johnson attempted to counter similar criticism of his literary experiment in the “Introduction”

and notably also in Albert Angelo by suggesting that “to refuse such techniques as gimmicks,

3 Sebastian Jenner, “B.S. Johnson and the Aleatoric Novel,” in B. S. Johnson and Post-War Literature: The
Possibilities of the Avant-Garde, eds. Julia Jordan and Martin Ryle (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2014), 71.

4 Greg Buchanan, “‘Like loose leaves in the wind’: Effacement and Characterisation in B.S. Johnson’s The
Unfortunates and Marc Saporta’s Composition No. 1,” in B. S. Johnson and Post-War Literature: The Possibilities
of the Avant-Garde, eds. Julia Jordan and Martin Ryle (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2014), 54.

5 Judith Mackrell, “B.S. Johnson and the British Experimental Tradition: An Introduction,” Review of
Contemporary Fiction 5.2 (1985): 45.

¢ Christine Brooke-Rose, 4 Rhetoric of the Unreal (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1981), 358.
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or to refuse to take them seriously, is crassly to miss the point” (44, 176). But ultimately
Brooke-Rose is right in observing that once the sections are ordered by the reader, the text loses
its element of randomness or chaos as the sections themselves are fairly regular and linear.

The experiment with the unbound sections has been employed purposefully and serves
a dual and contradictory role. On the one hand, the ordering of the sections usurps the attention
of the reader and thus distracts them from the content. On the other hand, observing the
connections and parallels with the content, the form helps the reader by focusing, suggesting,
and revealing some of the text’s possible interpretations. Nicolas Tredell suggests another dual
function of the devices employed by the text, saying that they

perform a dual, contradictory function: they produce both

verisimilitude and alienation. They make the most telling

contribution to the novel’s representational veracity but also help

to draw attention to it as writing; in straining so hard for fidelity

to the ‘truth of experience,” they call into question the very

possibility of such fidelity. They foreground themselves as

devices by challenging the representational conventions which

they themselves invoke.’
These contradictions are not surprising as Johnson’s theory often revolves around seemingly
unreconcilable oppositions.

The “Introduction” offers an explanation of the form and its implications: “the whole
novel reflected the randomness of the material: it was itself a tangible metaphor for randomness
and the nature of cancer” (4YRY, 25). Its unbound sections and their randomizable ordering
represent how “the dead past and the living present interacted and transposed themselves in my
mind,” implying that “the past and the present, interwove in a completely random manner,
without chronology. This is the way the mind works, my mind anyway” (4YRY, 24-25).

These explanations suggest several interesting points, some of them contradictory with

the rest of Johnson’s theory. Firstly, like in A/bert Angelo, there is apparent emphasis on the “I”

7 Nicolas Tredell, “Telling Life, Telling Death: ‘ The Unfortunates’,” Review of Contemporary Fiction 5.2 (1985):
36.
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of the narrator. The novel is about how /is mind works. This implies that the aim of the novel,
to explore the workings of the mind and the construction of memories, is marked by
subjectivity. Secondly, although the novel is supposed to represent randomness, which
according to the “Introduction” is “directly in conflict with the technological fact of the bound
book: for the bound book imposes an order, a fixed page order, on the material” (4YRY, 25), it
is also directly in conflict with the technical possibilities of reading. Kaye Mitchell has
conceded that “the act of reading itself imposes an order, a solidity, however temporary.”® The
random sections of the novel must be ordered by the reader so the novel can be read at all.
Thirdly, borrowing from the author’s terminology, the reader has to “impose patterns on the
chaos” (AYRY, 17-18) represented by the novel. Therefore, their role is undoubtably constitutive
as they have to participate in the construction of the novel in both the figurative and the literal
sense. Fourthly, the novel itself contradicts its aim to represent randomness as the first and the
last sections are clearly designated as such, and the reader is advised to read them in this order.
Moreover, as has been pointed out by Mitchell and others, the “impression of randomness which
the text produces [...] is outweighed by the orderliness of the individual sections, meaning that

the book is not, ultimately, chaotic.”

Confessing Truth

The ambition to tell the truth remains present in The Unfortunates, however its approach has
changed noticeably since A/bert Angelo. Once again Johnson imposes his authorial presence
onto his fiction. But in this case, he does so through apparent autobiographical connections with
his life supported by a confessional style of prose rather than through the disruptions of

authorial voice. This imposition, however, remains problematic as the novel suggests that the

8 Kaye Mitchell, “The Unfortunates: Hypertext, Linearity and the Act of Reading,” in Re-reading B. S. Johnson,
eds. Glyn White and Philip Tew (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2007), 55
% Ibid, 54-55.
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author is present in the text. He becomes the protagonist and the sole narrator of the novel as
the narrative is all his interior monologue recounting and (mis)remembering the past.

The story itself, as has been often argued, is rather simple. The narrator finds himself in
an unnamed city covering a football match as a sports reporter for a magazine. He realizes that
this city is the former home of his friend Tony who died of cancer. It has been argued that the
city is identifiable as Nottingham and Tony is based on Tony Tillinghast, Johnson’s close
friend.!” The overwhelming flow of memories of his late friend triggers an entangled retelling
of the friendship between Tony and the narrator. The protagonist is supposed to be in control
of the narrative as he is the sole narrator, but his thoughts and memories are unstable, sometimes
contradictory, and often random.

One of the strategies of creating apparent truthfulness is the autobiographical connection
with the author’s life and the inclusion of verifiable facts that the reader can easily access. At
one point, the narrator comments that Tony “was too ill to come down to London for the
publication party of my novel, in my flat, the novel which was so much better for his work on
it, for his attention to it. It was dedicated to them!” (TU, ‘Just as it seemed,’ 4). Unsurprisingly,
the dedication in Johnson’s first novel Travelling People (1963) reads: “for Tony and June.”!!
There are many verifiable details connected with the author’s life that support the illusion of
truthfulness in the text. However, for the obvious reason that The Unfortunates is undeniably a

work of fiction, the text has merely a “pseudo-status as an autobiographical text,”!?

as suggested
by Buchanan.

The characters of the novel are modeled after existing people who were quite

unambiguously friends of Johnson’s. This is clearly indicated in the novel as the characters

10 Philip Tew, “Early Influences and Aesthetic Emergence: Travelling People (1961), Albert Angelo (1964), Trawl
(1966) and The Unfortunates (1969),” in B. S. Johnson and Post-War Literature: The Possibilities of the Avant-
Garde, eds. Julia Jordan and Martin Ryle (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2014), 28.

"' B. S. Johnson, Travelling People (London: Constable, 1963), 7.

12 Buchanan, ““Like loose leaves in the wind,” 59.
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share the names, as well as other biographical details, with their real-life counterparts.
Curiously, just as in the “Introduction” or Albert Angelo, the narrator remains unnamed. His
identity as Johnson is suggested only by his autobiographical details and connections with other
characters. Similarly, as in the “Introduction,” the strategies used in the novel might lead to the
impression that the person speaking is Johnson himself. But these similarities are far from
constituting an argument for the veracity of the novel, they rather point to the fictionality of the
supposed manifesto. This view is supported by Coe as he compares Johnson’s theory with the
“insistence that all literature should reduce itself to the status of glorified memoir” (7U,
‘Introduction,’ viii).
Another strategy through which the novel supports its apparent truthfulness is its focus

on seemingly unimportant details. According to Ed Sibley,

Johnson’s novel is eminently concerned with its own realness,

containing a huge variety of small sensual details drawn from

life. In the bottom of the box in which the book is packaged is the

text of the match report Johnson wrote on the day that The

Unfortunates is set. This tangible reproduction of a text that was

genuinely produced on the day recorded in the novel seems to

foreground the idea that this book, although it is a novel, is not

fiction.!?
The details referring to the life of the real Johnson aim to convince the reader of the veracity of
the text. But the idea that the novel might not be fiction is clearly just an illusion produced by
the incorporation of these details, some of which are objectively verifiable.

In connection with this, Philip Tew has noted that Johnson’s “concept of truthfulness

operates at the level of precise and often random detail in so far as they exemplify the process

of social being.”'* The narrative includes many seemingly unimportant and disconnected

details, which are contrasted with and justified by the narrator’s categorical rejection of

13 Ed Sibley, “A Physical Tangible Metaphor: Form, Content and Naturalism in B.S. Johnson,” BSJ: The
B. S. Johnson Journal vol. 3 (2017): 36.

14 Philip Tew, ‘“(Re)-acknowledging B.S.Johnson's Radical Realism, or Re-publishing The
Unfortunates.” Critical Survey 13.1 (2001): 45. https://www.jstor.org/stable/41557085.
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generalizations. At one point he concludes: “generalizations are useless” (7U, ‘Time!,” 3). The
narrator claims that his apparent hostility towards generalizations was suggested to him by his
friend Tony:

Yesterday’s answers to today’s problems! I think he would have

enjoyed it, not openly laughed at it, perhaps, he not often did

laugh outright, with me, at any rate, as I remember, but he might

then have pointed out the absurdity of all generalizations, and

that my own work owed much to study of the past. (TU, ‘Again

the house,’ 5, emphasis added)
The connection with Tony is problematic as the narrator seems unable to remember anything
connected with his friend without being affected by emotions evoked by his death.

The narrator insists on the problematic nature of generalizations, yet he is unable to
avoid them himself: “everything we know about someone is perhaps not the same, even
radically different from what others, another, may see or understand about them, him. What use
are such generalizations?” (TU, ‘So he came,’ 4). Despite the narrator’s frustration, the way
people perceive reality is often connected with simplifying and generalizing. Sibley suggests
that

[plart of the struggle at the heart of the novel comes from this

tension, between the need on Johnson’s part to record faithfully

and truly his experience of recollection, and the tendency of the

mind to generalize or falsify when configuring events into

narratives. '’
The mind is unable to retain all details, therefore it is impossible to reconstruct reality
objectively and truthfully. But this tendency is not limited to moments of remembering or
narrating. The human perception is always unescapably subjective and unstable. Each

individual interprets reality according to their own highly personal capacities and

circumstances. Importantly, this happens even at the moment of the initial perception.

I3 Sibley, “A Physical Tangible Metaphor,” 38.
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Attempting to achieve objectivity with details is impossible because these details are as
subjective and inaccurate as the generalizations.

The “Last” section captures the paradox of the narrator’s attempt to escape these natural
tendencies of thought. He sums up his failed attempt to capture the essence of his grief over
Tony as well as his attempt to talk truthfully about the human condition:

The difficulty is to understand without generalization, to see each

piece of received truth, or generalization, as true only if it is true

for me, solipsism again, I come back to it again, and for no other

reason. In general, generalization is to lie, to tell

lies. (TU, ‘Last,” 6, emphasis added)
The narrator re-establishes that his aim is to tell the truth, but he concludes with a paradoxical
contradiction that is in itself a generalization. Neither generalizations nor specific details can

express the truth as the workings of the mind and the (re)construction of memories are

essentially unreliable, unstable, and constantly reshaped by the individual’s subjectivity.

Remembering Truth

The exploration of the workings of the mind and the nature of memory is directly in contrast
with Johnson’s aim to speak truth in a novel. Scott Manley Hadley concedes that “[m]uch of
The Unfortunates is an exploration of the contradictions of memory.”!¢ Hadley further claims
that this exploration and the insistence on the truthfulness of the things remembered produce

another discrepancy between Johnson’s ideology and his
literature: in asserting that words thought at the moment of
experience are not the most honest to express it, he justifies the
composition of Trawl and The Unfortunates (i.e. a present
distinct from the present of writing), but also creates a possibility
for falsehood. He risks the expansion of the breach between the
“then” of the focus and the “now” of the writing by trusting more
in considered than immediate language, further guaranteeing that
“his” truth is artifice: a crafted, traditional verisimilitude that his
essays state is not sufficient.!”

16 Scott Manley Hadley, “Fuck All This Lying: The Effectiveness of B. S. Johnson’s Formal Experiment in the
Creation of a Readable Truth,” BSJ: The B. S. Johnson Journal vol. 3 (2017): 78.
17 Ibid, 76-77.
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The form of the novel suggests that memory is random and uncontrollable. It is also subjective
and unreliable, therefore the truth it strives to capture is always fallible. Tew concedes that
“[t]he very shuffleability of the chapters evokes the act of memory, indicates uncertainty and
contingency.”'® In this sense the attempt of the novel to remember the truth is paradoxical.
Jenner has observed that

[t]he novel mediates between wrestling with the fallibility of

memory and the self-declared aim of faithfully articulating the

unfortunate randomness of illness and loss. Johnson’s attempt to

represent the ‘truth’, as he saw it, came into conflict with the

haphazardness of memory, as the very act of representing the

truth involves an authorial intrusion and imposition that is

fundamentally dishonest, in Johnsonian terms.!”
These conflicts are not surprising if we take into consideration Johnson’s deliberately
contradictory theory and the impossibility of accomplishing the goals he sets for his fiction.
The contradictions and shortcomings of memory are indicated throughout the novel with the
narrator often being prompt to point out these instances.

The “First” section suggests that remembering the past is problematic as the memory is
by no means organized or linear. The narrator claims that “[t]he mind circles, at random, does
not remember, from one moment to another, other things interpose themselves, the mind’s

”(TU, ‘First,” 1). Not only does the mind circle at random, but it also often fails to
remember as is indicated here by the white space following narrator’s reflection. These white
spaces are an important device used throughout Johnson’s fiction. In The Unfortunates, they
represent limitations of memory, but they also propose an interaction with the reader as was
argued by Mitchell:

The frequent textual blanks suggest gaps in knowledge,
imagination or inspiration, the mind’s own blanks; such gaps
apparently wilfully diminish the authority of the author, inviting

the reader to fill them in; they imply a necessary interactivity,
communication as exchange, and the incompletion of any text.

18 Tew, “(Re)-acknowledging,” 51.
19 Jenner, “B.S. Johnson and the Aleatoric Novel,” 71.
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They also instruct us on the limits of language in representing
that truth that so concerned Johnson.?

These blank spaces are therefore in conflict with one of the aims of the novel. The “gaps in
knowledge” hint at the inevitable shortcomings of the memory and its (in)capacity to
reconstruct truth.

The blanks also contradict Johnson’s theory presented in the “Introduction” as they
invite the reader to participate in the creation of the text and its meaning. Tredell has noted that
“[i]Jt seems at times that the reader is being invited to participate, not only in the book’s
arrangement, but also in supplying its images.”?! This is supported by the narrator’s self-
conscious commentary on his inability to provide these images himself:

June was out for Saturday, perhaps all day, certainly for lunch,
for lunch Tony came in and said he was cooking fish fingers, he
said they tasted okay if they were fried, a curious thing to
remember, all memories are curious, for that matter, the mind as
a think of an image ”(TU, ‘The

estate,” 5)

He also brings attention to the imprecision and unsuitability of the images he employs:

[H]e couldn’t read, in the circumstances, and I could never
understand why, all through his illness, that it deprived him of his
ability to read, as he had always read so much, the way he read,
the way he held a book, turned over its pages, was so practiced,
so professional, so dedicated, reverend almost, but familiar, at the
same time, the way a craftsman holds his tools, instruments, no,
the image is not right, does not help. (7TU, ‘Just as it seemed,’ 7)
The narrator is aware of the limits of his memory and the inaccuracy of his expressions, but he
is unable to overcome these obstacles. His inability suggests the imperfection of language and
its inadequacy to capture reality and express emotions accurately.
In any case, as was suggested by Mitchell, these gaps are included willfully. Therefore,

what seems like a failure on the part of the narrator might actually be one of his achievements.

Hadley has further analyzed the effects of these blank spaces, arguing that

20 Mitchell, “The Unfortunates,” 61.
2 Tredell, “Telling Life, Telling Death,” 36.
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Johnson feels and expresses something he is unable to explicitly

express in language. Although this initially feels like the author

failing — lacking the ability to evoke what he needs to using

language — it can be argued that this is Johnson excelling, using

empty space in combination with the words either side to create

a firm impression of emotion.??
The narrator is explicit about his shortcomings as he often admits his inability to recall his
memories precisely: “I fail to remember, the mind has fuses” (7U, ‘Then they had moved,’ 5).
His inability to remember is further emphasized by self-correction and frequent reformulations.
Quite paradoxically, this does not affect his certainty about the memories: “this I am sure,
though I do not remember” (TU, ‘Up there,” 4). The truthfulness of his memories is clearly
questionable.

The narrative seems to be constructed by half-remembered memories constantly
reshaped by the protagonist’s emotions rather than any reliable or factual recollection of the
past. He is aware of the distorting effects of the emotions, that are magnified by the time that
had passed between now and the moment of occurance:

I sentimentalize again, the past is always to be sentimentalized,

inevitably, everything about him I see now in the light of what

happened later, his slow disintegration, his death. The waves of

the past batter at the sea defences of my sandy sanity, need to be

safely pictured, still, romanticized, prettified. (7U, ‘I had a lovely

flat,” 2)
He is able to detect that the memories were “sentimentalized,” but he is unable to suppress the
effects of his emotions and remember his friend dispassionately. By admitting that “the past is
always to be sentimentalized,” he suggests that everything he remembers is essentially modified
by his emotions and therefore unreliable. This is further acknowledged and confirmed by the
narrator when he states that Tony’s “death influences every memory of everything connected

with him” (TU, ‘At least once,’ 1). Crucially, this applies to the whole novel as the narrative

represents the protagonist’s interior monologue triggered by the memory of Tony’s death.

22 Hadley, “Fuck All This Lying,” 75.
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The effects of the emotions on the mind and memory are unreconcilable as the narrator
seems fascinated by the question of “[h]Jow the mind can take these things in, calmly, discuss
them, hold them, and still be affected, terrified by them! The mind” (TU, ‘Cast parapet,’ 2). The
emotions are irrational and so their effects are unpredictable and often unexplainable.
Moreover, his attitude towards the veracity of his statements is inconsistent as he revises his
own statements: “the memory is not that bad, I’'m overdramatizing this” (7U, ‘Away from the
ground,’ 2). But ultimately, he is unable to tell whether his memory has been affected by his
emotions or not: “that is not true, I am probably romanticizing again” (7U, ‘Up there,” 5). The
narrator is essentially unable to determine what the truth is: “Or yet again, do I impose this in
the knowledge of what happened later? A constant, ha, distorting process, what is true, about
the past, about Wendy, about Tony?” (TU, ‘Up there,” 2)

His reflections on the workings of the mind and reliability of the memories have
interesting implications beyond the narrator’s situation. He meditates on the processes of his
mind: “My mind passes dully over the familiar ground of my prejudices, so much of thought is
repetition, is dullness, is sameness” (7U, ‘The poky lane,” 1). The narrator suggests that his
mind is conditioned by his subjectivity and his cultural background. If an individual’s thought
is repetitive, then by extension the collective thought and the intellectual knowledge carries
over this repetition. Thinking and rethinking requires knowing what has already been thought
by others. In this sense, literature is an example of this process where in order to innovate one
must know the tradition, but the innovation and writing in general also inevitably includes
repetition of what has already been written. The “Introduction” suggests a similar idea as the
narrator explains that he “had found that it was necessary to return to the very beginnings of the
novel in England in order to try to re-think it and re-justify it for myself” (4YRY, 22).

Interestingly, the same section contains an intriguing question: “Why do I suppose all

this from so little?” (TU, ‘The poky lane,” 7) The narrator reflects on the associative and
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interpretative character of the mind as certain elements, or fragments of thoughts may trigger a
sudden inflow of ideas and suggest interpretations seemingly disconnected from their initial
impulses. The question can be understood as a commentary on reading and by extension on
thinking, understanding, and interpreting reality itself. The process of interpretation (literary or
other) is based on, often involuntary, supposition that can only rarely be confirmed, disproved,
or verified. The examination of the processes of the mind shows that memories are unstable and

unreliable constructs, just like Johnson’s fiction and the concept of truth it seeks to capture.

“I’ll get it all down”: Death and other Limits of the Novel
Death is present in the novel since the beginning of the “First” section. The narrator introduces
Tony with a dreadful description of how his illness transformed him:

Tony. His cheeks sallowed and collapsed round the
insinuated bones, the gums shrivelled, was it, or shrunken, his
teeth now standing free of each other in the unnatural half yawn
of his mouth, yes, the mouth that had been full-fleshed, the whole
face, too, now collapsed, derelict, the thick-framed glasses the
only constant, the mouth held open as in a controlled scream, but
no sound (7U, ‘First,” 1)

During the last encounter with his dying friend, the narrator makes Tony a promise:

It was obvious to me that even if he was still there the following
week, he would be less able to talk, at the rate he was
deteriorating, disintegrating, so the last thing I said to him, all I
had to give him, alone with him, with my coat on, about to go,
the car waiting outside to run us to the station, staring down at
him, facing those eyes, he staring back all the time now, it must
have been a great effort for him, yes, and I said, it was all I had,
what else could I do, I said, I°l/ get it all down, mate. (TU, ‘So he
came,’ 5, emphasis added)

Although the meaning of his oath is rather ambiguous, the task the narrator sets for himself
seems to aspire to the impossible. Despite its vagueness, the ‘it’ appears to stand for both Tony’s
life and his death. The narrator’s attempt to fulfill his promise becomes central to the whole

novel as Ben Winsworth argues that
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[g]etting it all down, or rather how to get it all down is the novel’s

primary concern and/or problem. As the fragmentary nature of

the book expresses the disintegration and physical breakdown of

Tony’s body, as well as the random nature of cancer in terms of

its metastasis and development, it also signals the emotional and

technical difficulties inherent in both remembering and writing

that plague the body of the narrative itself, in whatever order or

different orders we choose to read it.”*
The complexity of this aim is further complicated by the narrator’s pronounced attempt to tell
the truth. Death, however, quite objectively, cannot be empirically known, therefore it cannot
be captured or expressed truthfully in language. The attempt to “get it all down” proves to be
symptomatic of Johnson’s fiction as it often pursues goals that cannot be achieved.

According to Coe, “[t]o read it [The Unfortunates] is to be drawn, inexorably, by the
coiled, unyielding threads of Johnson’s prose, into a vortex of shared grief.”** The novel’s
ambition is to explore death and the emotional impact it produces in the narrator. This in itself
would be a difficult objective. The novel, however, complicates the challenge by attempting to
do so while telling the truth. Tredell has pointed out that “[t]he position of death is paradoxical.
It is the signified which transcends all signifiers; that undiscovered country from whose bourn
no manuscript returns; that whereof we cannot speak, a limit of language and our world.”*

Death presents an unsurmountable limit on human knowledge, therefore any attempt to express

its essence in language is unavoidably a falsification.

23 Ben Winsworth, “Getting it All Down: Disintegration and Integration in B. S. Johnson’s The Unfortunates,”
Angles 13 (2021): 3-4, https://doi.org/10.4000/angles.4322.

24 Coe, Like a Fiery Elephant, 23

2 Tredell, “Telling Life, Telling Death,” 38.
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Life, Language, and Meaning

Tony’s death and the grief it produces forces the narrator to question the meaning of life: “Can
any death be meaningful? Or meaningless? Are these terms one can use about
death? I don’t know, I just feel the pain, the pain” (7U,
‘Last,” 4). This crisis of meaning, or the “meaningless nature of experience and

26 as Jenner describes the narrator’s attitude, is apparent as the narrator is

remembrance,
repeatedly overwhelmed by the weight of his loss. Consequently, he loses control over his
thoughts during mundane activities. His friend’s death imposes itself on his mind and the
narrator yields to melancholy:

I’ have another sherry, I used to drink beer then but do not now,

so much, there’s another change, it’s meaningless, though, it all

is, this wallowing in recollection, stupid even, as well, I mean,

where does it lead, there we were, students then, there these still

are, students now, and so? Here it was he talked about

the RAF. So? So must others, for ever, or talk about

something like it, and it does not matter to them, now, it cannot

have mattered at any time to me, so why this, if it is so

meaningless, anything means something only if you impose

meaning on it, which in itself is a meaningless thing, the

imposition. (7U, ‘Away from the ground,’ 3)
The grief forces the narrator into pessimism or even fatalism. He is overpowered by skepticism,
forcing him to question the very concept of meaning and its construction. His comments seem
to apply equally well to fiction in general. It might be said that reading and understanding are
processes based on “an imposition of meaning.” However, it seems like an exaggeration to
claim that these processes are meaningless. On the contrary, they are essential not only to
reading and writing fiction, but to life itself.

This is not to say that constructing meaning must necessarily lead to an understanding

or a sense of finality. This is suggested by the narrator’s frequent struggles to grasp the reality

of Tony’s death:

26 Jenner, “B.S. Johnson and the Aleatoric Novel,” 80.
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That this thing [Tony’s illness] could just come from nowhere,

from inside himself, of his very self, to attack him, to put his self

in danger, I still do not understand. Perhaps there is nothing to be

understood, perhaps understanding is simply not to be found, is

not applicable to such a thing. But it is hard, hard, not to try to

understand, even for me, who accept that all is nothing, that sense

does not exist. (TU, ‘For recuperation,’ 2)
This passage illustrates the narrator’s efforts to cope with Tony’s death in an attempt to
overcome it. He ultimately finds an explanation, although it does not alleviate his grief.

There is nothing to be understood, because the nature of the human experience is
essentially one of chaos: “I don’t remember, why should I, it doesn’t matter, nothing does, it’s
all chaos, look at his death, why? Why not?” (TU, ‘His dog,” 3) The narrator seems to have
always suspected the reality to be chaotic, as he mentions in relation to a conversation had with
Tony: “For him [Tony] it was too much to believe that there was no reason, not for me, it is all
chaos, I accept that as the state of the world, of things, of the human condition, yes, meaningless
it is, pointless, but for Tony?” (TU, ‘Just as it seemed,’ 3) His attempts to explain and justify
his friend’s death suggest that he is in a state of denial, but it also reveals that he has not been
able to internalize his own principles. The contradictory tensions within him echo the theory
presented in the “Introduction”: “what characterises our reality is the probability that chaos is
the most likely explanation; while at the same time recognising that even to seek an explanation
represents a denial of chaos” (4YRY, 17). It is evident that the protagonist of The Unfortunates
shares this contradictory attitude towards the human experience.

The tension between chaos and order reflected in the search for the meaning of Tony’s
death and its immediate negation is illustrative of Johnson’s paradoxical theory. Mitchell has
argued that

[t]he tension sustained and explored throughout the novel is

precisely this tension between the meaningful and the
meaningless, between order and disintegration, where one is
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always in danger of collapsing into the other, and it is Tony who
metonymically represents both sides of the dialectic.?’

Jenner has observed a similar tension in the novel suggesting that

The Unfortunates explores this paradoxical tension and refuses

to accept the initial negation of meaning. Hope is proffered in the

sprawling sentences through the display of continuing effort, in

which Johnson exposes a resistance to fixity so as to

accommodate chance and seek meaning despite his scepticism.?
This interaction between two seemingly opposite concepts is emblematic of Johnson’s fiction.
The human experience that his fiction often strives to explore is based on these unreconcilable
oppositions and the dialectic relationship between them.

The form of the novel has been interpreted as a metaphor for life. The beginning and the
end being fixed, representing the birth and the death, while the middle, standing for life,
depends on everyone’s own choices. Mitchell has argued that

[t]he novel, then, seeks to draw attention to that dilatory space of

the middle, the passing of time between birth and death, first and

last. In its circling it is attempting to delay the inevitable; but the

ordering of this middle (which is: life) matters little (‘what does

it matter?’ the narrator so frequently asks), given our knowledge

of the start and end points.?
Although the novel suggests similar interpretations, it seems to be a rather simplistic
explanation. The metaphor holds true only if applied retrospectively. The fact of birth and death
are certainly a given, but the middle — life and choices made — matters very much. The causality
is very important as the decisions made have a clear effect on one’s life. This would also apply
to Tony’s case, as he might have prevented his premature death, had he gone to the doctor
earlier, for example.

The form of the novel in connection with pervasive allusions to death and the narrator’s

pessimism evoke the sense of finality. Certainly, the instructions for the reading of the novel

27 Mitchell, “The Unfortunates,” 61.
28 Jenner, “B.S. Johnson and the Aleatoric Novel,” 80.
2 Mitchell, “The Unfortunates,” 62.
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suggest that no matter how one shuffles the novel, they will inescapably arrive at the “Last”
section concluding the novel and confirming Tony’s death. But this finality is not as
unambiguous as the novel insists. Mitchell has observed that “[t]he format of the book [...]
suggests that such acts of reconstruction are ultimately contingent, subjective and transient; the
order imposed will not be final.”*® Although The Unfortunates radically differs from the rest of
Johnson’s novels in its form, it is by no means the only one featuring some sort of guidelines
for the reader.

Johnson’s fiction contains a number of reader instructions. These range from implicit
suggestions to direct commands. However, the “Introduction” as well as the playful tone of
some of his fiction questions the authority of these instructions. Therefore, the looming question
is whether these instructions are to be trusted at all. Whether they accept Johnson’s suggestion
and frame the novel with sections designated “First” and “Last” depends on the decision of each
reader. After all, the “Introduction” is “challenging the reader to prove his own existence” and
encouraging the reader “to think a little further” (A4YRY, 28). Therefore, complying with
Johnson’s theory, all of the twenty-seven sections of the novel — including the “First” and the
“Last” — can indeed be read in a random order. This would clearly heighten the interpretative
potential of the novel as the finality of Tony’s death would no longer be certain in many of the
readings.

Mitchell has touched upon this possibility by observing that “although the last chapter
proclaims itself as such, it ends with questions, not conclusions, and it lacks the final full-stop
that would declare the matter closed.”! Like the blank spaces employed throughout the novel,
the inconclusive finale of the “Last” section invites the reader to supply their own images and

continue the work of the text. Mitchell has also observed that “[t]he overriding anxiety here

30 Mitchell, “The Unfortunates,” 63.
31 Ibid, 63.
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[...] is that this ‘right order’ does not exist (in life or in narrative).”*? Ultimately, The
Unfortunates is contradicting Johnson’s own theory by showing that it is not the writer who is
in control of the text. The text is independent from its author as it interacts differently with each
reader forcing them to participate in the creation of the text, while at the same time preventing
them to arrive at any final or conclusive interpretation, particularly when it comes to the

unfathomable reality of death.

32 Ibid, 63.
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Chapter IV: Christie Malry’s Own Double-Entry: A Binary Opposition

Killing “20,479 Innocent West Londoners”

“[NJothing happens by accident in this novel. Or almost nothing.”

[...]
“All is chaos and unexplainable.”

(Christie Malry’s Own Double-Entry, 57, 82)
Christie Malry’s Own Double-Entry (1973), Johnson’s penultimate novel, presents yet another
change in the author’s poetics. Joseph Darlington claims that “[t]he fifth of Johnson’s novels,
Christie Malry is arguably his most politically radical, whilst also being one of his funniest.”!
Romén Reyes-Peschl has observed that “[s]Jomewhat ironically, then, CMODE, despite dealing
with politics and terrorism in a fairly overt way, is one of his least radical books in terms of
form.”? Jonathan Coe has expressed a similar view claiming that the novel is “more
approachable for the non-experimentally inclined reader,” describing the book as “a brilliant
fast-paced black comedy.””* Darlington concurs by describing the novel as “[o]stensibly a dark
comedy about terrorist violence.”* The element of formal experiment is perhaps less
ostentatious, but the employment of a whimsical omniscient narrator offers an interesting
exploration of the novel as a material object addressing the possibilities of creating fiction and
the inadequacy of literary conventions.
According to the “Introduction,” Christie Malry’s Own Double-Entry along with House
Mother Normal (1971) “represent a change (again!) of direction, an elbow joint in the arm, still

party of the same but perhaps going another way” (4YRY, 26). Although the “Introduction”

withholds any further specification, there have been some attempts to determine the nature of

! Joseph Darlington, “Cell of One: B.S. Johnson, Christie Malry and the Angry Brigade,” in B. S. Johnson and
Post-War Literature: The Possibilities of the Avant-Garde, eds. Julia Jordan and Martin Ryle (New York: Palgrave
Macmillan, 2014), 88.

2 Romén Reyes-Peschl, “‘Aggravation” and ‘Recompense’: Dialectics, Terrorism and Literature in BS Johnson’s
Christie Malry’s Own Double-Entry,” BSJ: The B. S. Johnson Journal vol. 2 (2015): 45.

3 Jonathan Coe, Like a Fiery Elephant: The Story of B.S. Johnson, (New York: Continuum, 2005), 26.

4 Darlington, “Cell of One,” 88.
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this change of direction. The novel no longer strives to tell the truth through autobiographical
precision like The Unfortunates, nor does it fight against its own fictitious nature like 4lbert
Angelo. Its mode is much more relaxed, self-aware, and funny. It abandons the realm of realistic
verisimilitude no longer insisting that the truth is something it aims to express. As a result, the
novel is playfully mocking literary conventions and drawing attention to its own status as fiction
by employing metafictional elements in its narrative. Indeed, the novel is quite honest about its
fictionality as the narrator clarifies: “this is fiction, is it not? Isn’t it?” (CMODE, 137)
As for the change of the novel’s mode, Judith Mackrell suggests that

the mode of fantasy adopted here is of considerable importance

for Johnson; it allows him to escape from the notion that only his

experience, only his subjective world, can be honestly made into

anovel, and it allows him to develop other worlds and to imagine

other experiences outside his own (which he is demonstrably

very good at doing), which do not compromise his principles by

laying any deceptive claim to truthfulness.’
Connected with the mode of fantasy, Darlington observes that it is the “comic means by which
[the novel] identifies and exposes the contradictions at the heart of capitalist society share the
critical perspectives of radical politics, even if its objectives differ.”® Quite unconventionally
for Johnson’s fiction, the most radical elements of the novel do not arrive from its form, but
they are introduced through the story of the novel.

The novel presents a story of Christie Malry, a young man who “had not been born into
money”” and who would “therefore have to acquire it as best he could” (CMODE, 11). It seems
that Christie is a man of principle, well aware that “there were unpleasant (and to him
unacceptable) penalties for acquiring it by those methods considered to be criminal by society”

(CMODE, 11). But his principles soon prove dangerously flexible. Considering his options, he

decides to “place himself next to the money” (CMODE, 11) by becoming a bank clerk. Christie

5 Judith Mackrell, “B.S. Johnson and the British Experimental Tradition: An Introduction,” Review of
Contemporary Fiction 5.2 (1985): 61.
¢ Darlington, “Cell of One,” 99-100.
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soon realizes “that he was not appreciably nearer to [the money]. Indeed, he very soon
experienced that curious distancing effect felt by honest persons in a similar situation”
(CMODE, 15). He decides that in order to “move nearer to money” (CMODE, 16) he has to
become an accountant.

His new job as an accountant exposed him to the system of double-entry bookkeeping
“which was (though some time later) to give him his Great Idea and influence the course of his
life so radically” (CMODE, 17). The “Introduction” discusses this particular novel very briefly,
but one of the few things it addresses is precisely Christie’s Great Idea. It explains that “[t]he
idea was that a young man who had learned the double-entry system of book-keeping started
applying his knowledge to society and life; when society did him down, he did society down in
order to balance the books” (4YRY, 27). Christie’s Great Idea is an “attempt to change society
towards a condition he conceives to be better” (4YRY, 16), but it is ultimately a failed one. His
double-entry system is essentially a subjective construct containing its own contradictions and

ambiguities, thus reflecting the author’s inconsistent theory.

The Contradictory Role of Christie Malry
The novel opens with: “Christie Malry was a simple person” (CMODE, 11). This characteristic
of the protagonist is then often repeated by the narrator who is reluctant to provide further detail
concerning Christie while mocking the convention of providing a character with a background
information, arguing that “both everything and nothing in a person’s past and background may
be significant” (CMODE, 81). But Christie is also “The Industrious Pilgrim” (CMODE, 9) who,
later in the novel, has his Great Idea.

Despite the narrator’s mocking descriptions of the protagonist, Christie’s role in the
novel is quite complex. It is also contradictory as he embodies a multitude of tensions and

contrasting ideas. Darlington has observed that the
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MS copies of the novel saw the character written ‘Xtie’

throughout — suggesting a Christ reference in the form of a cross

— and to amalgamate the figures of the terrorist and the messiah

implies an ironic comment on purity and self-sacrifice in the face

of an unjust world.”
Supporting this interpretation, the novel hints at Christie’s connection with the Christ figure
with jokes like: “‘Christ knows,’ said the Shrike. / ‘I’m uncertain, too,” said Christie” (CMODE,
55). A savior and a terrorist should be clearly distinguishable from each other, but in Christie,
these two concepts merge. According to Coe,

[1]t becomes apparent that we are dealing with a man whose

ingrained sense of personal and social injustice can never be

mollified. Someone like this stands outside the norms of

conventional literature just as he does outside the norms of

society, so there seems no possible method of resolving the

book’s thematic tensions; and indeed Johnson doesn’t attempt

to.®
The tensions within his character are not meant to be reducible to a simple dichotomy; Christie’s
contradictory role aims to complicate the possibility of clear-cut opposites.

This God-terrorist dichotomy is further complicated as it seems to have a third
constituent — the writer. In Chapter IX, also described as “a Failed Chapter” (CMODE, 77), the
narrator draws a parallel between his retelling of the story of creation and the working of a
writer: “God has been making it all up as He goes along, like certain kinds of novelist”

(CMODE, 79-80). These connections and tensions are reflected in Christie’s attempt to codify

the principles for his Great Idea.

Christie’s Principles
Christie codifies the principles for his Great Idea (at this point essentially his personal terrorist
activity) creating a list of rules for himself to follow. These rules suggest a kind of Biblical

reference although his list is comprised not by ten, but twelve commandments. There is also a

7 Darlington, “Cell of One,” 95.
8 Coe, Like a Fiery Elephant, 27.
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parallel between Christie’s principles and the “Introduction” which, among other things,
outlines the rules for Johnson’s fiction and for any “serious” novelist. Although Christie’s
commandment-like principles seek to define his terrorist activity, some of them are equally
applicable to the process of writing fiction, thus commenting on Johnson’s theory and his
literary production. Rod Mengham has argued that

Christie relies on these devices for the successful timing of his

detonations, just as the author of the novel in which Christie

appears anticipates, withholds and then releases his genre-

threatening challenges to the system of the novel. And they also

guarantee Christie’s anonymity, his ability to escape detection.

Christie’s codification of his principles insists on the need to

remain obscure and insignificant, and holds implications for the

revalidating of neglected and overlooked authors in the literary

field.’
Mengham has further suggested that “Christie’s apologia for anonymity is simultaneously
Johnson’s compensating mechanism for the economic failure of his writing.”!° In a certain
sense, some of these principles are equally relevant for Christie as they are for Johnson’s fiction.
But just as Johnson constantly contradicts his own theory, so does Christie disobey his
principles.

A clear example of this has to do with Christie’s eleventh principle, which reads: “I must
not be present when an action takes place. I must resist the very natural desire to be there to see
it when it happens: I must be away, and hear about it, like almost everyone else, at some other
hand” (CMODE, 90). However, he violates the principle soon after the codification:

[H]e [Christie] used Tapper’s telephone to inform the police that
there was a bomb due in about ten minutes to make a mess of
most of the London premises of Pork Pie Purveyors Ltd. This
factory was opposite the window where Christie worked at his

new job, and how he did enjoy seeing the workpeople spill
tumultuously out of the gates! (CMODE, 123)

® Rod Mengham, “Antepostdated Johnson,” in B. S. Johnson and Post-War Literature: The Possibilities of the
Avant-Garde, eds. Julia Jordan and Martin Ryle (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2014), 129.
10 Ibid, 129.
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He is unable to resist the desire to interfere with his projects as he himself later realizes: “I have
broken a Principle, thought Christie, number Eleven if I remember correctly. Only now do I
think of it. I not only watched but enjoyed the exodus of employees from PPP. If [ am not
careful, I shall be caught” (CMODE, 143). Interestingly, his comments relate also to Johnson’s
fiction which often employs an authorial voice that imposes its presence into the text controlling
and manipulating the narrative, with Christie’s Malry Own Double-Entry being no exception.
Christie’s realization is therefore also a kind of a confession of the narrator whose
authorial presence is essentially in conflict with his own declarations. The narrator, similarly to
one of the narrators in Albert Angelo, is openly hostile towards the concept of religion, calling
it “lying tale-telling” (CMODE, 80), which sounds like a variation of the “[t]elling stories really
is telling lies” (AYRY, 14) maxim from the “Introduction.” Interestingly, the narrator of the
novel is assuming a God-like position within the novel; but he also essentially tells a story about

Christie Malry.

The Narrator and the Authorial Control
The narrator in Christie Malry’s Own Double Entry shares some of the characteristics with the
narrator in the “Disintegration” section of Albert Angelo and with the God-figure described in
the “Failed Chapter.” He is essentially both an omniscient and an omnipotent character
flaunting his powers by disrupting the narrative with his authorial voice. However, he does not
try to use his metafictional comments to attack the very fictionality of the novel, like the narrator
in Albert Angelo, but rather embraces its fictional status and explores the possibilities of
constructing fiction by playfully parodying literary conventions.

The narrator imposes his presence in the text and assumes control over it through several
techniques. Firstly, he often employs metafictional comments, thereby intentionally destroying

any illusion of reality: “For the following passage it seems to me necessary to attempt
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transcursion into Christie’s mind; an illusion of transcursion, that is, of course, since you know
only too well in whose mind it all really takes place” (CMODE, 23). According to Mackrell,
“[t]he paradox inherent in the fact that the novel — a self-contained and self-limiting form —
should be trying to create an illusion of “real life” is precisely caught.”!! The narrator does not
try to create verisimilitude nor an illusion of reality. On the contrary, he foregrounds the
fictionality of the novel by directly addressing the literary conventions and their deceptive
qualities. The novel does not openly attempt to express any kind of truth, but paradoxically the
narrator’s metafictional comments, in a sense, do reveal the truth about the processual creation
of fiction.

Secondly, the narrator frequently demonstrates his control over the text by referring to
the physical dimensions of the novel. At one point, he warns Christie: “‘I’ve put down all [ have
to say, or rather I will have done in another twenty-two pages, so surely....”” (CMODE, 165)
Unsurprisingly, the novel does end precisely twenty-two pages later. Darlington has observed
that this occurs even

[a]t the most dramatically potent points of the narrative,

Christie’s mass poisoning of Londoners and his diagnosis with

cancer, the information is relayed in a manner which draws direct

attention to the interesting exploration of the novel a material

object: the number of casualties is ‘roughly the number of words

of which the novel consists so far’ (147), and Christie’s illness is

potentially caused by ‘those misshapes I had on page 67’ (180)."
Quite contrarily to The Unfortunates, the narrator impedes the progress of the novel to acquire
an emotional impact as he constantly brings attention to the fictionality of the narration. Some
of these references are so specific they appear to be beyond the capabilities of the omniscient

narrator, suggesting the (typically Johnsonesque) misleading idea that the narrator might

actually be the author himself, or, in this case, even the editor of the book.

' Mackrell, “B. S. Johnson and the British Experimental Tradition,” 60.
12 Darlington, “Cell of One,” 100.
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Thirdly, just as in the “Introduction,” the narrator directly addresses the role of the
reader. His attitude towards the reader is unstable and contradictory as he sometimes belittles
the reader’s part in creating the text expressing “hostility to the idea that the reader might use

his imagination,”!

3 as per Mackrell. This is perhaps most evident when the narrator gives
physical descriptions of Christie:

An attempt should be made to characterize Christie’s appearance.

I do so with diffidence, in the knowledge that such physical

descriptions are rarely of value in a novel. It is one of the

limitations; and there are so many others. (CMODE, 51)
But he also acknowledges that

many readers apparently prefer to imagine the characters for

themselves. That is what draws them to the novel, that it

stimulates their imagination! Imagining my characters, indeed!

[...] What writer can compete with the reader’s imagination!

(CMODE, 51)
Finally, he surrenders the control to the reader and their imagination:

Christie is therefore an average shape, height, weight, build, and

colour. Make him what you will: probably in the image of

yourself. You are allowed complete freedom in the matter of

warts and moles; as long as he has at least one of either.

(CMODE, 51)
By allowing the reader to make choices about Christie, the narrator remains in control. This is
emphasized by the seemingly marginal condition he introduces. He limits the reader’s
“complete freedom” by demanding that Christie has to have at least one wart or mole. In any
case, the narrator is attempting to control something beyond his powers, as the imagination of
the reader and the subsequent interpretation of the text remain independent of any authority.

Fourthly, the narrator appears as a character in the novel. This intrusion of the narrator

into the novel has a dual function. It allows him to confront Christie directly, demonstrating the

power and influence he has over Christie’s existence and the whole narrative. But it also

13 Mackrell, “B. S. Johnson and the British Experimental Tradition,” 59.
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exposes his fictionality, as he reduces himself to a character in a novel, making himself
vulnerable to the rest of the characters. During the narrator’s dialogue with Christie, they at first
appear to complement each other, with the narrator noting: “‘I’'m glad you understand so
readily,”” or “‘I could hardly have expressed it better myself”” (CMODE, 165). These remarks
seem to mock the fact that essentially both the narrator and Christie are constructed by the same
person — Johnson the writer. Interestingly, they soon enter into a conflict. Christie starts to
undermine the narrator’s superior position remarking that “‘[m]ost people won’t read it’”
(CMODE, 165), or “‘[y]ou’ve said all this before’” (CMODE, 166). Darlington has observed
that

Christie and the author-figure appear locked in a battle to control

the content of the narrative, in which each seeks to gain power by

becoming more ‘real’ than the other. As a result, the world

rendered by the novel becomes in some ways depthless, but the

novel’s vitality as a creation is unimpeded by questions of

authenticity, and the text is free to embrace chaos, contradiction

and ambiguity.'*
Nevertheless, Christie still finds words of praise, calling the novel “‘a continuous dialogue with
form’” and suggesting “‘[i]t’s something to aspire to, becoming a critic!”” (CMODE, 166)

The dynamics of their relationship change as Christie’s cancer spreads and his death

draws nearer. He confronts the narrator who, with his declared omnipotence, has decided to
endow him with cancer in order to wrap up the novel:

‘Soon [...] they’ll discover a cure for cancer. And that will make

you look stupid. You’ll be knackered! The cause may be so

obvious, then. Like nineteenth-century surgeons used to operate

with aprons caked with blood and pus of earlier operations.’

(CMODE, 179-180)
Christie’s comment is essentially also a comment about Johnson’s fiction and literature in

general. The protagonist’s example is not accidental, as Johnson has often used nineteenth-

century literature as a contrasting reference point to his own literary production. What the

14 Darlington, “Cell of One,” 100.
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comment suggests is that literature, just like other forms of human knowledge, is an ever-
changing process. Therefore, many of the techniques and ideas, no matter how innovative or
experimental they may seem at the time, will become obsolete in the future.

Christie’s illness also suggests a connection between the ending of the novel and The
Unfortunates. Morton P. Levitt has observed that “Christie dies as suddenly and inexplicably
as Tony does in The Unfortunates.” !> Moreover, both Tony and Christie die from cancer. In an
outburst of emotions connected with his impending death, Christie complains: ““you shouldn’t
be bloody writing novels about it, you should be out there bloody doing something about it’”
(CMODE, 180). This comment addresses the impossibility of coming to terms with cancer in
Johnson’s fiction.

The narrator of the “Introduction” confesses: “I write especially to exorcise, to remove
from myself, from my mind, the burden having to bear some pain, the hurt of some experience:
in order that it may be over there, in a book, and not in here in my mind” (4YRY, 18-19). But
Christie suggests this is not enough, that writing essentially does not help the writer “to come
to terms with things that have happened to [him]” (4YRY, 18). He also suggests a crucial
limitation of literature by contrasting “writing novels” with “doing something.” Through this
distinction, Christie articulates his disillusionment with the powers of literature and its impact.
The aim for the novel to “embody present-day reality” and “attempt to change society towards
a condition [one] conceives to be better” (4YRY, 16), promoted by the “Introduction,” remains

distant and unachievable as Christie’s Great Idea ultimately results in a resounding failure.

15 Morton P. Levitt, “The Novels of B. S. Johnson: Against the War Against Joyce,” Modern Fiction Studies 27.4
(1981): 582, https://www.jstor.org/stable/26281064.
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Subjectivity Fails: Christie’s Great Idea and its Fundamental Flaw

The whole novel revolves around Christie’s Great Idea described by Coe as “a unique way of
taking his [Christie’s] revenge on society: a system of moral double-entry bookkeeping.”'® John
Lancaster has argued that the “[d]ouble-entry bookkeeping is also a way of structuring and
comprehending the world, one which, in Christie Malry, Johnson uses to organize his
character’s perceptions of the wrongs done to him, and the possibilities for justice and
revenge.”!” There is, however, a fundamental flaw at the core of Christie’s Great Idea: it is
extremely subjective.

There is a clear opposition between the “I” and “them” even as Christie begins to
formulate his Great Idea: “they may conveniently take responsibility for standing this building
in my way, too, limiting my freedom of movement, dictating to me where I may or may not walk
in this street” (CMODE, 24). The opposition between himself and the rest of the society shows
his highly subjective understanding of the world, which allows him to arrive at a simple (and
simplistic) solution: “Debit them, Credit me! Account settled!” (CMODE, 24) Christie
essentially reduces the complexity of the human condition and all its social structures into a
disturbingly oversimplified binary opposition.

This simplification soon proves to be dangerous, because, as Paul Ronald has observed,
“Christie’s moral bookkeeping system has degenerated into the monomania of a serial killer.”'8
Reyes-Peschl has argued that

Christie’s Great Idea is dangerous precisely because it is so easy,
so readily available and on some level so understandable. His
double-entry reduces the complex to the simple by categorising
everything into the well-known and easily manageable names of

Debit and Credit, and entire constellations of concepts are thus
subsumed and forgotten. "’

16 Coe, Like a Fiery Elephant, 26.

17 John Lanchester, “Foreword,” in B. S. Johnson, Christie Malry’s Own Double-Entry (London: Picador, 2001),
4.

18 Ronald Paul, “Terror and the Individual in B.S. Johnson's Last Two Novels,” Socialism and democracy 24.2
(2010): 235, https://doi.org/10.1080/08854301003746882.

19 Reyes-Peschl, “‘ Aggravation’ and ‘Recompense,”” 65.
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Christie’s double-entry worldview is a highly subjective system of ordering the reality where
his initial desire for justice soon transforms into psychotic revenge and craving for mass murder.
As explained in the “Introduction,” Christie’s decline into terrorism is motivated by the
feeling that “society did him down” (4YRY, 27). Darlington has conceded that “[a]s Christie’s
consciousness of the unfairness around him expands, so his activities become more extreme,
quickly descending into terrorism.”*® At one point “Christie argued with himself” (CMODE,
115), trying to figure out whether he has the “right to kill people” (CMODE, 115). He tries to
determine this question by inspecting the society and its treatment of the human life.

At first, he professes the “absolute sanctity of human life” (CMODE, 115), which he
immediately contrasts with the fact that society saw the human life as “very inexpensive,
plentiful and easily-disposable asset” (CMODE, 115). In the end, Christie justifies his terrorist
activity by observing that society perceives people “all equally replaceable” (CMODE, 115)
and claiming that

[h]uman life is cheap, dirt cheap, according to this society, judged

by the way it acts, the only true test, saw Christie, despite its pious

mouthings. What it does in practice is not what it says it does. It

does not care for human life: it shortens that life by the nature of

the work it demands, it poisons that life in pursuit of mere profit,

it organizes wars from which it is certain mass killings will result.

(CMODE, 115-116)
Arriving at this conclusion, “Christie was easily able to become one again. If they fight dirty
(and they do), so shall I, he thought; if they are so callous about human life, then so shall I be
(though I could not possibly kill as many as they do)” (CMODE, 116). But his conclusion and
the subsequent justification for the crimes he will have committed are paradoxical.

His logic is clearly limited by his subjective feeling of injustice, which is distorting his

judgement. Reyes-Peschl has argued that “[1]ronically, this non-equivalence of society’s theory

20 Darlington, “Cell of One,” 89.
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and practice leads Christie to the conclusion that he may act equivalently inconsistently.”! He
is no victim of the system nor is he a savior. He is a deluded terrorist whose understanding of
the world is disproportionate and self-centered. According to Paul, “Christie’s terrorist logic
has made him become part of the same ruthless system that he claims to want to overthrow.”*?
Reyes-Peschl has further claimed that “Christie seeks violent revenge against these discursive
impositions by paradoxically remaining within them.”?> However, there is a parallel between
Christie’s illogical behavior and Johnson’s literary experiment. Johnson’s fiction and the
experimental fiction in general seek to confront the literary traditions and its conventions with
new and often radical innovation. But in order to write experimental fiction, a writer has to stay
within certain limits for his work to be recognizable as the form he is trying to innovate.
Crucially, Christie’s Great Idea is also an argument against author’s often emphasized
solipsism. According to Mackrell, “Christie’s balance-sheet mentality is, despite its
wonderfully anarchic energy, an arrogant imposition of a single viewpoint onto the whole
reality, which is eventually doomed to destruction.”?* An imposition of a single viewpoint is
always inescapably limiting, inaccurate and problematic. According to the “Introduction,”
Albert Angelo was the novel where Johnson discovered how to “speak truth directly if
solipsistically in the novel form” (4YRY, 22). But in Christie Malry’s Own Double-Entry, the
very idea of subjective perception and its reliability is made utterly problematic and dishonest
as in the case of Christie’s solipsism leads to the death of thousands of innocent people.
Johnson’s penultimate novel essentially creates another contradiction within author’s fiction
problematizing his poetics of solipsism. But it also addresses a problem inherent to writing in
general as any creative process is always necessarily formed by a single subjective viewpoint,

implying that all creation is imperfect.

21 Reyes-Peschl, “‘Aggravation’ and ‘Recompense,”” 60.

22 Paul, “Terror and the Individual,” 234.

23 Reyes-Peschl, “‘Aggravation’ and ‘Recompense,”” 62.

24 Mackrell, “B. S. Johnson and the British Experimental Tradition,” 60.
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Conclusion: B. S. Johnson in a Theoretical Context

This thesis has outlined B. S. Johnson’s deliberately contradictory theory, focused on the
changing strategies employed in his fiction, examined how the selected novels resolve the
particular writing problems they set for themselves, and proved that his fiction is in constant
dialogue with its own theory. The “Introduction” to the collection of short prose Aren’t Your
Rather Young to be Writing Your Memoirs? (1973) contains deliberate contradictions also
present in the rest of his fiction. The “Introduction” is essentially a fictional construct, to be
read as any other of Johnson's novels, that is deliberately subjective, self-contradictory, and
ambivalent

Albert Angelo (1964) is the novel where Johnson supposedly “broke through the English
disease of the objective correlative to speak truth directly if solipsistically in the novel form”
(AYRY, 22). The novel explores the truth and identity as subjective constructs. Indeed, the
protagonist claims that “[e]verything is subjective” (44, 117). The “Disintegration” episode
introduces an authorial voice whose inability to tell the truth despite his desperate attempts
proves that the task itself is impossible.

The Unfortunates (1969) continues the author’s attempt to tell the truth while radically
shifting the approach to do so. The text presents apparent autobiographical connections with
the author’s life in a confessional style of prose as a strategy to tell the truth about the narrator’s
late friend Tony. The text is formed by unbound sections which represent the randomness of
memory, life, and cancer. But ultimately, the workings of the mind and the (re)construction of
memories are unreliable, unstable, and constantly reshaped by the individual’s subjectivity.
Thus, the truth that the text aims to express is once again proven elusive.

Christie Malry’s Own Double-Entry (1973) presents yet another change in Johnson’s
poetics, contradicting some of the principles promoted by the “Introduction” and explored in

his previous novels. Radical formal experiment, realistic verisimilitude, and truth are no longer
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the aims of the novel. Rather, the text is playfully mocking literary conventions and drawing
attention to its own status as fiction by employing metafictional elements in its narrative. The
novel presents an argument against the author’s often emphasized solipsism as Christie’s highly
subjective worldview based on binary oppositions essentially leads to the deaths of thousands
of people.

The following sections of this conclusion will contrast the observations of this thesis
with some of the relevant theoretical frameworks and concepts suggesting possible directions
of understanding Johnson’s contradictory fiction in a theoretical sense. Thus, this conclusion
aims to offer some interesting points of departure for further research of Johnson’s fiction and
the possible theoretical frameworks which may yield a more comprehensive understanding of

the author’s fiction.

Johnson Between Fictional and Factual Narrative: Gérard Genette

In Fiction & Diction (1991), Gérard Genette explores the complex relationship between
fictional and factual narrative and “the reasons that might lead factual narrative and fictional
narrative to behave differently with respect to the story that they ‘report.””! The question
Genette addresses is undoubtably a complicated one as he himself acknowledges that “there is
no such thing as pure fiction.”? He further suggests that “[w]hat is true of fiction as entity or
image is doubtless also true of fiction as discourse: the whole is more fictional than any of its
parts.”

Genette’s study introduces so-called acts of fiction, standing for “utterances of narrative

fiction considered as speech acts.”* According to Genette, “[t]he acts that are problematic, the

! Gérard Genette, Fiction & Diction, trans. Catherine Porter (Ithaca and London: Cornell University Press, 1993),
56.

2 Ibid, 82.

3 Ibid, 50.

41bid, 30.
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ones whose status still remains to be defined if possible, are the speech acts that constitute that
context, that is, the narrative discourse itself: that of the author.”> Employing speech act theory,
which he attributes to John Searle,® Genette proceeds to analyze the various types of narrators
and the speech acts they perform in the narrative. According to Genette, the first-person
homodiegetic narrator is

[him]self a character in the story [...] is [him]self fictional, and

therefore the speech acts [he] performs as narrator are as

fictionally serious as those of the other characters in [his]

narrative and as the speech acts [he] performs as a character in

[his] story.”
Although Genette uses Marcel Proust and his 4 la recherche de temps perdu (In Search of Lost
Time, 1913) as an example to illustrate this, his observations can be applied generally:

[N]o speech acts belong to [the author himself], for the good

reason that [the author himself] never takes the floor; he is always

“pretending,” as Plato had already put it, to be [the author

himself] or someone else, no matter how the narrative content

may happen to relate to the biography, the life and opinions, of

its author. Thus, from the point of view that concerns us here, we

are just as entitled to set aside the discourse of first-person

fictional narrative as to set aside that of fictional characters

themselves.®
This clearly applies to Johnson and the variations of first-person narrative voices he employs
throughout his fiction. None of them is Johnson himself, they are all just his constructions and
therefore as fictional as the rest of his characters. The only narrator (out of the selected fiction
discussed in this thesis) that does not fall under this category is the narrator of Christie Malry’s
Own Double-Entry. But only to a certain point of the narrative, as he too becomes one of the
characters of the novel towards its end.

Some of Genette’s observations also relate to Johnson’s preoccupation with truth.

According to Genette, truthfulness is “the obligation to report only what one knows—but at the

S Tbid, 33.
6 Tbid, 30.
7 Ibid, 33-34.
$ Ibid, 34.
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same time everything that one knows, to provide all the relevant information—and to state how
one has come by that knowledge.”” Therefore, the omniscient narrators Johnson employs in his
fiction are disrespectful towards the factual narrative’s requirement of truthfulness, “since in
quantitative terms it is less likely that an author would know the thoughts of all the characters
[...] (but it suffices to have invented them.)”!* Johnson’s clearest example of this kind of
narrator is the one in Christie Malry’s Own Double-Entry.

Genette further analyzes the relationship between the author and the narrator, which
essentially translates into the distinction between truth and fiction. This is clearly relevant to
Johnson’s theory and fiction as the author attempts to problematize the connection between the
two concepts. This opposition would translate into Genette’s terms as the opposition between
fictional and factual narrative. Genette attempts to separate these two terms by observing five
different aspects of the narrative: order, pace, frequency, mood, and voice. Genette observes
that while the first three characteristics do little to help determine the character of the narrative,
mood and voice do provide some evidence regarding the fictional or factual nature of the text.

In relation with the mood of the narrative, Genette suggests that one of the aspects
pointing towards the fictional nature of the narrative is the “direct access to the characters’
subjectivity.”!! Genette further asserts that

[i]]f narrative fiction alone gives us direct access to the
subjectivity of another person, this is not by virtue of some
miraculous privilege; it is because that other person is a fictitious
being [...] That person’s thoughts are imagined by the author
while he is pretending to report them.'?
Clearly, Johnson’s fiction often explores the characters’ subjectivity. Indeed, in Albert Angelo

the protagonist claims that “[e]verything is subjective” (44, 117). The attempt to report a

person’s thoughts is also present in The Unfortunates. This text could be, according to Genette’s

9 Ibid, 67.
10 Tbid, 67.
1 Tbid, 65.
12 Tbid, 65.
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distinction, labeled a pseudo-autobiographical fiction as it “tends to ‘focus on the experience of
a character.””!® According to Genette, the “internal focalization [...] is a typical criterion of
fictionality.”!*

Proceeding with the category of voice, Genette claims that “[t]he distinction of level is
doubtless the most relevant one here, for the concern with verisimilitude or with simplicity
generally orients factual narrative away from excessive reliance on second-degree narrations.”!
Both Albert Angelo and Christie Malry’s Own Double-Entry rely on second-degree narrations
with the former often switching between narrative voices and the latter presenting a
disagreement between the narrator and the protagonist.

According to Genette, what defines factual narrative is the union of the author and the
narrator (A=N), while the dissociation of the two (A#N) defines fiction.!® However, the relation
between the author and the narrator “is no doubt the most difficult relation to pin down [...]
and it is sometimes the most ambiguous, as is, after all, the relation between truth and fiction.”!’”
Ultimately, what Genette means by the union of the author and the narrator is that “the author
assumes full responsibility for the assertions of his narrative, and consequently grants no shred
of autonomy to any narrator whatsoever.”'® This distinction, however, can be problematic as
some writers including Johnson problematize such clear-cut observation. Genette illustrates the
problematic distinction between the author and the narrator using an example of E/ Aleph (The
Aleph, 1945) by Jorge Luis Borges. However, Genette’s observation can be applied more

generally and for the purposes of this thesis also specifically to Johnson: “The [Johnson] who

is an author, a [British] citizen [...] is not functionally identical with the [Johnson] who is the

13 Ibid, 68.
14 Ibid, 68.
15 Ibid, 69.
16 Ibid, 70.
17 Ibid, 79.
18 Ibid, 70.
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narrator and hero of [his novels], even if they share many (not all) biographical features.”!”

Therefore, according to Genette’s theory, the narrator of Johnson’s fiction, despite all the shared

features between the two, is never identical with the author himself.

Johnson’s Fiction as Possible Worlds: Lubomir DoleZel
In Heterocosmica (1998), Lubomir Dolezel presents a theory of fiction and possible worlds in
which he explains that

[tlhere are many approaches to fictionality in contemporary

philosophy, aesthetics, literary theory, and so on. This book treats

fiction within the paradigm of possible worlds. [...] Treating

fictional narratives as possible worlds links literary theory to a

dynamic interdisciplinary network and provides it with the model

of poiesis we could not find in “classical” narratology.
His theory defines poiesis as “the invention of new stories in and through new texts.”?! This
process of constructing new possible worlds is, according to DoleZel, very productive as “[t]he
universe of possible worlds is constantly expanding and diversifying thanks to the incessant
world-constructing activity of human minds and hands. Literary fiction is probably the most
active experimental laboratory of the world-constructing enterprise.”*? According to DoleZel,
one of the main advantages of his theory is that

the possible-worlds model [...] provides a much larger space for

literary fiction than the one-world frame. It does not exclude

fictional worlds analogous or similar to the actual world, but it

also accounts for the most fantastic worlds, far removed from, or

contradictory to, reality.?

Dolezel essentially aims to “introduce a theory of fictionality which is inspired by possible-

worlds semantics but which avoids the indefensible identifying of fictional worlds of literature

19 1bid, 75-76.

20 Lubomir Dolezel, Heterocosmica: Fiction and Possible Worlds (Baltimore and London: The Johns Hopkins
University Press, 1998), ix.

21 Ibid, ix.

2 Ibid, ix.

2 Ibid, 19.
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with possible worlds of logic and philosophy.”?* Dolezel’s theory is an interesting and
potentially revealing framework in which one can understand fiction, especially when
approaching fictional texts that deliberately problematize their own fictional status, such as

Johnson’s fiction.

Literary Fiction as a Possible World
The theory of possible worlds is clearly relevant to literature because “[f]ictional worlds of
literature [...] are a special kind of possible world; they are aesthetic artifacts constructed,
preserved, and circulating in the medium of fictional texts.”?® DoleZel further elaborates on this,
claiming that “[pJossible worlds of fiction are artifacts produced by aesthetic activities—poetry
and music composition, mythology and storytelling, painting and sculpting, theater and dance,
cinema and television, and so on.”?® The theory emphasizes the constructed nature of these
artifacts insisting that

[a]ll possible worlds are constructs of human productive

activities; fictional worlds of literature are products of textual

poiesis. By composing a written or oral text, the author creates a

fictional world that was not available prior to this act. Textual

poiesis, like all human activity, occurs in the actual world,

however, it constructs fictional realms whose properties,

structures, and modes of existence are, in principle, independent

of the properties, structures, and existential mode of actuality.?’
Dolezel’s theory further emphasizes the constructed nature of the possible words asserting that
“[plossible worlds do not await discovery in some remote or transcendent depository, they are
constructed by the creative activities of human minds and hands.”?® The “minds and hands” that

are relevant in the context of Johnson’s fiction are clearly those of a writer, but also those of a

reader.

2 1bid, 16.
2 1bid, 16.
26 bid, 14-15.
27 bid, 23.
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Dolezel’s theory provides an interesting description of the relationship between the
writer and the reader and their respective roles, proposing that
[r]eaders access fictional worlds in reception, by reading and
processing literary texts. The text-processing activities involve
many different skills and depend on many variables, such as the
type of reader, the style and purpose of his or her reading, and so

on. But possible-worlds semantics insists that the world is

constructed by its author and the reader's role is to reconstruct
it.?

This seems to correspond to a certain extent with Johnson’s own theory and claims like “I want
my ideas to be expressed so precisely that the very minimum of room for interpretation is left”
(AYRY, 28). Dolezel’s theory indeed accords the author a superior role as he is the one
“responsible for text production and world construction,*? further claiming that “[t]he text that
was composed by the writer’s labors is a set of instructions for the reader, according to which
the world reconstruction proceeds.”' But, importantly, DoleZel’s theory also contradicts
Johnson’s theory by “highlighting the active role of the reader,” proposing that “[b]oth the
author and the reader perform communicative acts,” and that “these acts are not equivalent but
complementary.”3?

Despite the aforementioned differences between the roles of the writer and the reader,
according to Dolezel’s theory, “both in the writer’s construction and in the reader’s
reconstruction the fictional text is the medium of fictional-world making.”** Elaborating on
this, DoleZel also claims that “[t]he fictional world cannot be altered or canceled once its creator
has fixed the constructing text.”** This means that once the text is written and the fictional world

constructed, the author and their intentions are no longer relevant. The text itself becomes the

only significant source for interpretation. According to Dalibor Turecek, Dolezel‘s

2 1bid, 21.

30 Ibid, 205.

3 bid, 21.

32 Ibid, 204-205.
3 1bid, 24.

3 Ibid, 26.
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theory claims the activity of interpretation to be an inevitable part
of understanding and focuses this activity primarily on a text; at
the same time the text is viewed as a criterion for validity for
results of interpretation.’

Therefore, Johnson’s effort to “fix” the reading of his fiction (an example of this being his

retrospective “Introduction”) is ultimately futile as the fictional worlds he has created are no

longer within his powers.

Truth in Fiction

An important aspect of Dolezel’s theory is the relationship between fictional text and its truth-

value. Dolezel distinguishes two types of texts: world-imaging texts (I-texts) and world-

constructing texts (C-texts).>® According to his distinction, “[iJmaging texts are representations

of the actual world; they provide information about it in reports, pictures, hypotheses, and the

like,” while “[c]onstructing texts are prior to worlds; it is textual activity that calls worlds into

existence and determines their structures.”*’ This distinction has some crucial implications

regarding the truth-value of fictional texts as, according to Dolezel’s theory,

[flictional texts are a special category of C-texts, and their
opposition to I-texts hinges on different truth-conditions. I-texts
as representations of the actual world are subject to truth-
valuation; their statements can be judged true or false. Fictional
texts are outside truth-valuation; their sentences are neither true
nor false.*

This is clearly relevant to the possibility of telling the truth in a fictional

throughout Johnson’s fiction. DoleZel further insists that

[f]ictional existence does not depend on the “truth” of fictional
sentences, because these sentence[s] lack truth-value [...] The
world-constructing act cannot be identified with, or compared to,
imaging speech acts, such as stating truth or falsehood, lying,
imitating, or pretending. All these speech acts presuppose the

text explored

35 Dalibor Turecek, “The Theory of Fictional Worlds, Aesthetic Function, and the Future of Literary History,” Style 40,
no. 3 (2006): 227, http://www.jstor.org/stable/10.5325/style.40.3.221.
36 Dolezel, Heterocosmica, 24.

37 Ibid, 24.
3% Ibid, 24
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independent existence of a world to which the corresponding

sentences refer, fail to refer, or pretend to refer. Basing fictional

semantics on any of the imaging speech acts means missing the

very nature of world making.*’
This observation is directly in contrast with Johnson’s fiction which often promotes and
discusses the truth-value of the fictional text. An example of this is provided by the narrator of
the “Disintegration” in Albert Angelo, who cries out that “telling stories is telling lies and I want
to tell the truth” (44, 167). Dolezel’s theory is also in contrast with Johnson’s own theory
presented in the “Introduction.” Echoing the previous example, the narrator of the
“Introduction” claims that “[t]elling stories really is telling lies” and that he is “not interested
in telling lies in [his] own novels” (4YRY, 14). Instead, he “choose[s] to write truth in the form
of a novel” (AYRY, 14). Hence, in Dolezel’s terms, he is “missing the very nature of world
making.”

It is important to understand that, for Dolezel, “[f]ictional worlds do not have to conform
to the structures of the actual world [because] [f]ictional worlds are not constrained by
requirements of verisimilitude, truthfulness, or plausibility.”* However, these are some of the
elements explored and emphasized in Johnson’s fiction in its quest for truth. Dolezel’s theory
perceives all literature as equally fictional:

Tolstoy’s Napoleon is no less fictional than his Pierre Bezuchov,
and Dickens’ London no more actual than Carroll’s Wonderland.
A mimetic view that presents fictional persons as a mixed bag of
“real people” and “purely fictitious characters” leads to serious
theoretical difficulties, analytical confusions, and naive critical
practice.!
This observation has bearing on Johnson’s frequent habit of endowing his fictional worlds with

verisimilitude in order to create an illusion of reality. Neither this nor the sincerity of the

narrator makes his fiction any less fictional. Dolezel’s claims also suggest that the narrator in

39 Tbid, 146.
40 bid, 19.
41 1bid, 18.
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Johnson’s fiction, who often assumes the role of a character in the text, is as fictional as the rest
of the characters. That is not to say, that there is no connection between the author and the
narrator. According to Dolezel’s theory, there is a link between the two, just as there is a relation
between fictional characters and their real-life counterparts or the setting of a novel and the
place after which it is modeled:

Tolstoy’s fictional Napoleon or Dickens’ fictional London are

not identical with the historical Napoleon or the geographical

London [...] [Possible-worlds semantics] insists that fictional

individuals are not dependent for their existence and properties

on actual prototypes. Still, persons with actual world

“prototypes” constitute a distinct semantic class within the set of

fictional persons [...] an ineradicable relationship exists between

the historical Napoleon and all fictional Napoleons. However,

this relationship extends across world boundaries; fictional

persons and their actual prototypes are linked by transworld

identity.*?
This is relevant mainly for The Unfortunates as DoleZel’s theory offers an explanation
concerning the relationship between Johnson’s characters like Tony or June and the people they
were explicitly modeled after. Interestingly, it also offers an explanation regarding Johnson and
some of the narrators he employs in his fiction. It could be said that the author and the variation

of his fictional alter-egos are, in Dolezel’s terms, linked by a transworld identity, but they are

never identical with Johnson himself.

Metafiction

An important aspect of Johnson’s writing is metafiction. The status of metafiction in the
possible world theory is treated as a separate type of narrative. One of the most influential
definitions of metafictional novels (quoted also by Dolezel) was formulated in Patricia Waugh’s
Metafiction (1984):

Metafictional novels tend to be constructed on the principle of a
fundamental and sustained opposition: the construction of a

2 1bid, 16-17.
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fictional illusion (as in traditional realism) and the laying bare of
that illusion. In other words, the lowest common denominator of
metafiction is simultaneously to create a fiction and to make a
statement about the creation of that fiction.**

According to Dolezel’s theory, “metafiction has no authentication force.”** DoleZel defines

authentication as the text’s “capacity to create fictional worlds [...] a special kind of

performative force.”*

Interestingly, his observations regarding metafiction are quite illustrative of Johnson’s
fiction and literature in general in so much as he acknowledges that

[i]t is well known that literature will miss no opportunity to
subvert its own foundations. Authentication force has been
challenged and ultimately, in modernist and postmodernist
fiction, repealed. This “erasure” is one of the most fascinating
events in the evolution of literary narrative. It confirms that in the
“language game” called literature, violation of norms and
conventions is not a destructive but a productive process, a
discovery of new ways of meaning production.*®

Clearly, Johnson’s fiction is largely concerned with the “violation of norms and conventions”
which motivated the author’s incessant innovation with form and other kinds of literary

experiment. DoleZel concedes that “[s]elf-voiding is at the core of fictional experiments that

2947

cultivate failure of authentication”’ and claims that metafiction is one of the “narrative modes

where the authenticating act is abused by not being performed ‘seriously.””**8

This implies certain complications regarding metafictional texts, such as Johnson’s
Christie Malry’s Own Double-Entry. According to DoleZel,

fictional worlds projected by self-voiding and self-disclosing
narratives lack authenticity. On the one hand, possibles seem to
be brought into fictional existence, since a standard narrative text
is written; on the other hand, fictional existence is not achieved,
because the text's authentication force is nullified. [...] Self-

43 Patricia Waugh, Metafiction: The Theory and Practice of Self-Conscious Fiction (Florence: Taylor & Francis
Group, 1984), 6, ProQuest Ebook Central.

4 Dolezel, Heterocosmica, 162.

4 Ibid, 146.

46 Tbid, 160.

471bid, 161.

4 Ibid, 161.
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voiding narratives simulate narrative texture but cannot bestow
fictional existence, cannot affirm fictional facts. They subvert the
very foundations of fiction making and create constructs
suspended between fictional existence and nonexistence.*

This certainly complicates the status of metafictional narrative, but it does not prevent further
analysis of the strategy when applying Dolezel’s theory.

Despite the peculiar status of metafiction, Dolezel focuses on its aims and effects which
leads him to the observation that

[sJurely, the project of metafiction is to create impossible worlds,
to bring about the impossible coexistence of ontologically
heterogeneous persons—the actual participants of fictional
communication and the fictional artifacts constructed and
reconstructed in this communication. In other words, metafiction
is a case of metalepsis.”’

Dolezel illustrates this by means of the example of Italo Calvino’s If on a Winters Night a
Traveller (1979). But Johnson’s metafictional narrator, in either Albert Angelo or Christie
Malry’s Own Double-Entry, would be, perhaps, an equally suitable example. According to
Dolezel,

Calvino constructs the story of the author and the reader(s). Yet
this experiment leads to a paradoxical result: it demonstrates
quite clearly that the coexistence of the actual author and readers
with fictional characters is impossible.!

Importantly, Dolezel’s theory offers a solution to this paradox, asserting that

[t]he impossible blending of actual persons (author, reader) and
fictional persons, which seemed to be the constitutive feature of
metafiction, cannot be sustained in world-constructing practice:
the author and the reader are absorbed into the fictional world,
are reconstructed as fictional counterparts, and the ontological
contradiction disappears.>?

4 Ibid, 162-163.

>0 Tbid, 166.

The note on metalepsis provided by Dolezel on the page 266 is as follows:

Genette’s original definition of metalepsis (1972, 245) was broad enough to include the blending of various orders
of existence (such as noted in Robbe-Grillet’s La Maison de rendez-vous). In a later reformulation, Genette
narrowed the concept to metafictional metalepsis, to the cases “when an author (or his reader) is introduced in the
fictional action of his narrative or when a character of this fiction interferes in the extradiegetic existence of author
or reader” (1983, 58).
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Therefore, Johnson’s authorial and metafictional voice becomes absorbed into the fictional
world of his text. No matter how sincerely or convincingly he sounds, the narrator of his fiction
is never Johnson, but only his fictional counterpart. DoleZel’s theory of fiction and possible
worlds is greatly effective and reveals a framework in which to explore Johnson’s fiction, its
purposeful violation of norms and conventions, or his metafictional experiment. The theory also
suggests another interesting framework in which to examine the nature of Johnson’s fiction-
making, or as Dolezel calls it, the “‘language game’ called literature.”>>
Johnson’s Fiction as Play: Johan H. Huizinga and Roger Caillois
Johnson’s fiction and its contradictions could be understood in the framework of play. His
fiction is playing with both the literary conventions and with the reader and their expectations.
In Homo Ludens (1944), perhaps the most influential book on the topic, Johan H. Huizinga
claims that “[p]lay is older than culture, for culture, however inadequately defined, always
presupposes human society, and animals have not waited for man to teach them their playing.”>*
Huizinga insist on the importance of play claiming that “[y]ou can deny, if you like, nearly all
abstractions: justice, beauty, truth, goodness, mind, God. You can deny seriousness, but not
play.”* Johnson’s fiction clearly questions some of these abstract concepts pointing towards
their constructed and problematic nature.
Huizinga defines play as

a free activity standing quite consciously outside "ordinary" life

as being "not serious", but at the same time absorbing the player

intensely and utterly. It is an activity connected with no material

interest, and no profit can be gained by it. It proceeds within its

own proper boundaries of time and space according to fixed rules

and in an orderly manner. It promotes the formation of social
groupings which tend to surround themselves with secrecy and

53 Ibid, 160.
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to stress their difference from the common world by disguise or
other means.>¢

This definition could be applied to Johnson’s fiction as well as to literature itself. As for the
function of play, Huizinga suggests that

The function of play in the higher forms which concern us here

can largely be derived from the two basic aspects under which

we meet it: as a contest for something or a representation of

something. These two functions can unite in such a way that the

game "represents" a contest, or else becomes a contest for the

best representation of something. >’
This notion reflects the experimental nature of Johnson’s fiction which strives to find “the best
way [he] could find of solving particular writing problems” (4YRY, 19). Connected with this
need for innovation and finding “the best representation of something,” Jonathan Coe has
suggested that Johnson “set[s] himself the not inconsiderable task of reinventing the novel with
every book he wrote.”®

The element of play is also connected with Johnson’s exploration of the mind.

According to Huizinga, “in acknowledging play you acknowledge mind, for whatever else play
is, it is not matter. [...] The very existence of play continually confirms the supra-logical nature
of the human situation.” Just like the human condition, “the fun of playing, resists all analysis,
all logical interpretation.”®® Huizinga offers an explanation of this, suggesting that “[w]ord and
idea are not born of scientific or logical thinking but of creative language.”®' Therefore the
analysis of literature and the ideas it presents often resist scientific or logical explanations.
Acknowledging this, it becomes clearer why, as Glyn White has suggested, “[c]riticism has not

yet come to terms with [Johnson’s] contradictions.”®
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Importantly, Huizinga also observes the connection between play and poetry, claiming
that “[a]ll poetry is born of play: the sacred play of worship, the festive play of courtship, the
martial play of the contest, the disputatious play of braggadocio, mockery and invective, the
nimble play of wit and readiness.”®® This claim, however, is not limited to poetry only. Clearly,
there are similar connections between play and other forms of art and literature. Finally,
Huizinga asserts that “[i]t is through this playing that society expresses its interpretation of life
and the world.”%* Thus, Johnson’s fiction can be understood as a playful exploration of life and
the world, embracing the contradictory tensions of life that are not meant to be explained
logically.

In Man, Play and Games (1958), Roger Caillois expands on Huizinga’s theory of play
presented in Homo Ludens. According to Meyer Barash,

[Caillois] pointed out that Huizinga seemed to ignore or
minimize the diversified forms of play and the many needs
served by play activity in various cultural contexts [and]
expanded and systematized his analysis, so that Man, Play, and
Games is probably the only work on the subject that attempts a
typology of play on the basis of which the characteristic games

of a culture can be classified and its basic patterns better
understood.®

Barash further suggests that, in Caillois’ attempt to contest Huizinga’s theory, he
defines play as free, separate, uncertain, and unproductive, yet
regulated and make-believe. The various kinds of play and games
are subsumed under four categories, agon (competition), alea
(chance), mimicry (simulation), and ilinx (vertigo).®®
These four categories are revealing of Johnson’s theory as they largely correspond with the

strategies employed in his fiction.

The first category — agon (competition) — is defined as

%3 Huizinga, Homo Ludens, 129.

% Ibid, 46.

% Meyer Barash, “Foreword,” in Roger Caillois, Man, Play and Games, trans. Meyer Barash (Urbana and Chicago:
University of Illinois Press, 2001), ix.
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[a] whole group of games would seem to be competitive, that is

to say, like a combat in which equality of chances is artificially

created, in order that the adversaries should confront each other

under ideal conditions, susceptible of giving precise and

incontestable value to the winner’s triumph.®’
This type of play is essential for Johnson’s fiction as it captures its contradictions juxtaposing
two seemingly contrasting elements or principles that compete with each other. Hence the
incessant conflict between truth and fiction, order and chaos, writer and reader. In Johnson’s
fiction, however, this conflict seems to be deliberately sustained and unresolved, with the
“winner” ultimately undetermined. Not only is there a competition between these concepts, but
Johnson’s fiction also presents a conflict among the characters and the diverse narrators of his
novels. This is evident in the “Disintegration” episode of Albert Angelo or in the interaction
between the narrator and Christie in Christie Malry’s Own Double-Entry.

The second category — alea (chance) — includes “all games that are based on a decision
independent of the player, an outcome over which he has no control.”®® According to Caillois,
“it is the very capriciousness of chance that constitutes the unique appeal of the game.”® This
principle is clearly explored in Johnson’s The Unfortunates as the novel’s form quite
consciously represents randomness and the physical construction of the text performed by the
reader is inescapably determined by change. Hence the novel acquires its unique appeal as each
reading is different due to the randomizable order of the sections.

The third category — mimicry (simulation) — is clearly relevant not only to Johnson, but
to literature and art in general. According to Caillois,

[a]ll play presupposes the temporary acceptance, if not of an
illusion (indeed this last word means nothing less than beginning

a game: in-lusio), then at least of a closed, conventional, and, in
certain respects, imaginary universe.’°

67 Caillois, Man, Play and Games, 14.
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This is an important principle of literature as one of the traditional roles of the writer is to create
an imaginary universe. Caillois further explains that

[o]ne is thus confronted with a diverse series of manifestations,
the common element of which is that the subject makes believe
or makes others believe that he is someone other than himself.
He forgets, disguises, or temporarily sheds his personality in
order to feign another.”!

This process is reflected in the writer’s creation of the narrator and the characters. It is also the
case with the variations of Johnson’s authorial voice speaking in the “Introduction” and in his
novels. Judging from the fact that criticism often confuses this narrative voice with Johnson
himself,’* his mimesis is successful in its aim. Caillois further suggests that

Mimicry 1s incessant invention. The rule of the game is unique: it

consists in the actor’s fascinating the spectator, while avoiding

an error that might lead the spectator to break the spell. The

spectator must lend himself to the illusion without first

challenging the decor, mask, or artifice which for a given time he

is asked to believe in as more real than reality itself.”?
Although Caillois attributes this capacity of play to the actor, it is equally applicable to the
writer. But in the case of Johnson’s fiction the rules of this play are deliberately violated as
some of his texts employ metafictional elements that aim to disrupt the illusion of reality and
bring attention to the text as an artifice.

The fourth category — ilinx (vertigo) — includes those games

which are based on the pursuit of vertigo and which consist of an

attempt to momentarily destroy the stability of perception and

inflict a kind of voluptuous panic upon an otherwise lucid mind.

In all cases, it is a question of surrendering to a kind of spasm,

seizure, or shock which destroys reality with sovereign
brusqueness.”*

"' Ibid, 19.
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This description seems to apply to some degree to the metafictional elements of Johnson’s
fiction which aim to destroy the illusion of reality in an otherwise orderly narrative, like for
example in Christie Malry’s Own Double-Entry. But a more illustrative example of this is the
“Disintegration” episode of Albert Angelo which is introduced by the narrator’s sudden
disruption of the narrative with his “OH FUCK ALL THIS LYING!” (44, 163) The subsequent
episode intensifies the metaphorical feeling of vertigo as it contradicts the whole novel that has
preceded the narrator’s interruption, claiming that it was full of lies. It is clear that the
framework of play is not only applicable but also illustrative of Johnson’s fiction and the unique

challenges it presents to the reader.

The Acts of Johnson’s Fiction: Jacques Derrida
In an interview with Derek Attridge published in Acts of Literature (1992), Jacques Derrida
addresses the ever-fascinating question of “What is literature?””’> Although the question itself
is clearly complex and famously resists any easy and unproblematic answer, according to
Derrida, literature could be described as

the institution which allows one to say everything, in every way.

The space of literature is not only that of an instituted fiction but

also a fictive institution which in principle allows one to say

everything. To say everything is no doubt to gather, by

translating, all figures into one another, to totalize by

formalizing, but to say everything is also to break out of [...]

prohibitions. [...] It is an institution which tends to overflow the

institution.”®
This description is revealing as regard to Johnson’s fiction in that it demonstrably explores
precisely the “prohibitions” and conventions of literature, and their potential exposure,

modification, or contradiction. This effort constitutes his unique attempt to innovate and

experiment with the possibilities of the novel form.

75 Jacques Derrida, Acts of Literature, ed. Derek Attridge (London: Routledge, 1992), 6.
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Clearly, Johnson is not a unique writer in the sense that he is the only one trying to
experiment with the novel. This, however, in no way decreases the value of his fiction and its
experiment. Despite the obvious diversity of the individual approach to literature, Derrida
asserts that there is a number of texts that can be associated based on their common goal:

These “twentieth-century modernist, or at least nontraditional

texts” all have in common that they are inscribed in a critical

experience of literature. They bear within themselves, or we

could also say in their literary act they put to work, a question,

the same one, but each time singular and put to work otherwise:

“What is literature?” or “Where does literature come from?”

“What should we do with literature?”” These texts operate a sort

of turning back, they are themselves a sort of turning back on the

literary institution.”’
Again, Johnson’s fiction fits the description as its desire to innovate often implies the questions
mentioned by Derrida. Moreover, the theory constructed in Johnson’s fiction behaves very
similarly as it also “turns back on itself” by contradicting its own theoretical premises.
According to Johan Thielmans, “[t]he making and the unmaking of [Johnson’s] own fictions
was a basic stimulus to his creativity.”’® This is connected with Derrida’s observation that
“given the paradoxical structure of this thing called literature, its beginning is its end.”””

The questioning of the nature of literature is revealing also in relation to the necessity
to innovate and experiment. Attridge and Derrida discuss the possibility and the desire to write
a text that would resist categorization by generic conventions without bearing a relation to

existing traditions and institutions that would not be contaminated by neither philosophy nor

literature.®® However, Derrida is aware of the complexity and the ultimate impossibility of this

desire:
I am certainly not the only one to have this dream, the dream of
a new institution to be precise, of an institution without
precedent, without pre-institution. You will say, and quite
"7 Ibid, 41.

78 Johan Thielmans, “Albert Angelo or B. S. Johnson’s Paradigm of Truth,” Review of Contemporary Fiction. 5.2
(1985): 83.

7 Derrida, Acts of Literature, 42.

8 Ibid, 73.
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rightly, that this is the dream of every literary work. Every

literary work “betrays” the dream of a new institution of

literature. It betrays it first by revealing it: each work is unique

and is a new institution unto itself. But it also betrays it in causing

it to fail: insofar as it is unique, it appears in an institutional field

designed so that it cuts itself up and abducts itself there.?!
This desire challenges the notions of literature and explores the possibility of experiment with
(not only literary) text beyond recognition. According to Derrida, in Ulysses, “Joyce dreamt of
a special institution for his oeuvre, inaugurated by it like a new order.”®? Johnson also dreamt,
and his fiction is his unique attempt to fulfill this dream, the dream of innovation and experiment
with the form, giving rise to a body of work designed to resist categorization by generic
conventions and traditions.

Johnson’s fiction strove to “embody present-day reality” (AYRY, 16) by exploring “the
inside of his skull” (4YRY, 12). Its innovation is the author’s unique attempt to help the novel
“not only survive but evolve to greater achievements” (4YRY, 12). His literary experiment is
his “statement of faith in the evolution of the [novel] form” (4YRY, 16), without which writing
fiction would be “anachronistically fighting a battle [a novelist] is bound to lose” (4YRY, 12).
But Johnson’s battle is also bound to be lost as his aims and expectations can never be
completely fulfilled.

Despite the uniqueness of Johnson’s experiment with the fictional forms, his work
remains within the “institutional field” of literary fiction. But ultimately, it is important to
consider one of Derrida’s questions on the topic: “Aren’t we, today, people or characters in part
constituted (as readers, writers, critics, teachers) in and through Joyce's dream?”’®> The same
question should be asked about Johnson and any other writer with this kind of dream. The fact

that people continue to read his fiction and think about it means that his dream, if only partially,

has been fulfilled and his legacy lives on in and through his readers.

81 Tbid, 73-74.
82 Tbid, 74.
8 Tbid, 74.
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Johnson’s fiction and its contradictions essentially challenge the reader and the critic.
They are employed both playfully and seriously, a double reading that renders his fiction both
confusing and intriguing. The contradictions are not designed to be resolved, however, the
attempt to do so is part of what still drives the readers and the critics to engage with Johnson’s
fiction, while suggesting a multitude of different approaches and perspectives. But it is equally
interesting in itself as the theory constructed by the author provides a framework of its own.
The fact that readers and critics continue, fifty years after his death, to find still new ways of
reading Johnson is a further proof that the contradictions at the heart of his fiction are conducive

of a productive and open-ended debate.
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