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The late Donald Barthelme was a longtime contributor to The New Yorker, winner of a National Book Award, a director of pen and the Authors Guild, and a member of the American Academy and institute of arts and letters. His sixteen books — including Snow White, The Dead Father, and City Life — significantly redefined American short fiction for our time.
About the editor: Kim Herzinger teaches at the University of Southern Mississippi. He is the author of books and articles about D.H. Lawrence, modern and contemporary literature, Sherlock Holmes, and baseball, and is now at work on a cultural biography of Donald Barthelme. From Wikiquote Jump to Navigation Jump to Search Not-Knowing: The Essays
and Interviews of Donald Barthelme (1997) is a collection of essays and interviews with Donald Barthelme. Quote[edit] Essays[edit] The question so often posed by modern painting, What is it?, contains more than the sad skepticism of the man who will not have the wool pulled over his eyes. It speaks of a basic placement in relation to the work, that of a
voyager in the world coming on a strange object. The reader reconstructs the work through its active participation, by approaching the object, tapping it, shaking it, holding it to the ear to hear roaring within. It is characteristic of the object that it does not declare itself at once, in a stream of pleasant naivety. Joyce maintains the way in which Finnegans Wake
should be read. He conceived to read to be a lifetime project, the book remaining always there, like landscapes surrounding the reader's home or the buildings limiting the reader's apartment. The book is still problematic, inexhaustible. After Joyce (1964), p. 4, | don't think it fant... to say that Governor Rockefeller, standing among his Miros and de Koonings,
is worked on by them, and if they don't make a Demaocrat or a socialist out of him they at least change the nature of his republicanism. Considered in this light, Soviet hostility to formalist art becomes more understandable, as do antipathy senators, mayors and chairmen of construction committees. Similarly, Joyce's book works its radicalizing will on all
people in all countries, even on those who don't read it and will never read it. After Joyce (1964), p. 5 Finnegans Wake is not a work that encourages emulation. Ezra Pound announced early on that in the parts of what he had read, the rewards were not worth deciphering. Writers borrow Joyce myth-patterns or stream-of-consciousness and regard Wake as a
monument or an obsession, at least something that doesn't need to be repeated. After Joyce (1964), p. 6 Art is not difficult because it desires to be difficult, but because it wishes to be art. However much the author longs to be, in his work, simple, honest and uncomplicated, these virtues no longer available to him. He discovers that by being simple, honest
and straightforward, not much happens: he speaks it speakable, while what we are looking for is the yet unspeakable, the as yet unspoken. Not-Knowing ( 1987), p. 15 When computers learn to joke, artists will be in serious trouble. Not-Knowing (1987), p. 22 The Women's House of Detention was the place where they used to store women arrested for
prostitution, mostly. What | remember about it best, apart from its social inutility and horror, is that once a friend of mine [Grace Paley] who was in the anti-war activist business got placed there because she had sat down in front of a Armed Forces Day parade. And stopped it, for a while. Anyway, she was put in a cell with a woman who was in the other
business, and that woman asked her what she was in for, and my friend told her. And the other woman immediately rushed to the cell door and yelled at turnkey, get these fucking housewives out of here! Here in the village, p. 28 ... St Vincent's Emergency Department is one of my favorite emergency rooms worldwide. | know it well, from the time |
accidentally stabbed me in the chest with an X-Acto knife (paltry two stitches), and the time our former babysitter was raped, and the time my daughter ate roach poison and | went down there, carrying the kid and can, and the Poison Control Center there said, Mister, that things don't even bother cockroaches—they just get high on it , is everything. Here in
The Village, p. 29 Every writer in the country can write a beautiful sentence, or a hundred. What I'm interested in is the ugly sentence that is also somehow beautiful. | agree that this is a highly specialized company, akin to the manufacture of merkins, say-but that's what | do. Probably I've missed the point of the literature business completely. ... there is a
sphere of possible knowledge that can be accessed by artists, who are not susceptible to mathematical verification but which is true. This is sometimes spoken as the ineffective. If there is any word | hate in language, this would be it, but the fact that there is, the word uncertainty, is suspicious in that it suggests that there may be something that is
inescapable. And | think that's the place artists are trying to get to, and | think further that when they're successful, they reach it... A symposium on fiction, p. 65 To say that the publishing world is not interested in literature is to exaggerate it. They're extremely interested in it, they just don't want to publish it, you know. The publishers are brave, as brave as the
famous diving horses in Atlantic City, but they are increasingly owned by conglomerates, companies that have nothing to do with publishing, and these companies demand a certain profit from their publishers They take very few risks and they publish a huge number of things that look like books, kind of feel like books, but in reality, buckets of peanut butter
with a layer of whipped cream are on top. A symposium on fiction, p. 67—68 | have said this too many times to make it interesting to myself as well, but the principle of collage is one of the central principles of art in this century and it also seems to me to be one of the central principles of literature. A symposium on fiction, p. 76 Beckett's pessimism makes
Greene's pessimism look amateurish. The Tired Horror of Graham Greene [a review of the Comedians], p. 89 ... he wouldn't know what to do with a moral if handed one of the archangel Michael on a flaming sword. Earth like an overturned Bowl, p. 105 Charm, as Goethe said, is the dead green bug on the golden blade of opportunity. Parachutes in the Trees
[a review of the film Soldier of Orange], 111; see Conversations with Goethe in Overnight to Many Remote Cities We are all engaged in the plundering of the past. (Only the greatest geniuses manage to steal from the future.) The Emerging Figure, p. 168 Any fool can cry wolf; that crying sheep is inspired, the work of a subtle, counterdancing mind. Jim Love
Until Now: An Introduction, p. 173 Humor is the great alternative to psychosis, Gregory Bateson has remarked. It is clear that there was no comedy before Autumn, no cracking jokes in Eden; there was no need. Sacred books, Baudelaire points out, never laugh. The perfection they envision, the Way should be followed exquisitely and completely, depriving
the humor of its necessity, its land. In earthly paradise, Baudelaire writes, as no problem struck him, man's face was simple and smooth, and the laughter that now shakes the nations never distorted the traits of his face. Less perfect times are likely to produce a lot of jokes, retuned; thus, the twentieth century falters against its close in a blizzard of one-liners.
Jim Love Until Now: An Introduction, p. 173 Like all artists, love has a multitude of fathers, including those fathers who suffocate in for one night and are never heard from again, leaving a half-remembered image with no name to put to it. Jim Love Until Now: An Introduction, p. 174 In the contemplation of hude photos, we congratulate ourselves on whose
beauty people are capable. They reassure us about ourselves, about being. We are a little lower than the angels, true, but notice that we can get along without suspecting radiance, equal parts color and literature, as the angels lean so heavily. The human body is, or may be, a adequacy. Nudes: An introduction to exquisite creatures, opening; p. 178
Rauschenberg's problems ... is how to be bad for thirty years or more. In order to maintain a high level of bad behaviour over a of a century is not the easiest of tasks. The German writer Heimeto von Doderer put it this way: One begins by breaking windows. Then a window comes by himself. MTV has seriously compromised surrealism, maybe ruined it
forever... The difficulty here is not to produce only run-of-the-mill outrageously, but the kind of transformational process by which aspects of the world are turned into art. How to prevent the ugly (what we have agreed to call ugly) from becoming, in some sense, beautiful (what we now agree to call beautiful) over time, thus losing the electric charge that made
the artist choose it in the first place? You can't. But there are strategies for delay. Céline, using some truly repugnant politics, managed to remain a monster almost to the end. One of the art terms is that it allows the mind to move in unexpected directions, to make connections that may be in some sense wrong but are rewarding nonetheless. Originality is the
last refuge of a hero ... At the level of Desire, p. 190 Art is always directed (like a rifle, if you like) at the middle class. The working class has its own culture and will have no truck with imagination of any kind. The upper classes own the world and therefore need not know more about the world than is necessary for its orderly exploitation. The notion that art
cuts across class boundaries to stir the heart of the hack hand and Morgan alike is at best a fiction useful to the artist, his Hail Mary. It is the poor puzzled bourgeoisie who is uncertain enough, hopeful enough, to draw attention to art. It follows (like the night of the day) that the bourgeoisie will get it in the neck. At the level of Desire, p. 194 [Sherrie] Levine is
an artist of a terribly confused time. (We're always congratulating ourselves on our madness.) At the level of Desire, p. 195 Interviews [edit] JEROME KLINKOWITZ: [posing a question suggested by Carl Krampf] When you improvise, do you like the chord changes or the melody? Donald Barthelme: Both. This is an interesting question that | cannot answer
enough. If the melody is the skeleton of the particular object, then the chord changes are its wardrobe, its prey of clothes. | tend to pay slightly more attention to the latter than to the former. All | want is just a trace of skeletal three bones from which the rest may be justified out. Interview with Jerome Klinkowitz, p. 200 There were five children. In the late
thirties my father built a house for us, something not too different from Mies's Tugendhat house. It was wonderful to live in but strange to see the Texas prairie. On Sundays, people would park their cars out on the street and stare. We had a routine, family, on Sundays. We used to get up from Sunday dinner, if enough cars had parked, and out in front of the
house in a kind of choir run makes high kicks. Interview with Jerome Klinkowitz, p. 200 I like to make layout problems with design. | could very happily be a typographer. Interview with Jerome Klinkowitz, p. 201 JEROME KLINKOWITZ: Do you have any favorite comedians, and reasons for liking them? Government. Interview with Jerome Klinkowitz, p. 205 ...
as one reads more and more and more you get more fathers in your hierarchy of fathers. And then, after calling twenty or thirty fathers, you may be born, or maybe you were not born. Interview with Charles Ruas and Judith Sherman, p. 212 | really do not write to exclude anyone. Interview with Charles Ruas and Judith Sherman, p. 213 | think the effort is to
reach a realm of meaning that is not really sayable. You stay away from what can be said and you try to reach what can't really be said. Yet it still makes sense. And there is such a world and it is very difficult to talk about. It's not really non-verbal, but it comes pretty close. Interview with Charles Ruas and Judith Sherman, p. 214 One of the beautiful things
about words is that you can put together words that in isolation mean nothing, or just mean what the dictionary says they mean, and you put them together and you get extraordinary effects. Interview with Charles Ruas and Judith Sherman, p. 214 It's probably to be simple from time to time. Interview with Charles Ruas and Judith Sherman, p. 234 I'm looking
for a special kind of meaning, perhaps more often the awkward than the beautiful. A broke-back sentence is interesting. Any sentence that begins with the phrase, It is not clear that ... is clearly clumsy but prepares for greatness of a kind. A way to back into a story—to get past the reader's hardwon armor. Interview with Larry McCaferry, p. 262 LARRY
MCCAFERRY: Like a lot of painters in this century, you seem to enjoy lifting things out of the world, in this case words or phrases, and then... And then, sung to and simonized, they are thrown into the net. Interview with Larry McCaffery, p. 265 LARRY MCCAFFERY: Do you remember the gerrymandering idea of The Dead Father? Donald Barthelme: A
matter of having a father and being a father. In some basic sense, the book is about us all dragging behind the corpses of our fathers, as well as the past in general. BARTHELME: Worse-pull these in front of us. | have several younger brothers, among them my brother Fredrik, who is also a writer. After the dead father came out, he called and said, I'm
working on a new novel. | said, what's it called? and he said The Dead Brother. You have to admire the generational staunge there. Interview with Larry McCaffery, p. 270 There is always the tension between losing a and do the odd things you might want to try. The effort is always to make what you write nourishing or useful to readers. You cut out some
readers of peculiarities of form. | regret this. Interview with Larry McCaffery, p. 271 J.D. O'HARA: You don't... believe in entropy? Entropy belongs to Pynchon. | recently read that someone had presented evidence that the process is not irreversible. There is abroad a clear feeling that everything is getting worse ... | don't think we have the sociological index
that would allow us to measure this in any meaningful way, but the feeling is there as a cultural fact. | feel entropy-kraus on back pain is a favorite text around here. O'HARA: Do you see anything getting better-art, for example? BARTHELME: | don't think you can talk about progress in art-enhancement, but not progress. You can talk about a point on a line in
order to locate things, but it's a horizontal line, not a vertical one. Similarly, the concept of the avant-garde is a bit off. The operation of the guard in military terms is exactly that of the rear guard, to protect the main body, which translates as status quo. You can talk about political progress, social progress, of course—you may not see much of it, but you can
talk about that. Interview with J.D. O'Hara, p. 276-277 In this century, there has been a lot of stress that has not been put on what we know but to know that our methods themselves are dubious—our Song song is the principle of uncertainty. Interview with J.D. O'Hara, p. 285 Beckett's work is an embarrassment to The Void. Interview with J.D. O'Hara, p. 286
DONALD BARTHELME: Kidding Father was an activity that took seven of us to do, and we were only six. Putting my father down was the biggest family sport. JO BRANS: Is there any particular reason for the number of dads in your work being done away in one form or another? I'm thinking of the Dead Father. Using a father and beating him-is it something
autobiographical...? Well, not exactly. The relationship is the universal problem. You remember, | think in Gertrude Stein there's a story about the guy who grabs his father by the hair and pulls him out of the house in the orchard, and a certain point the father who is drawn says, Stop, stop. In my time, | have not dragged my father beyond this tree. Interview
with Jo Brans, p. 294 DONALD BARTHELME: ... | think there are two entities that have obviously had a huge impact on language. One is television. | don't want to blame tv for all the errors in the world, but it has had a vulgarizing effect. The second is the phone, because we don't write letters anymore. | don't write letters—I don't even write business letters.
I'll call you back on the phone. When people don't letters, the language deteriorates. Do you have a diary? Barthelme: | keep a workbook with stray pieces of paper with things written on them. A kind of compost heap. Interview with Jo Brans, p. 297 DONALD BARTHELME: ... | tried to make fiction that was like some types of modern painting. You know, tend
towards the abstract. But it's really very hard in fiction, because if you get too abstract it just looks like fog, for example. JO BRANS: Words, after all, have been recantiized. They mean something—colors don't. Not in the same way. So, the project is almost impossible, which is what makes it interesting. There is nothing as beautiful as having a very difficult
problem. It gives meaning to life. And to work. I'm still worried about that. Interview with Jo Brans, p. 298 ... | haven't seen a government I've liked yet. Interview with Jo Brans, p. 304 DONALD BARTHELME [of post-modernist fiction]: | say it's realism, given Harold Rosenberg's vicious remark that realism is one of fifty-seven varieties of decoration. BOBBIE
ROE: What about the term experimental, which is often applied to your work? Barthelme: It's not really a hostile comment, but it does contain in that concept of failed experiments. Something like Bone Bubbles was, well, an experiment and although | wouldn't suggest it was completely successful, | thought it worth publishing. It's something | do along with a
number of other things. Interview with Bobbie Roe, p. 316 BOBBIE ROE: A few years ago, you seemed worried that perhaps a lack of emotion was a weakness in your stories. DONALD BARTHELME: A constant concern. I'm still worried. | tell my students that one of the things readers want, and deserve, is a certain amount of blood on the floor. | don't always
produce it. Probably a function of being more interested in other parts of the process. Interview with Bobbie Roe, p. 317 Americans have political problems that they do not recognize as political. The impoverishment of the arms race in the country is a good example. Money spent on weapons is, among other things, worthless money when it comes to the
economy because it is stored. It's in nerve gas, aircraft carrier, stealth bomber. | gave a reading at the University of Alabama a couple of years ago, and on our way to campus we passed an airfield packed with military aircraft, trillions of dollars worth of planes piled up there, National Guard stuff, not even first-line stuff. The cost, the importance of this, is not
understood by most Americans. They don't know where their money is going. They know they are being pressed for money and that their school system is eighty-sixed by national accrediting organizations, but they don't connect this to the National Guard elephant cemetery. Black people think they're poor they are black and the whites control the money.
This is true, but black people are harmed more by lousy economic policies than by racism. Interview with Bobbie Roe, p. 317-318 BOBBIE ROE: Is the new generation of writers more concerned than their predecessors with politics, economics and social class? DONALD BARTHELME: | think there are lowered expectations, not aesthetic expectations of work,
but lowered expectations in terms of life. My generation, perhaps foolishly, expected, even demanded, that life would be wonderful and magical and then tried to do so by writing in a rather complex way. It now seems quite eccentric demand. Interview with Bobbie Roe, p. 319 319
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