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In memory of Evelyn Tromble and Kenneth Lafavour,
whose love is not mysterious.






The work of art, for all its gorgeous beauty and
perfection, or near-perfection, even for all its
marvelous voice, its music, is curiously mute:
shy and coy and unspoken-of: until another
person comes along to snatch it up in his or her
arms and bear it aloft, crying out for all to hear
This is a masterpiece! I will tell you why: and
in so doing I will, of course, put forth certain
ideas of my own. . . .

- Joyce Carol Oates'

Crimes can occur without mystery. Mysteries
can occur without crime. Violent and
irrevocable actions can destroy lives but bring
other lives together in unforeseeable,
unimaginable ways.

- Joyce Carol Oates?

! Greg Johnson, ed., The Journal of Joyce Carol Oates: 1973-1982 (New York: HarperCollins, 2007) 175.

Hereafter abbreviated as JJCO.

2 Joyce Carol Oates, Introduction, The Best American Mystery Stories 2005, eds. Joyce Carol Oates and Otto
Penzler (New York: Houghton Mifflin Company, 2005) xiii.
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Interminable Enigma:
Joyce Carol Oates’s Reimagining of Detective Fiction

Summary

From the beginning of her career fifty years ago, Joyce Carol Oates has incessantly devoted
both her fiction and non-fiction writing to the exploration of the mysteries of life. Several
themes are consistently present in her fiction, including the investigation into what constitutes
the individual, how people relate to the world around them, the problems that arise in
interpreting one’s experiences, and the difference between dream and reality. The hybrid
nature of Oates’s work defies easy categorization. However, more and more of her novels
recall elements of detective and crime fiction, though the writer herself prefers the label
“mystery and suspense” stories. Such a distinction is far from trivial as the four works
analyzed in this study, Rape: A Love Story, The Tattooed Girl, Beasts and The Falls,
correspond only partially to the conventions of detective fiction. The goal of this study is to
examine the way in which Oates rewrites detective fiction, making it correspond to her
enigmatic vision of the world, giving it a more human dimension that perhaps speaks more
fully to contemporary readers.

Keywords: American Literature, Detective Fiction, Mystery, Rewriting, Real, Unreal, Society

Enigme interminable :
Comment Joyce Carol Oates réécrit le roman policier

Résumé

Depuis le début de sa carriere il y a cinquante ans, les écrits de Joyce Carol Oates — ses récits
de fiction tout autant que ses récits non-fictionnels — n’ont cessé d’explorer de maniéres
diverses les mysteres de la vie. Etudier ce qui constitue 1’individu, ce qui le caractérise dans
sa relation avec le monde, les problémes qu’il peut avoir pour interpréter ses expériences et sa
facon de comprendre la différence entre réve et réalité sont des thématiques que 1’on retrouve
dans toute sa fiction. En ce qui concerne la forme qu’elle adopte pour véhiculer ces notions
thématiques, ses ceuvres ont toujours manifesté une certaine hybridité et on arrive
difficilement a les classer dans une catégorie particuliére. De plus en plus, les romans d’Oates
rappellent la fiction policiere mais 1’écrivaine préfére parler d’histoires de « mystere et
suspens » plutdt que d’employer le libellé « roman policier ». Elle a peut-étre raison car bien
que faisant penser au roman policier, les ceuvres étudiés — Rape : A Love Story, The Tattooed
Girl, Beasts, et The Falls — ne correspondent que partiellement aux conventions du genre.
Cette these a pour but d’examiner la fagon dont Oates réécrit le policier pour le plier a sa
vision énigmatique du monde, le rendant ainsi plus humain et plus pertinent aux lecteurs
contemporains.

Mots-clés : littérature américaine, roman policier, mystére, réécriture, réel, irréel, société

LERMA (Laboratoire d’Etudes et de Recherche sur le Monde Anglophone)
Université de Provence, 29 Av Robert Schuman, 13621 Aix-en-Provence Cedex



RESUME EN FRANCAIS

Introduction

Joyce Carol Oates a publi¢ sa premiere nouvelle en 1959. Depuis, le rythme de ses
publications et la régularit¢ avec laquelle elle publie font qu’on la qualifie d’auteure
« prolifique ». A ce jour, en aolt 2010, son ceuvre compte cinquante-sept romans (y compris
ceux apparus sous les pseudonymes Rosamond Smith et Lauren Kelly) et trente-deux recueils
de nouvelles. De plus, elle a écrit des essais critiques, des picces de théatre, des poémes, des
livres pour adolescents et des livres pour enfants. Le premier ouvrage critique sur son ceuvre
parait en 1978. Une grande partie de ’introduction de mon étude est un recensement des
ouvrages critiques écrits a propos des romans d’Oates ; on peut ainsi situer ce travail par
rapport aux recherches publiées jusqu’ici. Je divise ces ouvrages en trois groupes définis de
fagon chronologique. Le premier volet regroupe les livres de Mary Kathryn Grant, G. F.
Waller, Joanne Creighton et Ellen Friedman publiés entre 1978 et 1980. Le deuxiéme volet
est compos¢ des études de Eileen Teper Bender, Marilyn Wesley, Joanne Creighton
(deuxiéme volume), Brenda Daly et Nancy Ann Watanabe publiées entre 1987 et 1998. Enfin,
le troisiéme volet concerne les points de vue critiques du vingt-et-uniéme si¢cle, notamment
I’ouvrage de Gavin Cologne-Brookes sorti en 2005.

Les quatre volumes du premier volet furent écrits indépendamment les uns des autres.
Cependant, ils s’intéressent globalement aux mémes problématiques. Ils étudient les thémes
évoqués dans les romans — les mysteres de la vie, la quéte de la libération de soi, et le besoin
d’établir des relations humaines — et démontrent que ceux-ci reflétent les idées exprimées
dans les essais de 1’écrivaine. Ils se positionnent contre les critiques qui déplorent ’'usage de
la violence dans les romans. Pourtant le recours des sceénes brutales semble légitime

puisqu’elle reproduit une partie intégrante de la vie américaine contemporaine. De plus, la
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violence est le résultat inévitable des problémes de communication mis en sceéne dans la
fiction oatesienne. Cependant, malgré la présence de la violence qui se fait sentir un peu
partout, ces critiques maintiennent que la vision de 1’auteure n’est pas noire. Au contraire, elle
croit toujours aux capacités des individus a évoluer et laisse entrevoir une lueur d’espoir.

Les préoccupations du deuxiéme volet qui débuta en 1987 ont changé. Bellefleur
(1980) fut un roman a succes et les livres d’Oates commencerent a étre lus plus largement.
Oates occupa dés lors une position importante aux yeux du public, a ceux des critiques et au
sein de ’université. Tandis que les premicres études traitaient prioritairement des thémes de
I’auteure afin de montrer la cohérence de sa vision esthétique et de justifier son recours a des
sujets génants, les études de la deuxieme période ont fait porter I’accent sur la forme et 1’effet
de la fiction. Elles ont insisté sur la qualité¢ expérimentale et intertextuelle de I’ceuvre et la
facon dont ses histoires et ses structures, toutes deux transgressives, servent a remettre en
question ’ordre patriarcal de la société et a formuler une vision alternative et féministe de la
littérature et de la société. Ce changement de préoccupation critique fut suivi parallélement
par un changement d’intérét notable de la part de 1’auteure. A cette époque, Oates commence
a s’intéresser d’avantage a des personnages féminins. En outre, elle se livre de plus en plus a
la parodie et l’'usage de formes non conventionnelles. Qu’elles fassent une lecture
intertextuelle ou féministe des romans d’Oates, les auteurs de ces cinq études insistent sur la
nature non-conformiste de ces textes. Oates écrit des histoires qui se déroulent dans un monde
en changement perpétuel. De ce fait, elle évite le cloisonnement dans un systéme d’idées.

Les points de vue les plus récents continuent a souligner le caractére expérimental et
hybride de sa fiction ainsi que sa valeur en tant que critique sociale. Pour le moment, un seul
ouvrage critique a été publi¢ depuis le début du vingt-et-uniéme si¢cle. L’¢étude de Gavin
Cologne-Brookes présente Oates comme une €crivaine pragmatique dans la droite lignée de

William James et considére que son ceuvre propose une vision pragmatique du monde. Le
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travail de Oates est révisionniste et montre combien elle partage les dogmes traditionnels dont
James est le porte-parole. En effet, elle exprime non seulement la faillibilit¢ du dogme mais
aussi I’influence de la société sur la formation de I’individu, le pluralisme, 1’adaptabilité et
I’individualité.

La deuxiéme partie de I’introduction se charge d’expliquer les choix de sujet et de
corpus de cette étude. Oates est un écrivain qui innove constamment avec les genres dans son
projet de transcrire la vie contemporaine a travers sa fiction. De plus, sa fiction traite de plus
en plus des histoires de crimes. Le but de cette theése est donc d’évaluer dans quelle mesure le
recours d’Oates a la fiction policiere peut €tre lu comme un commentaire sur la culture
contemporaine. J’ai opté pour une étude de romans, et ce pour deux raisons. D’abord,
I’écrivaine elle-méme a exprimé une préférence pour cette forme. Ensuite, c’est avec ses
romans que ses histoires de crimes sont les plus développées. Cette étude montrera qu’Oates
s’approprie et réécrit la fiction policiere afin d’encourager ses lecteurs a réfléchir sur la
rigidité des formes traditionnelles et de favoriser I’acceptation des mystéres de la vie.

L’ceuvre d’Oates est trés vaste. Il a donc été nécessaire de limiter le champ de cette
¢tude a quelques romans qui servent a illustrer son travail récent. Comme elle s’intéresse
actuellement a diverses variétés de crimes, j’ai choisi d’étudier les romans du vingt-et-uni¢éme
siecle. J’ai commencé ce travail en 2004. De 2000 a 2004, Oates a publié neuf romans (je n’ai
pas compté les romans visant un lectorat adolescent). En excluant les romans publiés sous des
pseudonymes et d’autres appartenant a une trilogie consacrée au theme de la célébrité, il en
restait cinq : Beasts, I'll Take You There, The Tattooed Girl, Rape: A Love Story et The Falls.
I'll Take You There a été également exclu car il ne comporte pas I’élément de crime que I’on
retrouve dans les quatre autres. Cette étude est divisée en trois parties. Chaque partie examine

la notion d’énigme d’un point de vue différent.
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Premiére partie

La premiére partie comporte quatre chapitres qui cherchent a situer le corpus au sein
de I’ceuvre d’Oates et de son projet global qui est d’explorer les mystéres de la vie auxquels
elle fait souvent référence dans son journal. Ces chapitres montrent que les quatre romans du
corpus sont liés a I’ceuvre générale a travers les thémes suivants : le mystére des relations
humaines, les fantasmagories constitutives de la personnalité, la nature problématique du
désir, et la nécessité d’accepter les aspects incompréhensibles de la vie. Chaque chapitre

explore un de ces thémes par le biais d’un roman précis.

Chapitre 1

Un des personnages de la nouvelle « You » (dans le recueil The Wheel of Love publié
en francais avec le titre Corps) identifie la famille comme le lieu des mysteres les plus
profonds. En effet, les relations familiales font partie des situations les plus opaques que les
personnages doivent affronter. Le premier chapitre examine plusieurs mysteéres de la famille
évoqués dans The Falls (Les Chutes). Les personnages de ce roman luttent pour savoir de
quoi sont constituées leurs identités car 1’individu, la société et la famille ont souvent des
idées opposées a ce sujet. Ce chapitre s’intéresse d’abord a la question de I’identité et de la
quéte de soi avant d’élargir le champ d’investigation aux relations familiales. Enfin, j’explore
la facon dont les personnages percoivent la différence entre le réve et la réalité.

La premicre section examine les conséquences de la quéte de soi sur la vie des
personnages principaux. Les deux époux d’Ariah sont des personnages anachroniques pour

lesquels la quéte d’identité a des conséquences négatives. Ariah est paralysée par la peur, ce
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qui ’empéche de poser des questions sur sa vie. C’est seulement avec les enfants que les
quétes peuvent aboutir a des résultats positifs. Ces histoires montrent 1I’importance de la quéte
du sens dans la fiction d’Oates. L’abandonner, ou méme, ne pas I’envisager ne peut mener
qu’a la stagnation ou a la mort.

La deuxiéme section traite des relations entre les personnages. Lorsque les quétes
individuelles n’aboutissent pas a des réponses satisfaisantes, les personnages cherchent du
sens dans les relations avec autrui. Créer des liens peut créer du sens, mais en méme temps
ces relations soulévent d’autres mystéres. Le premier instinct est de chercher a établir des
liens au sein de sa propre famille. Cependant, les expériences des personnages montrent que
les relations familiales sont aussi problématiques que les relations extrafamiliales. Dans ce
roman, la rigidité des familles a des effets néfastes sur les personnages qui ne sont pas assez
forts pour couper les liens. Le mysteére exploré dans cette section est donc de savoir si la
famille nous soutient ou nous enfonce.

La troisiéme section examine la facon dont les personnages comprennent leurs
expériences énigmatiques. Cette compréhension est rendue plus difficile par les réactions de
I’inconscient bien réelles, mais qui sont en méme temps insaisissables, et par le fait que le
langage est souvent inapte a formuler une représentation exacte des choses vécues. Pour
transcrire ce fait, le style d’Oates, qu’elle appelle « psychological realism », essaie de
crédibiliser ses personnages en évoquant leurs réves, leurs pensées et leurs réactions
émotionnelles. La tendance naturelle a transformer le passé en mythe est donc utilisée pour
donner forme aux mystéres de 1I’expérience et de la mémoire.

Oates croit a I’importance de la quéte du sens. Cependant, elle croit aussi que le sens
nous échappera toujours. Ceci est évident dans The Falls, un roman qui souléve des questions
intemporelles sur I’importance de ’inconscient, les effets néfastes de I’amour, et 1’existence

du mal. Le texte ne propose pas de réponse définitive a ces interrogations. A la place, il
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suggere que 1’adaptabilité est la clef pour réussir a naviguer dans les eaux troubles de

I’incompréhensible.

Chapitre 2

Le sujet du chapitre est 1’activité fantasmagorique propre a la personnalité dépeinte
dans The Tattooed Girl (La Fille tatouée). La premiére section porte sur la structure du roman
qui met en avant I’insaisissabilité de la personnalité. Trois points de vue, ceux de Seigl,
Dmitri et Alma sont juxtaposés, ce qui a pour effet de montrer que les analyses des
personnages ne s’accordent pas les unes avec les autres, ce qui renforce I’idée d’instabilité et
de I’incommensurabilité de la personnalité. Par exemple, Seigl et Dmitri ont tous les deux des
avis opposés au sujet d’Alma. Celle-ci n’arrive pas toujours a fournir des réponses aux
questions soulevées par ces écarts d’appréciation car elle ne se comprend pas toujours. Le
lecteur se demande donc qui est la vraie Alma, élément qui demeure sans réponse.

Oates développe les notions de « day-side » (coté clair) et « night-side » (coté sombre)
de la personnalité. Le « day-side » est le domaine des choix et expériences conscientes, tandis
que le « night-side » est celui de I’inconscient, ¢’est-a-dire des souvenirs, des pensées, des
émotions, des réves, des hallucinations et des réflexes. C’est le « night-side » qui incarne tout
ce qui est mystérieux dans la personnalité. La deuxiéme section montre a quel point les
personnages du roman dépendent de leur coté obscur (night-side). En effet, ils ont souvent
I’impression de ne pouvoir contrdler ni leurs pensées, ni leurs actions.

Certes, la personnalité comporte des cOtés insaisissables, cependant, c’est sa nature
fantasmagorique et adaptable qui crée la possibilit¢ d’évolution, voire méme de rédemption,

pour les personnages. La troisi¢me section examine le processus qui meéne Seigl et Alma a
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¢établir des liens, a échanger des idées et finalement a s’ouvrir a des idées nouvelles. Cette
ouverture a autrui et a la multiplicité des sens, cette renonciation a la croyance dans une vérite,
qui est présente au niveau du texte, touche également le lecteur. A travers le meurtre violent
d’Alma dans les dernicéres pages du roman, Oates libére son lecteur de son obsession avec la
vérité en montrant qu’il n’y a pas de vérité cachée au sein de I’histoire. Elle nous montre que
la vérité ne peut étre généralisée. Au contraire, la vérité est individuelle, et donc multiple. Le

roman ne peut donc fournir de solution aux mysteres de la vie.

Chapitre 3

La novelette Beasts (Délicieuses pourritures) est traitée dans ce chapitre comme un
commentaire sur la nature problématique du désir. La narratrice obtient ce qu’elle convoite,
cependant, cette réussite ne lui apporte pas de joie particuliere ; elle la transforme en victime.
La question du point de vue est également importante car contrairement aux autres ceuvres du
corpus, celle-ci n’en comporte qu’un, celui de la narratrice, a savoir Gillian, qui raconte son
histoire a la premiére personne.

Le but de la premicre section du chapitre est de savoir si la narratrice est digne de
confiance car on sait que les narrateurs a la premiére personne peuvent dissimuler des
informations. D’abord on remarque que Gillian dit une chose, mais souvent en fait une autre,
ce qui indique la nature problématique de ses paroles. De plus, son langage se caractérise par
I’hésitation et montre son incapacité a comprendre ce qui se passe autour d’elle. Aussi a-t-on
du mal a la croire lorsqu’elle dit €étre une victime ou ne rien savoir a propos de I’origine des

incendies sur le campus universitaire. Au mieux, la vision de la narratrice est partielle. Au
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pire, elle dissimule délibérément son vrai réle dans les événements. La novelette ne permet
pas au lecteur de trancher. Dans Beasts, mystere et vision limitée sont intimement liés.

Dans la deuxiéme section je m’intéresse de plus pres a la nature problématique du
désir pour montrer que bien qu’elle soit une victime, Gillian a également une part de
responsabilité dans ce qui lui arrive. C’est elle qui fait le premier pas vers son professeur en
décidant de le séduire. C’est elle qui choisit de faire des actes transgressifs. Néanmoins, ce
processus de transgression et de victimisation donne a Gillian la possibilité¢ de s’affirmer.

Un aspect quelque peu dérangeant des ceuvres d’Oates est que le processus
d’émancipation des personnages passe souvent par la victimisation des autres. L’affirmation
et la revanche de Gillian exigent la mort des deux agresseurs. C’est ainsi qu’elle devient un
individu autonome occupant une place légitime au sein de la société. Ce processus est
accompagné tout au long du récit par des images de feu. Donc, pour clore le chapitre,
j’examine I’image du feu a travers 1’analyse de Gilbert Durand qui a soulevé I’ambiguité de
telles images qui peuvent accompagner également les thémes de I’initiation et de la

purification.

Chapitre 4

Les deux victimes de Rape : Love Story (Viol, une histoire d’amour) sont également
obsédées. Elles sont obsédées par le fait de ne pas pouvoir donner un sens a ce qui est arrivé
dans le parc le soir du 4 juillet. Ce roman explore d’autres thémes oatesiens récurrents,
notamment le regard dur des autres sur les victimes de viol et le bouleversement qui

accompagne les changements forcés de la vie.
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La premiere section traite la question du sens. Dans Rape, « pourquoi ? » est une
question sans réponse, ce qui crée une source d’angoisse supplémentaire pour les victimes
d’agression violente et de viol. Le fait qu’un acte peut faire si mal mais ne rien signifier, est
vécu comme une deuxiéme violence, cette fois mentale, infligée aux victimes. Méme les
violeurs ne peuvent pas fournir de réponse. Il n’y avait pas de mobile pour 1’agression, il a eu
lieu spontanément. La nature problématique des chronologies est donc mise en valeur car la
novelette montre que ce qui lie les événements n’est jamais aussi clair que les événements
eux-memes.

Non seulement les victimes ont du mal a comprendre 1’expérience dont ils ont été
victimes, mais elles ont également du mal a faire accepter la vérité aux autres. Pour le lecteur,
qui connait le point de vue des victimes, les faits semblent évidents. La question de la justice
ne devrait donc pas étre problématique. Oates montre, néanmoins, que ce n’est pas le cas. Il 'y
a deux sources de scepticisme. D’abord, I’opinion publique. Ensuite, la cour de justice. La
deuxiéme section du chapitre examine donc la nature problématique de la vérité et du regard
des autres. L absence de mobile pour le viol contribue au fait que la cour ne puisse pas établir
la véracité¢ des faits. Il semble que le systéme judiciaire ne puisse pas juger les actions
irrationnelles. « Justice » est donc rendue dans cette novelette non par le systéme judiciaire,
mais par un personnage — Dromoor, un policier — qui s’occupe lui-méme de punir les violeurs,
ce qui m’amene, dans un deuxiéme temps, a examiner a quel point ses exécutions peuvent
étre considérées comme « justes ».

La troisieme section examine I’idée d’amour évoquée par le sous-titre (Une histoire
d’amour) de la novelette. Rape est I’histoire des effets d’un viol sur les relations entre les
personnages. On peut recenser plusieurs types d’amour. L’amour que Dromoor ressent pour
Teena et sa fille est li¢ aux idées de justice et de responsabilité. Bethie aime Dromoor car il

les protége. Les violeurs «aiment» le fait d’exercer un controle sur les victimes. On
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comprend donc que le sens du mot n’est pas fixé. Cependant, tous ces types d’amour ont
quelque chose en commun, le fait de servir de justification a des actes violents. Dans la fiction
oatesienne, les victimes deviennent agresseurs et le cycle de violence continue, il n’y a pas
d’issue possible a ce processus d’action et de réaction.

Rape crée donc une expérience d’illisibilité pour le lecteur car le texte ne nous dirige
pas vers une interprétation des faits. Est-ce que les actes de Dromoor sont justes ? Teena est-
elle une bonne meére ? Est-ce que Bethie est heureuse de ses choix ? Nous ne pouvons pas

I’affirmer.

Deuxiéme partie

La deuxiéme partie porte sur la facon dont les themes des mysteéres de la vie sont
accentués par les stratégies textuelles de I’auteure. Des thémes tels que ’aspect aléatoire de la
vie et la difficult¢ a donner un sens a ses expériences, qui sont présents au niveau de la
problématique, se font également sentir a travers la maniére dont Oates transcrit ses histoires
sur le papier, c’est-a-dire a travers ses choix typographiques, organisationnels, syntaxiques et
sémantiques. Pour transcrire et renforcer la vie énigmatique de ses personnages, Oates a
recours a I’usage d’éléments typographiques tels que les tirets et les points de suspension. Elle
emploie également des italiques pour indiquer la nature différente de certaines pensées. De
plus, elle joue avec I’ordre chronologique des événements afin de souligner les mysteres des
liens qui les rassemblent. Tout cela contribue a la création de personnages dotés d’identités a

la fois inachevées et éphémeres.
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Chapitre 5

Ce chapitre se concentre sur 1’emploi d’outils textuels qui tentent de palier aux
insuffisances du langage. Selon Oates, le langage ne peut pas rendre compte de I'immédiateté
du présent. Cette idée est explorée dans la premicre section du chapitre. Si les personnages ne
peuvent pas comprendre ce qui leur arrive, il y a donc nécessairement un effet sur le langage
qu’ils utilisent pour exprimer leurs expériences.

Dans la discussion sur les italiques dans la deuxiéme section, je prends The Falls
comme exemple. Tout au long du texte on retrouve des mots et des phrases en italiques. Cette
typographie traduit les pensées intimes des personnages qui demeureraient inaccessibles aux
autres dans une situation réelle. Parfois il s’agit de pensées conscientes que les personnages
décident de garder sous silence, d’autres fois les mots en italique représentent des pensées
inconscientes que les personnages ne contrélent pas. On comprend donc qu’il faut donner a
ces interruptions dans le texte une autre dimension. Elles nous permettent d’accéder a la
frontiere entre 1’inconscient et le conscient, entre le « night-side » et le « day-side » de la
personnalité. Cette technique permet a I’auteure de dépeindre une réalité faite de plusieurs
niveaux de conscience.

La troisicme section explore la répétition utilisée par Oates dans Beasts. Ici, la
répétition d’une phrase masque des instants de silence en se substituant a des idées que 1’on
n’arrive pas a exprimer, notamment I’intensité de I’émotion. Oates se sert de la répétition pour
communiquer la passion de ses personnages. Les problémes relationnels de Gillian sont
multiples. En fait, elle a du mal a communiquer avec autrui. Ce sont de petits refrains
obsédants — « Go for the jugular ! » et « We are beasts and this is our consolation » — qui
transmettent la nature confuse de ses pensées et entrainent le lecteur dans le domaine

mystérieux d’un personnage qui cherche toujours un sens mais ne le trouve jamais.
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Enfin, a travers 1’é¢tude de The Tattooed Girl, j’examine les idées que le texte passe
sous silence, obligeant le lecteur a déduire ce qui n’est pas dit. Ces non-dits sont tantot
représentés par des tirets ou des points de suspension, tantdt par des trous qui interrompent la
chronologie. Les tirets et les points de suspension apparaissent le plus souvent au sein de
dialogues ou de représentations des pensées des personnages. De fait, ils indiquent
I’incapacité fréquente qu’ont les personnages a s’exprimer. Le lecteur est forcé d’interpréter
ces symboles. Il se retrouve, donc, comme les personnages, a se demander « quoi ? » et

« pourquoi ? ».

Chapitre 6

Le chapitre 6 explore comment la nature désordonnée des récits évoque les mysteres
des liens entre les personnes et les événements. La structure irréguliére des textes renforce
pour le lecteur la confusion ressentie par les personnages.

La nature ambigué des liens entre les événements est présente dans les textes a deux
niveaux. D’abord, au niveau thématique, les personnages ont du mal a donner du sens aux
expériences. Ensuite, au niveau structurel, Oates laisse des ellipses et oblige le lecteur a
déduire ce qui manque. Ces trous et ce processus de déduction sont le sujet de la premicre
section du chapitre. Le lecteur est limité par les points de vue a travers lesquels il recoit
I’information, ce qui souligne les problémes d’interprétation auxquels nous sommes
constamment confrontés.

Pour représenter la confusion qui régne dans les expériences des personnages, Oates
mélange les éléments de ses récits comme s’il s’agissait de faire un collage. Points de vue,

scenes et périodes chronologiques se confondent. Le lecteur doit identifier les éléments du
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puzzle et les remettre dans ’ordre chronologique. Pour Oates, il s’agit d’une écriture
cinématographique qui bascule souvent entre sceénes et périodes chronologiques. Mais cette
confusion s’opére également au sein d’une méme scene. Il peut étre difficile de suivre les
pensées d’un personnage qui passe d’un sujet & un autre sans prévenir. L’instabilité et la
fugacité des souvenirs sont donc soulignées.

Pour conclure le chapitre, la troisiéme section analyse la juxtaposition des points de
vue dans les romans comme appartenant a une narration collective qui exprime un désir
féministe de créer des modes alternatifs d’expression. Cette technique donne au lecteur une
vision globale plus complexe de I’histoire. Cependant, cela ne veut pas dire qu’il donne un
acces au sens. Certes, la narration collective donne une vision plus compléte des événements,
mais en méme temps elle montre I’impossibilité d’arriver a la construction d’une vraie vision

globale.

Chapitre 7

Les stratégies textuelles renforcent donc la nature fragmentée des personnalités et
I’identité des personnages continuent a nous échapper. Dans ce chapitre, je me penche sur la
facon dont le langage et les stratégies textuelles contribuent a décrire des personnages aux
marges de la vie, luttant avec des identités changeantes. Six sections courtes explorent des
théories qui essaient de rendre compte des identités aux frontiéres de 1’expérience. Ces
théories mettent en évidence la contemporanéité des personnages d’Oates.

Selon Marc Guillaume, suite aux changements sociaux nous avons créé une nouvelle
facon d’étre et de communiquer qu’il qualifie de «spectrale». Son concept de la

« spectralité » comprend les deux sens du mot « spectre » : le spectre comme fantdme, c’est-
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a-dire la présence corporelle qui se dissipe ; et le spectre chromatique, composé d’éléments
dispersés. « Etre spectral », selon lui, « c’est €tre a plusieurs faces, et n’engager qu’une face
dans I’interface communicationnelle. » (Baudrillard et Guillaume 34) Cette théorie nous aide
a comprendre les personnages d’Oates qui ont des comportements variant selon les situations
dans lesquelles ils se trouvent.

Dans la fiction d’Oates, un des aspects de la dispersion du moi a son origine dans les
énigmes du passé qui empéche le sujet de se projeter dans ’avenir. La théorie de la hantise
développée par Jean-Jacques Lecercle permet de clarifier cette relation de cause a effet.
Lecercle oppose deux termes : « spectre » et « hantise ». Le spectre est un fantdme, quelque
chose du passé qui hante le sujet au présent, tandis que la hantise est un processus qui
appartient a 1’avenir. Lorsque un spectre ou une hantise (ou les deux ensemble) s’immisce
dans le présent, c’est comme si le temps se pliait et que le sujet se trouve coincé dans un
présent confus ou le passé, le présent et le futur se mélangent et obscurcissent la voie qui
permettrait au sujet de résoudre son trauma.

Les énigmes qui hantent les personnages concernent souvent les familles, ce qui
rappelle la théorie psychanalytique des états-limite selon laquelle on considére que les
problémes familiaux sont responsables de la détresse du sujet. Un patient état-limite, explique
Judith Feher-Gurewich, parait normal de ’extérieur, mais a I’intérieur il « souffre de rages
incontrolables, d’un vide intérieur, du manque d’estime de soi et il est le plus souvent
incapable de créer des rapports affectifs durables » (Feher-Gurewich 29-30). Ce sont des
symptomes que I’on peut relever chez les personnages d’Oates.

La notion de « phantom » développée par Nicolas Abraham s’ajoute aux théories
précédentes pour donner plus de nuances. Ce ne sont pas les morts qui nous hantent, explique-

t-il, mais les trous laissés au sein de nous par les secrets des autres. Ainsi, les parents créent
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des « phantoms » chez leurs enfants en gardant des secrets sur leurs histoires sexuelles et
psychiques. Ariah et ses enfants dans 7he Falls sont un bon exemple de ce processus.

Chez I’enfant, un exemple frappant de manifestation d’un secret du passé des parents
est la scéne avec Royall et la femme en noir dans 7he Falls. Cet épisode fantastique ne permet
pas au lecteur de trancher sur la réalité des faits. Soit la femme en noir est imaginée par
Royall. Soit elle existe vraiment. Dans tous les cas, sa fonction dans le texte reste fixe, elle
sera donc la représentation du « phantom » créée par 1’histoire secréte du passé de son pére.
Dans le contexte d’une ceuvre qui décrit des étres en marge, on aura tendance a pencher pour
la premiere lecture, mais le texte lui-méme ne désigne pas de ligne de conduite.

Enfin, une derniére section porte sur le trope de ’ombre qui apparait souvent lorsqu’il
s’agit d’illustrer la difficulté d’un sujet a réconcilier les phases — passé, présent et futur — de sa
vie. Cet emploi de ’ombre est notamment présent dans 7he Tattooed Girl ou Alma voit des
« shadow figures » (personnages-ombre) a la périphérie de sa vision pendant son
interrogatoire et Seigl décrit ses ancétres morts dans les camps de concentration comme des
ombres. Dans ce roman, les personnages hantés par des ombres deviennent eux-mémes

comme des ombres.

Troisiéme partie

Les deux premicres parties me permettent d’établir que la nature énigmatique de la vie
est mise en avant a chaque niveau de la fiction d’Oates. Ceci fait, je m’intéresse dans la
troisieme partie aux questions relevant plus précisément de la fiction policiere. J’examine
dans quelle mesure les romans du corpus peuvent étre considérés comme des romans policiers

en utilisant plusieurs critiques du genre comme reperes : la typologie de Tzvetan Todorov,
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I’analyse de Jerry Palmer, la théorie d’une littérature sensationnelle de Julian Symons, et la
qualité parodique du polar développée par Benoit Tadié. Enfin, j’explore les répercussions des
¢léments policiers sur les mystéres évoqués par le monde fictionnel d’Oates. Les intrigues
policiéres évoluent traditionnellement vers des résolutions. Cependant, au lieu de proposer
des solutions aux mysteres invariablement soulevés par ses personnages, je montre que
I’'usage fait par Oates de la fiction policiere sert paradoxalement a renforcer les énigmes

évoquees par ses textes.

Chapitre 8

Ce chapitre compare les romans du corpus avec la typologie du roman policier de
Todorov afin d’établir ce qu’ils retiennent du genre, ce qu’ils transforment et ce qu’ils
abandonnent. Todorov identifie trois formes de fiction policiére — le roman a énigme, le
roman noir et le roman a suspens — qu’il distingue selon leurs structures et leurs thémes.

Je commence par analyser la structure du roman a énigme. Ce type de roman est
composé en fait de deux histoires : I’histoire du crime et I’histoire de I’investigation. Les deux
histoires sont indépendantes 1’'une de I’autre. Le but est de résoudre I’énigme du crime. Ce
roman est donc tourné vers le passé. De plus, pour maintenir le mystere le plus longtemps
possible, il ne peut pas y avoir de narrateur omniscient. L’information est donc livrée
uniquement par des points de vue individuels. Le lecteur du roman a énigme est donc curieux
de connaitre la solution de I’énigme que représente le crime. Je montre que ces ¢léments sont
présents dans Rape : A Love Story et The Falls bien qu’ils débordent du cadre strict du roman

a énigme.
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Ensuite, je m’intéresse au deuxiéme type défini par Todorov, le roman noir. Dans le
roman noir, les deux histoires sont fusionnées, c’est-a-dire que la narration et ’action
coincident. L’histoire du texte est dirigé vers 1’avenir. Le lecteur veut savoir ce qu’il va
advenir des personnages. Encore une fois, bien qu’ils ne se conforment pas strictement aux
régles du genre, je reléve des caractéristiques du roman noir dans Beasts and The Tattooed
Girl.

Dans la troisiéme section, j’examine le corpus du point de vue des régles énumérées
par Todorov concernant les thémes et le discours du roman noir. Todorov montre que la
différence entre roman a énigme et roman noir existe au niveau de la structure et au niveau
thématique. Le niveau de discours, cependant, demeure inchangé. Le roman noir se distingue
du roman a énigme au niveau thématique par son intérét pour la violence, le crime sordide et
les personnages amoraux. Je démontre que les thémes du corpus correspondent en large partie
aux thémes du roman noir.

Pour clore ce chapitre, je m’intéresse au troisiéme type identifié par Todorov, le roman
a suspens. Ce type de roman est un mélange des deux autres. On retrouve donc les deux
histoires du passé et du présent, mais c’est 1’histoire du présent qui reste au premier plan.
Méme si au niveau thématique divers aspects rappellent le roman noir, le caractére hybride
des romans d’Oates correspond le mieux au roman a suspens qui est également une forme
hybride. Cependant, il y a toujours quelque chose qui pose probléme. Aucun roman du corpus
ne correspond exactement a un des trois types de la typologie de Todorov. Ils rappellent le

roman policier sans toutefois y correspondre totalement.
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Chapitre 9

Ce chapitre s’intéresse de plus pres au role des détectives. Quelles vérités essaient-ils
de déceler ? Quelles réponses trouvent-ils a leurs problémes ? Ces questions sont liées a la
fonction sociale du roman policier qui a évolué avec le temps, ce que j’expose dans une
premicre section. Le roman policier reflete I’éthique dominante de la société. Le détective du
roman a énigme, en vogue a la fin du dix-neuviéme siécle et au début du vingtiéme, était le
représentant du statu quo. Ses enquétes montraient un monde ordonné ou le crime ne paye
jamais. De cette fagon, il rassurait les classes moyennes inquictes au sujet des mouvements
sociaux chez les classes ouvriéres. Le roman noir, par contre, développé au vingtieéme siecle a
I’époque des guerres mondiales, refléte 1’évolution des mentalités de 1’époque. Les aventures
du détective « hard-boiled » transcrivent 1’aliénation de ’homme de 1’aprés-guerre face a la
corruption et I’anarchie de la société.

Dans un deuxiéme temps, j’examine les détectives d’Oates afin d’esquisser leur
fonction sociale et d’établir ce qu’ils peuvent montrer comme éthique dominante du vingt-et-
unieéme siecle. La lecture que je propose des détectives dans le corpus montre que leurs
enquétes accentuent un sentiment d’incertitude et renforcent I’absence d’autorité narrative. Un
écrivain ne peut pas donner le vrai sens d’une ceuvre et un détective ne peut pas fournir de
sens aux expériences. L’éthique dominante de ces textes est donc une vision post-humaniste

qui nie la possibilité de trouver un sens unique a tout.
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Chapitre 10

La typologie de Todorov est utile pour discerner les caractéristiques du roman policier.
Cependant, les ceuvres du corpus ne se conforment pas aux régles du genre. Peut-on malgré
tout les lire en tant que romans policiers ? Dans ce chapitre, j’examine les théories des
critiques Jerry Palmer et Julian Symons afin de voir si elles peuvent mieux qualifier les
ceuvres d’Oates. Leurs points de vue sont plus vastes et renforcent le lien qu’a le genre avec le
theme de la violence.

La théorie du roman noir de Palmer comprend trois élément principaux : la 1égitimité
de la violence, la particularité¢ du ton qui comporte un aspect morne et une impression de
désirs inassouvis, et I’opacité du point de vue. De plus, il y a nécessairement un héros et un
complot. On peut identifier tous ces éléments chez Oates. Cependant, il y a un probléme en ce
qui concerne la résolution des histoires. Palmer maintient que le roman noir doit nous
permettre d’interpréter le monde en fournissant une résolution fictive aux problémes soulevés,
mais au lieu de montrer que les complots perturbent périodiquement la nature ordonnée du
monde, les ceuvres d’Oates dépeignent un monde désordonné et confus par nature.

Symons préfere le libellé « crime novel » (roman criminel) au « roman policier ». Il
remarque que toutes les histoires du genre sont construites autour de I’histoire d’un crime, la
différence se trouve dans le point de vue qu’elles adoptent sur celui-ci. Symons parle d’une
forme hybride, d’une littérature a sensation, c’est-a-dire une littérature qui traite des fins
violentes de manicre sensationnelle. Ceci est assurément une caractéristique que 1’on trouve
chez Oates. Néanmoins, Symons croit que 1’histoire contemporaine du crime peut nous
apprendre comment vivre paisiblement dans notre monde, ce qui ne coincide pas avec la

vision post-humaniste relevée dans le corpus.
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Pour clore le chapitre, j’examine de plus pres la place de la violence chez Oates. Dans
sa fiction, la violence ne peut pas étre séparée des questions relatives a I’identité et ces deux
thémes sont liés par sa vision grotesque du monde. Ses personnages peuvent étre considérés
comme des « freaks » atteints d’une maladie de I’ame qui génére un sentiment de répulsion
chez le lecteur non pas en vertu de leur aspect physique mais en raison de la nature de leurs
choix. La présence du grotesque complique les histoires et contribue a révéler les limites des

romans policiers.

Chapitre 11

C’est la nature ouverte des textes d’Oates qui pose le plus de problémes lorsqu’on
essaie de les définir comme des romans policiers. Ce dernier chapitre analyse les intentions de
I’auteure lorsqu’elle manipule les codes du genre selon les procédés recensés dans les
chapitres précédents. Je développe d’abord le concept de parodie avant de I’appliquer aux
textes d’Oates.

Dans une premiere section je m’appuie sur 1’analyse de Benoit Tadi¢ qui montre que
la parodie est inhérente a 1’évolution du genre. Le roman noir est en effet une parodie du
langage et des conventions du roman a énigme. Ceci m’amene a suggérer qu’Oates modifie,
ou parodie, le roman policier pour I’adapter a son propre langage.

Une théorie de la parodie est donc le sujet de la deuxieme section. J’utilise la
définition de Margaret Rose pour qui la parodie équivaut a « la réécriture comique du matériel
linguistique ou artistique déja formé » (« the comic refunctioning of preformed linguistic or
artistic material ») (Rose 52). Avant de voir dans quelle mesure les ceuvres du corpus peuvent

étre lues comme des parodies, j’applique la théorie de Rose a un autre roman d’Oates,
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Moysteries of Winterthurn (Mystéres de Winterthurn) qui est manifestement une parodie de
roman policier. Ensuite, j’examine si le méme processus se manifeste dans le corpus. Mon
analyse m’ameéne a dire que 1’élément principal parodié par Oates est celui du héro isolé. Les
juxtapositions de points de vue montrent que ses détectives sont enchevétrés dans la toile de
la vie au lieu d’étre isolés dans un monde a part. On retrouve une divergence comique dans le
fait que le lecteur peut identifier des éléments du roman policier qui sont employés au sein
d’une structure discursive inattendue.

Ensuite, j’examine la relation entre I’écriture d’Oates et celle d’Edgar Allan Poe.
Selon Henri Justin, Poe avait une conception plastique du genre et il a pu simultanément
écrire la premicre histoire policiére et la premicre parodie du genre policier. L’aspect
parodique de « Double Assassinat dans la rue Morgue » de Poe, comme I’explique Uri
Eisenzweig, vient surtout du fait que le « coupable » est une « non-identité ». Le probléme
d’identité culturelle est également mis en avant dans les textes d’Oates.

Enfin, dans la derniére section je me tourne vers des théories récentes du genre qui
mettent 1’accent sur sa malléabilité. De ce point de vue, les romans hybrides et parodiques
d’Oates correspondent tout a fait a la conception du genre policier. On y trouve un méme type
de roman policier que 1’on appelle métaphysique qui parodie le roman policier traditionnel
afin de poser des questions sur la nature de la vie humaine. Cette définition semble bien
correspondre aux ceuvres d’Oates. Cependant, ses romans ne comportent pas I’aspect méta

textuel des histoires de ce type.
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Conclusion

Mon étude montre que le mystere imprégne tous les aspects des textes du corpus. Il est
le concept structurant. La réécriture d’Oates transforme le roman policier. Il ne peut plus
rétablir un statu quo comme le roman a énigme le faisait autrefois. Il ne peut pas non plus
soutenir une norme morale absolue comme le roman noir. Les ¢léments du policier sont plutot
utilisés pour rendre compte de la nature défectueuse de ’humanité et la finalité de 1’histoire
policiére est dissoute dans une atmosphere de mystere généralisé, d’émotions confuses et de
réponses contradictoires. Oates réécrit donc le roman policier pour le faire correspondre a sa
vision énigmatique du monde. Elle Iui donne une dimension plus humaine plus en harmonie
avec les attentes des lecteurs contemporains.

Ma conclusion générale inclut une discussion sur les deux romans les plus récents
d’Oates, A Fair Maiden and Little Bird of Heaven. Mes lectures montrent que les thémes

développés dans cette thése sont encore présents dans la fiction de ’auteure.
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0.1 Overview of Critical Assessment of Qates’s Work

In 1975, only twelve years after her first collection of short stories, By the North
Gate,® was published, Robert H. Fossum speculated in his “Only Control: The Novels of
Joyce Carol Oates” that “Oates may be the finest American novelist, man or woman, since
Faulkner and surely the best to appear in the past decade.” Already, when Oates had a meager
“six novels, four collections of stories, three volumes of poetry, and a book of critical essays”
to her name, Fossum referred to her as “the most prolific” author, a label that continues to be
applied to her. In this early comprehensive look at Oates’s novels, Fossum thematically links
the first five of them — With Shuddering Fall (1963), A Garden of Earthly Delights (1967),
Expensive People (1968), them (1969) and Wonderland (1971) — through the issue of control.
The characters, most of whom possess a total belief in self-determination, ultimately destroy
themselves or put themselves at risk by attempting complete domination of both their lives
and the lives of those around them. Though Oates’s writing has evolved since Fossum wrote
this introduction, the themes he identifies have continued to be relevant throughout her career:
1) states of bewilderment are inevitable for characters who do not know themselves, 2) an
exclusive insistence on self-determination can only lead to disaster, 3) violence is a legitimate
response to dual contrasting urges, and 4) the emotional chaos of the characters is mirrored in

the formal patterns of the novels.

0.1.1 Oates Criticism: The First Wave (1978-1980)

Though various critical articles were, of course, published previously, full-length
volumes on Oates and her works began appearing in the late 1970s, nearly twenty years after
her first published story. Oates’s first short story collection, By The North Gate, had been

published in 1963, and her first novel, With Shuddering Fall, the following year. By 1978,

3 Joyce Carol Oates, By The North Gate (Greenwich, Connecticut: Fawcett Publications, Inc., 1963).
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when Mary Kathryn Grant’s study was published, Oates had published nine novels or
novellas, eleven short story collections, four poetry collections, one play, three non-fiction
volumes and one short fiction anthology. Now, more than thirty years later, the numbers have
all risen dramatically. The current list* comprises fifty-seven novels or novellas (including
those published under pseudonyms), thirty-two short story collections, eight drama collections,
eight poetry collections, thirteen non-fiction volumes, five volumes of young-adult fiction,
three children’s books and eighteen anthologies. This is not to mention, of course, the large
number of uncollected stories, essays and reviews that have been published in various
periodicals, collections and anthologies. Assessing this vast and varied oeuvre is no easy task
for critics and has only just begun. Numerous critical articles and scholarly volumes have
already been published, but when compared to the extent of Oates’s oeuvre, it becomes clear
there must be far more to say. Oates criticism currently consists of twenty-seven books about
the author and her works. Eleven of these are studies predominantly or exclusively of the
novels, seven are devoted to the short stories, four are collected critical essays, two are
collections of interviews, one an annotated bibliography, one a biography and one the
author’s edited journals. There exist, as well, numerous uncollected reviews and critical
essays, many of which will be cited throughout this dissertation. However, for reasons of
expediency, the following critical overview will concentrate primarily on the book-length
studies of the novels which encompass the wide range of Oates criticism while focusing on
objective scholarly assessment.

Four full-length volumes on Oates were published between 1978 and 1980. Essentially
studies of the novels, they look to the author’s non-fiction to shore up a vision of her artistic

aesthetic and occasionally also reference short stories and poems. Mary Kathryn Grant’s 1978

4 As of August 2010.

-38 -



The Tragic Vision of Joyce Carol Oates® explores the oeuvre through an analysis of its violent
and destructive thematic elements. Joanne V. Creighton’s 1979 Joyce Carol Oates.® a study of
the first eight novels and first three short story collections, focuses on the author’s visionary
aesthetic. G. F. Waller’s 1979 Dreaming America: Obsession and Transcendence in the
Fiction of Joyce Carol Oates,” a study of the first eight novels, highlights the affinities
between the fictions of Oates and D. H. Lawrence. Finally, Ellen G. Friedman’s 1980 volume
on Joyce Carol Oates® takes a look at the first nine novels (through Son of the Morning, 1978)
and the ways in which they both correspond to and differ from “an American Hymn.” These
first four volumes, which I am calling the first wave of Oates criticism, were each written
separately, and therefore the authors do not build off of or react to one another’s theories.
However, together they formulate a general consensus about the themes, forms and structures,
and artistic aesthetic of Oates’s work. Reacting to certain criticisms about Oates’s prolificity
and frequent use of violence, they each seek through their research to establish Oates as a
serious literary writer whose work should neither be belittled nor taken for granted.

Grant’s study of Oates’s first six novels up to Do With Me What You Will (1973)
explores Oates’s oeuvre through its violent and destructive thematic elements, attributing the
presence of violence to the author’s “awareness of the human condition.” Three recurring
themes — woman, city, and community — are read as revolving around the central notion of
communication breakdown, the concept she places at the heart of Oates’s aesthetic.!” Grant

finds a coherence in Oates’s oeuvre by focusing on what she identifies as the author’s “tragic

5 Mary Kathryn Grant, The Tragic Vision of Joyce Carol Oates (Durham, North Carolina: Duke University Press,
1978).

6 Joanne V. Creighton, Joyce Carol Oates (Boston: Twayne, 1979).

" G. F. Waller, Dreaming America: Obsession and Transcendence in the Fiction of Joyce Carol Oates (Baton
Rouge and London: Louisiana State University Press, 1979).

8 Ellen G. Friedman, Joyce Carol Oates (New York: Frederick Ungar Publishing Co., 1980).

% Grant 8.

10 Grant 15. Grant elaborates on the relationship between violence and communication breakdown in Oates’s
work: “Continuously, her fiction searches out and exposes the very root of violence: a sense of personal
impotence. At the heart of violence in her world is the absolute and utter inability to affirm oneself — without
which the person is unable to live fully as a human being, to define, affirm, and assert himself, and to enter
satisfying relationships with other persons™ (32).
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vision,” claiming that “she seeks through her works to awaken contemporary society to its
own destruction, to deepen the consciousness of her readers to the tragic dimensions of life.”!!
Though she refrains from offering a definition of tragedy, indeed, she claims this is an
impossible task, she clearly identifies Oates’s form of tragedy as emanating from the
comprehension gap between her characters and the larger world in which they exist. “Tragedy,
for Joyce Carol Oates,” writes Grant, “is in part an expression of the failure to answer the
inexorable need to create community.” This failure is what is most often depicted in Oates’s
stories. However, to properly understand the artistic vision espoused in Oates’s work, Grant
makes it clear that one must read between the lines for the opposite vision of that which is
recounted on the page so that “if tragedy grows out of the failure to establish community, it
must necessarily touch on the fundamental urge of men to become related to one another
through the bonds of community.”!? It is this hopeful alternative that is the real aesthetic
vision to be associated with the author.

Though Oates’s style has changed significantly over the years, Grant’s emphasis on
the tragic bent of the early work continues to bear relevance. Oates has consistently
reaffirmed her interest in tragedy, which, for her, is intimately linked to violence. In a recent
interview, Oates responds to the question “Why do you find violence so alluring as a literary
subject?” in the following way: “If you’re going to spend the next year of your life writing,
you would probably rather write ‘Moby Dick’ than a little household mystery with cat
detectives. 1 consider tragedy the highest form of art.”!3 Another recent interview, with
Chauncey Mabe, also broaches the subject: ““Most serious work has a tragic turn,” she says.

“You can’t have serious literature without confronting evil, and also how people deal with it. |

"' Grant 117.

12 Grant 131.

13 Deborah Solomon, “Questions for Joyce Carol Oates: A Woman’s Work,” The New York Times (12 April
2009): MM 12.
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write about the consequences of violence, especially against women and children, and the
focus is on dealing with the trauma.””'*

Joanne V. Creighton also presents violence in Oates’s work as intimately linked to a
realistic depiction of modern society and identifies the quest for selthood and meaning as a
primary theme. However, the focus of her study is more on Oates’s particular visionary
conception of human experience, as outlined in her critical writing, and it is in this context
that the problematic use of violence is analyzed. Oates’s interest in the quest for selfhood and
the changing nature of personality, explains Creighton, is set in the context of a monistic
philosophy, or self-ascribed “higher humanism,” meaning ‘“she sees man and nature,
consciousness and unconsciousness, the past and the present, the writer and his culture as all
part of a single totality.”!® The result of such a philosophy is a fictional world in which
violence is no less legitimate a reaction than love, although “the idea of liberation through

violence” can be hard for many readers to accept.'®

The major themes and motifs of Oates’s
fiction identified by Creighton include: 1) the irretrievability of the past, the loss of moral
innocence, and the elusivity of understanding experience; 2) the influence of the family on the
psychological development of children; 3) violence between men and women as a result of
limited selfhood, and the possibility of liberation through love.!”

Creighton criticizes Oates, however, for a discrepancy she sees between the author’s

vision and reader response.'® She presents Oates’s visionary aesthetic as unique and laudable

4 Chauncey Mabe, “Prolific Joyce Carol Oates strugges to write through a year of loss,” South Florida Sun-
Sentinal.com (15 March 2009).

15 Creighton, Joyce Carol Oates 22, 21. Laney Bartlett, one of Oates’s protagonists in Childwold (New York:
Fawcett Crest, 1976), experiences a similar vision while trying to come to terms with the fact of her
menstruation: “It’s lovey, it won’t hurt, nothing willhurt for long, it’s what you must accept, it’s normal, it’s
beautiful, it’s alive, it’s living, you don’t own your body, you don’t own the creek, you can’t control it, you
mustn’t try you must float with the current, the plunge of the rapids, you must close your eyes and move with it,
everything is spilling toward you, around you, inside you, through you, your blood flows with it, you are rivers
and streams and creeks, there is a heartbeat inside you, around you —” (196).

16 Creighton, Joyce Carol Oates 145.

17 Creighton, Joyce Carol Oates 27, 48, 74.

18 Oates herself has claimed not to preoccupy herself with the way in which a work will be received. In a 1993
interview with Shirley Jordan (Broken Silences: Interviews with Black and White Women Writers. New
Brunswick, New Jersey: Rutgers University Press), Oates responds to the question “What is the responsibility of
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though she criticizes the fictional form in which it is presented. The visionary aesthetic
outlined in Oates’s essays and critical writing, she complains, is indeed present in her fiction
though not easily comprehensible to the unsuspecting reader due to “an odd coupling of a
modernist conception of character with traditionalist form.” !° However, Creighton’s
condemnation of Oates’s fictional style is unique among early wave critics. She is alone in
thinking that any incomprehension is the fault of the author rather than a failing on the part of
the reader. Waller takes a much more favorable view of Oates’s use of form, a point of view
echoed by Linda Wagner in her introduction to Critical Essays on Joyce Carol Oates, also
published in 1979.2° Both Wagner and Waller describe a versatile author whose work has
evolved stylistically over time while remaining relatively consistent in terms of thematic
content. They both also emphasize the importance of the emotive aspect in Oates’s work,
noting the absence of authorly judgment in an artistic project which “attempts to dramatize
the mystery of the human spirit struggling amongst our personal and shared nightmares.””?!
Wagner writes of Oates’s “personal movement from the ostensibly objective and
factual to the strange, mysterious, fantastic — or, at least, inexplicable.”?? This coincides with
Waller’s view that Oates’s early “realistic” fiction evolved gradually to encompass “a much

99 ¢¢

wider range of formal techniques,” “a significant increase in fictional sophistication” which
manifests itself in fiction that is increasingly “formally open-ended and elusive.”?* Rather

than bemoan the stylistic variety from one work to another, Wagner and Waller praise it,

seeing in it a successful attempt by the author to choose a form that fits the material of each

the reader, if any, in the creative process?” in the following way: “This is an interesting theoretical question, but,
for the most part, I doubt that any writer considers it. My focus is upon the ‘integrity of the work’ — my hope of
realizing certain material, and by way of this material certain characters and visions, as fully as possible. This
draws my attention, and is often exhausting. To think of the reader and his/her responsibility would be
unprofitably distracting” (157).

19 Creighton, Joyce Carol Oates 143-144.,

20 Linda M. Wagner, ed., Critical Essays on Joyce Carol Oates (Boston: G. K. Hall & Co., 1979).

2 'Waller 3-4.

22 Wagner xix-XX.

23 Waller 84-85, 71.
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individual story in a fictional project which “continues to show patterns and oddities of
contemporary life.”?*

Though he references certain short stories, speculating it is here that the author’s best
work is perhaps to be found, the main body of Waller’s study centers on Oates’s first eight
novels® because “it is with her novels that her reputation and importance must rest. It is there
that her prophetic urgency, the obsessive desire to ‘dream America,” emerges at its most
tantalizing, frustrating, and evocative.”?® Already, the sheer volume of Oates’s oeuvre was
playing a part in the choice of corpus. Waller insists on the emotional experience of reading
an Oates text. He, too, points out the importance of patterns of self-discovery in the novels,
while insisting on their evocation within “a distinctively felt atmosphere” of “emotional
extremism” reinforced by imagery of “imprisonment, shattering glass, bursting and breaking”
and explosions. Thus Waller links the violence in Oates’s works to the central process of a
“character’s growth to self-awareness.”’ Violence, quests for meaning and selfhood, and flux
are all, therefore, intimately linked and related to Oates’s interest in the idea of different
ontological realities. “Her most recurrent evocatory technique,” he explains, “involves the
sudden eruption of fearful or unexpected events through apparently realistic surfaces.”?®

Waller considers that “fascination with flux, with art as prophecy, with the therapeutic

exposure of the self” are central motifs to both Oates and Lawrence and connects them as well

24 Wagner xxii.

%5 One novella, The Triumph of the Spider Monkey (1976), was also published during this time. Oates’s reaction
to the finished version of this work is unusual: “. . . it occcurred to me midway into the novel that it was the most
disgusting thing I’ve ever read, and yet I wrote it myself; I wrote it” (JJCO 147). And a few pages later:
“Received harcover of The Triumph of the Spider Monkey. Beautifully designed & bound. I don’t know quite

what to think of the novella . . . whether it’s inspired or simply awful . . . outrageous . . . a little crazy. I don’t
think I would care to meet the author” (JJCO 160).

26 Waller 3.

¥ Waller 10.

8 Waller 27.
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through “their fascination with sexuality.”?® He considers that “both writers link sexuality
with the Nietzschean vision of the self struggling to overcome itself.”°

Finally, Ellen G. Friedman’s 1980 volume completes the first wave, taking a look at
the first nine novels (through Son of the Morning, 1978) and the ways in which they both
correspond to and differ from “an American Hymn.” Friedman places the first five novels,
from With Shuddering Fall to Wonderland, in the category of “early novels” for what she
considers to be their dependence on plot and their reliance on traditional modes. The four
novels from Do With Me What You Will to Son of the Morning thus fall under the label “later
novels.” In this group, “Oates masterfully integrates form and content,” writes Friedman,
making these novels “less immediately penetrable by the reader than the vivid, forceful event-
filled early novels” yet providing “a richer texture for the reflective reader to contemplate.”!
Friedman insists that “in Oates’s fiction, the individual is always viewed in the perspective of
the larger world.”?? For this reason, the work is intimately tied to a cultural context. A
recurring theme in Oates’s fiction revolves around the notion of limits: both “the hunger to

733 a5 well

overcome human limitation,” which Friedman identifies as “Oates’s abiding theme,
as the necessity to accept certain limits. Thus, as there is “no separation or redemption” from
this “universe that [man] can neither transcend nor control,” “her fiction documents the
necessity for compromise, reconciliation, association, and reciprocity.” ** Though she
acknowledges that Oates’s fiction “does alarm and repel,” Friedman ultimately grants
legitimacy to the violence it contains because it is an integral part of the description of “an

oppressive and insistent rhythm of American life.” ¥ She claims that “the dominant

impressions” one takes away from Oates’s work “are of its unity,” though this unified vision

2 Waller 13, 17.

30 Waller 20.

3! Friedman, Joyce Carol Oates 189.

32 Friedman, Joyce Carol Oates 3.

33 Friedman, Joyce Carol Oates 196.

34 Friedman, Joyce Carol Oates 187, 20.
35 Friedman, Joyce Carol Oates 8.
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is also a progressing one: “The movement in Oates’s art is from raw, powerful, cataclysm-
packed novels to subtler, more complex, self-conscious vehicles; from a dependence on plot
to a dependence on form.”*¢

Taken together, the studies making up this first wave of criticism present a consensus
about certain thematic elements of Oates’s work. They are divided on the merit of Oates’s use
of form. However, they nevertheless put up a united front against naive and superficial
criticism of Oates’s prolificity and use of violence. Indeed, the justification of the use of
violence is a central concern for each critic. Though Oates herself, as is evident in many of
her journal entries, feels much removed from the young woman who wrote the first batch of
novels treated in these studies,’’ there can be no doubt that certain constants exist, many of
which are among those characteristics identified by the early critics. Certain of these will also
be important in my study of Oates’s later work, which is why I have devoted so much space
to them in this introduction. Indeed, Oates’s self-ascribed “psychological realism” is put to
work in attempting to catalogue the “mysteries of life,” an expression repeatedly used by
critics and author alike. From the juxtaposition of these four unique critical views there
emerges a consensus regarding the primacy of certain themes in Oates’s fiction including the
inherent mysteriousness of life, the quest for liberation of the self and the need to establish
community. Violence has a legitimate place in her fiction not only because it is an integral
part of American life but also because it is the inevitable result of the process of
communication breakdown that she continually dramatizes. However, despite the pervasive
presence of violence, Oates’s vision is not generally considered a dark one. Rather, her

melioristic vision reveals a glimmer of hope: “The America she evokes is violent, spiritually

3¢ Friedman, Joyce Carol Oates 188-189.

37 This is a subject she broaches several times. The following excerpt is taken from the penultimate entry in her
Journal: “Why do I write such stories? Do they illuminate my soul? Or someone else’s? What is the origin (let
alone the purpose, the destination) of art? Radiant pockets here and there, mysterious crevices. In a way I know
less than I did at the age of twenty, writing the queer intransigent ‘tales’ of By the North Gate. And should I live
to be sixty, why then . . . what kinship with this Joyce, fretting & revising hour upon hour to compose short
fictions no one will much like . .. ?” (494).
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destructive, and yet hopeful in its fragility; hers is a vision of openness as much as of

despair.”*8

0.1.2 Second Wave of Oates Criticism: The Middle Years (1987-1998)

By 1987, a year that saw the publication of three more critical volumes — Harold
Bloom’s Modern Critical Views: Joyce Carol Oates, Greg Johnson’s Understanding Joyce
Carol Oates and Eileen Teper Bender’s Joyce Carol Qates, Artist in Residence —>° Oates’s
fortunes had evolved significantly. Bellefleur (1980) had been a best-seller and her novels
especially were being more widely read. Indeed, Bender could write in her afterword:
“Clearly, Oates has become an imposing presence on the public scene, in the critical press and
classroom, and in the interpretive community.”*’ I will not discuss in depth the first two
volumes on the above list. Bloom’s volume is a collection of previously published essays and
reviews. Johnson’s work is part of a collection written for undergraduate students and
nonacademic readers. Suffice it to say that Johnson’s analysis largely parallels those outlined
previously. He writes, for example, that Oates’s “particular genius is her ability to convey
psychological states with unerring fidelity, and to relate the intense private experiences of her
characters to the larger realities of American life.”*!

Eileen Teper Bender introduces Oates as a writer who “has emerged from an eccentric
position as ‘Dark Lady of American Letters’ to become our principal artist-in-residence.” She
chooses to foreground this label as a way to emphasize the dense, multi-faceted nature of

Oates’s writing. Largely concerned in her fiction with the idea of self, Oates herself wears

many hats, is composed, in a sense, of “opposing selves,” explains Bender, including

38 Waller 59.

3% Harold Bloom, ed., Modern Critical Views: Joyce Carol Oates (New York: Chelsea House Publishers, 1987).
Greg Johnson, Understanding Joyce Carol Oates (Columbia: University of South Carolina Press, 1987). Eileen
Teper Bender, Joyce Carol Oates, Artist in Residence (Bloomington & Indianapolis: Indiana University Press,
1987).

40 Bender, Joyce Carol Oates 179.

4l Johnson, Understanding 8.
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“novelist, playwright, short story writer, essayist, editor, poet, publisher, teacher.”** This very
diversity, Bender argues, is what enables Oates to create a new, original fictional world that is
nevertheless grounded in tradition. Through her study of the novels,* Bender attempts to
show through intertextual readings that Oates’s “work is necessarily wide-ranging and
essentially revisionary, produced by a discursive process of immersion, reimagination,
mediation, and synthesis.”** Painting the picture of someone who is essentially a reader’s
writer, Bender claims that “Oates deliberately invokes influences” and cites, among others,
“Milton, Yeats, Kafka, Carroll, Aeschylus, Jung, Dostoevski, Thoreau, Maslow, Mozart,
James, Nabokov — a circle as large and varied as Oates’s own interest in language and
ideas.”* Thus each Oates novel is essentially a rejuvenation of literary tradition, “successive
experiments in narrative, readings which reimagine ‘categories.”” From A4 Garden of Earthly
Delights, Expensive People and them, which “reinvoke and rework the conventions of the
realist, the existentialist/fabulator, and the naturalist,” to Childwold, “an experiment in
multiple voices, a parody of Nabokov’s perverse voyeurism,” and 4 Bloodsmoor Romance, “a
rich feminist parody of the nineteenth-century conduct book,” to cite just a few, “Oates has
created fiction ‘between the categories,” testing traditional genres not for their reliability but
for their elasticity, searching for ways to represent a personality that is polymorphic, part
civilized, part barbarous.”*® To emphasize what she views as Oates’s perceptive view of a
world in constant flux, comprised of ever-changing personalities, Bender insists, in her
conclusion and afterword, on the author’s tendency to rework even her own narratives,

thereby resisting “all acts of closure.”’

42 Bender, Joyce Carol Oates Vii.

43 Through the 1986 Marya: A Life, again, like Waller, excluding the 1976 novella The Triumph of the Spider
Monkey.

4 Bender, Joyce Carol Oates viii-ix.

4 Bender, Joyce Carol Oates 6, 7.

46 Bender, Joyce Carol Oates 7, 8, 9.

47 Bender, Joyce Carol Oates 180.
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In 1992, Joanne Creighton published Joyce Carol Qates: Novels of the Middle Years,*
a volume which picks up where her earlier work left off and covers the period 1977-1990. Her
basic assessment that Oates’s “central obsession is with the search for authentic individuality”
remains unchanged.*” However, she notes that the subject matter of the novels has shifted:
“Whereas a number of Oates’s early novels focus on male protagonists and their quests for
liberation from intolerable constraints, often through violence, the novels of Oates’s middle
period portray a number of intelligent, gifted, sensitive young women, who are more
identifiably like the author herself.”>° Creighton still sees a discrepancy between subject and
form in the fiction and attributes contradictions in critical readings to Oates’s “unique
doubleness” and attraction to contraries. The very idea at the heart of her fiction is also that
which makes it difficult to understand: “The paradoxical nature of the self — its simultaneous
centrality and elusiveness — lies at the very heart of Oates’s thought, complicating any simple
view of her work and sometimes causing an ambiguity of affect for readers.”!

In her 1993 Refusal and Transgression in Joyce Carol Oates’s Fiction, Marilyn C.
Wesley chooses the term “domestic fiction” to express that Oates’s fictions unfold in the
central locus of the family unit. Wesley’s study is above all an investigation into power
relationships in the context of the family. “In a wide range of plots and settings,” she explains,
“mother-daughter, father-son, and brother-sister relationships consistently produce the
narrative patterns” of refusal, “and the connections between mothers and sons and fathers and
daughters [...] result in the provocative narratives” of transgression.’?> Whereas Creighton had
remarked on an increasing interest in female protagonists, Wesley proposes a completely

feminist reading of the texts. Indeed, her self-stated goal is “to theorize a basis for the well-

48 Joanne V. Creighton, Joyce Carol Oates: Novels of the Middle Years (New York: Twayne Publishers, 1992).
4 Creighton, Middle Years 118.

50 Creighton, Middle Years 7.

3! Creighton, Middle Years 110.

52 Marilyn C. Wesley, Refusal and Transgression in Joyce Carol Oates’s Fiction (Westport, Connecticut and
London: Greenwood Press, 1993) 10.
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deserved feminist appreciation of Oates’ valuable oeuvre.”>* Other critics have linked the
underlying structure of the work to her personal philosophy concerning the mysteries of life
and the quest for liberation of the self through an acceptance of a relationship with the
communal “we” rather than obstinate perseverance of the individual “I”. However, Wesley is
not satisfied with what she considers to be the limited scope of this analysis and prefers to
analyze Oates’s work in terms of a larger feminist project. More so than previous critics,
Wesley insists on the author’s use of the family as a central framework for the unwinding of
her plots and describes the oeuvre as “an extended meditation on the institution of the family
as the ‘locus’ of the definition and dissemination of social and economic power through the
gendered psychological experience of its members.”>* The refusal and transgression indicated
in the title of the study are to be found in both the content and form of Oates’s work. While
her characters “refuse the models implied by the lives of same-sex parents” and engage in
“transgressive relations” with parent-figures of the opposite sex, the forms chosen by the
author are also transgressive in their experimental nature.>

Wesley develops the theories of the “feminist unconscious” and the “transgressive
other” that she sees as proposing solutions in Oates’s work to the so-frequently-depicted
family crises. According to Wesley, the “feminist unconscious,” which she defines as “the
repository for those forms and practices of humanity presently unavailable to consciousness
that predate and exceed gender restriction,” is the means by which the writer is able to
postulate the evolution of a new “global and enabling family” out of the current “local and
limiting family.” This new family would be composed of “the empowered daughter, the
loving son, the powerful and protective father, the forceful and loving mother — members of a

reformed human family.”® The endings of later works such as Marya: A Life and Bellefleur

53 Wesley, Refusal xi.
4 Wesley, Refusal xii.
35 Wesley, Refusal xiv.
56 Wesley, Refusal 126.
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posit the possibility of just such an ideal family, says Wesley. However, despite her claim that
previous criticism did not delve deep enough in searching for global theories of the work, her
theory of the “feminist unconscious” calls to mind Oates’s notion of a communal
consciousness frequently pointed out by critics. The second theory developed by Wesley is
that of the “transgressive other” whose presence she discerns in almost all of the novels. This
figure has a positive function, says Wesley, even when it pertains to a serial killer, because it
is part of “a project of deviation — a struggle within the text against its own limits of
consciousness.”’ This presence is an integral part of the dialectic of Oates’s visionary project:
“in addition to the dialectics within the text — the challenge of textual practice and the refusals
and transgressions of family and gender codes — Oates’ oeuvre may also be understood with
respect to its dialectic with the text, its superimposition of a narrative leveled against the text
itself to decenter the social codes upon which it is organized.”>® However, Wesley insists so
much on the feminist nature of Oates’s literary project that the theory seems contrived and
one wonders whether her theory of Oates’s feminist unconscious is a legitimate politicization
of the oeuvre or purely a fabrication on the part of a pro-feminist scholar.

Brenda Daly’s 1996 Lavish Self-Divisions: The Novels of Joyce Carol Oates also
presents a feminist reading of the oeuvre, but with much more finesse. Her study covers
nearly thirty years, through Foxfire, Confessions of a Girl Gang (1993). Though Oates’s
fiction does not always present strong, independent female characters, Daly considers her
overall vision to be a feminist one that poses itself in opposition to the patriarchal literary
canon — through parody and experiments with literary conventions — and patriarchal
conventions of society — by presenting traditional social hierarchies as unjust. Daly’s title

refers to Oates’s plural conception of authorship and “the manner in which she divides herself

7 Wesley, Refusal 146.
8 Wesley, Refusal 145.
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into the voices and texts in her novels.”>’ Like Bender, she seeks to demonstrate “that
between 1964 and 1994 Oates has created a number of different author-selves, each of whom
functions as a means of resistance to novelistic conventions, as well as a response to social
struggles taking place in the United States.”® Daly discerns three distinct periods in Oates’s
fiction: the period of “anxious authorship” in the 1960s and early 1970s in which “Oates was
struggling to leave the linguistic Law of the Father”; the period of “dialogic authorship” in the
mid-1970s and early 1980s during which “Oates made a series of ‘marriages’ to literary and
extraliterary fathers in order to commit ‘infidelities’ to their rule”; and the period of
“communal authorship” in the 1980s and early 1990s in which she began to “create feminist
communal narrators.”®!

Finally, Nancy Ann Watanabe’s 1998 Love Eclipsed: Joyce Carol Oates’s Faustian
Moral Vision returns to an intertextual reading of Oates’s fiction. Indeed, Oates’s extensive
knowledge of the Western literary tradition provides her a wide base from which to draw in
the creation of her own forms. Watanabe identifies Oates as “an inheritor of a hybrid classical
and romantic tradition in Anglo European literature, exemplified by Shakespeare, Pope,
Rousseau, and Goethe,” however, her historically oriented analysis also ties in “precursors in
ancient Greek and Chinese literature and American literature from the colonial period through
the twentieth century.”®? Oates’s fiction, writes Watanabe, portrays “a timeless war between
pagan and Christian forces.”®® Though her writing is ultimately moral, the morality espoused

is not necessarily of the strict Christian variety preferred by many Americans. The title of the

study, Watanabe explains, invokes her “impression that godly Christian love is eclipsed by

5 Brenda Daly, Lavish Self-Divisions: The Novels of Joyce Carol Oates (Jackson: University Press of
Mississippi, 1996) 223.

% Daly, Lavish xi.

%! Daly, Lavish xxiv.

62 Nancy Ann Watanabe, Love Eclipsed: Joyce Carol Oates’s Faustian Moral Vision, (Lanham, Maryland:
University Press of America, Inc., 1998) xiii.

63 Watanabe 34.
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pagan and Faustian desire in the characters so realistically portrayed by Oates in her
fiction. ¢4

Whereas the first critical studies of Oates’s novels looked largely at the author’s
themes in order to show the coherence of her aesthetic vision and justify her evocation of
uncomfortable, unpopular subjects, the criticism of the late 1980s and 1990s is more
interested in the form and effect of the fiction. The focus is on the experimental intertextuality
of Oates’s novels and the way in which her transgressive plots and forms work to criticize the
patriarchal order and present an alternative, feminist vision of literature and society. This shift
in critical outlook largely parallels the shifting interests of Oates’s fiction which, from the late
70s/early 80s, was moving towards an increasing interest in female characters and was
becoming more and more parodic and experimental in terms of form. Whether their focus be
on an intertextual or a feminist reading, the authors of the five volumes discussed in this
section, all of whom are women, insist on the unconventional nature of Oates’s narratives.

These narratives cannot be separated from the world in flux to which they belong. Thus, they

continually resist acts of closure.

0.1.3 Oates Criticism in the Twenty-First Century

The most recent critical views continue to emphasize the experimental and hybrid
nature of Oates’s fiction and to highlight its value as social criticism. For Gavin Cologne-
Brookes, who published Dark Eyes on America in 2005, Oates must be read in terms of
American pragmatism and considered a pragmatist in her own right. In the pragmatic tradition
of William James, Oates’s work is “revisionist” in that it stresses “fallibility of dogma,” the
influence of society on the formation of the individual, pluralism and individuality. “In

common with other pragmatists,” explains Cologne-Brookes, “her overall vision is melioristic,

% Watanabe xiii.
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stressing the importance of individual behavior as the only way to facilitate improvements in
collective behavior.” % Experimentation is an integral part of Oates’s vision as, in true
pragmatic fashion, “she believes that only through risk taking can consciousness evolve.”%
Also as a pragmatist, Oates is especially interested in dealing with contemporary social issues.
Her fiction can therefore be read as illustrating a developing pragmatist vision, increasingly
stressing and embodying the concept of adaptability. Thus, Oates’s revisionary aesthetic
applies as much to her revision of other writers as to her reworking of her own fiction.
Cologne-Brookes separates Oates’s career into two major periods — early work and mature
work — divided by a short transitional period. He defines the early work as the period through
the 1978 novel Son of the Morning. The transitional period during the 1980s includes
Bellefleur, A Bloodsmoor Romance, and Mysteries of Winterthurn, ending with Solstice. This
phase of blatant parody and experimentation with genre “also reveals a new consciousness of
gender that helps us to align Oates with other feminist revisionists.”®” Finally, Oates’s mature
period begins in the late 1980s. She returns to many of the themes evoked in the early part of
her career, however, she treats them in a different way. “These novels of her artistic
maturity,” writes Cologne-Brookes, “even while practicing the conventions of realism, both
revise and renew them, presenting characters who likewise tend to reassess and renegotiate
their life-purpose.”®

Ellen G. Friedman has recently added to her earlier assessment of Oates’s work. In a
2006 article entitled “Feminism, Masculinity, And Nation In Joyce Carol Oates’s Fiction” she
continues to promote the important role of Oates’s fiction as a cultural mirror and achieves a

certain amount of legitimacy in this claim thanks to the wider scope of inquiry made available

by Oates’s long career. Friedman chronicles an evolution in the treatment of masculine

65 Gavin Cologne-Brookes, Dark Eyes on America: The Novels of Joyce Carol Oates (Baton Rouge: Louisiana
State University Press, 2005) 5.

% Cologne-Brookes, Dark Eyes 5-6.

87 Cologne-Brookes, Dark Eyes 15.

%8 Cologne-Brookes, Dark Eyes 16.
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characters, especially father figures, over the course of Oates’s career and places them within
the context of evolving cultural discussions of masculinity at their various epochs. Critics
have claimed from the beginning that Oates’s fiction is an accurate chronicle of a certain
segment of American life, from which view it might be supposed that an evolution would be
visible over time. Friedman’s article adopts the task of verifying this hypothesis in regards to
representations of masculinity in Oates’s texts, showing how the relegation of fictional fathers
to the periphery of narrative parallels the evolution of masculine cultural roles within society,
leading her to the conclusion that “in that connection between world and text, in the
legitimating and policing functions of fiction, Oates, the quintessential writer of American life,
constructs characters who also speak to masculinized ideologies of nation to critique
traditional American assumptions of singularity and the right to dominate.”® Friedman’s
article effectively points to a new possibility within the study of Oates’s fiction, notably the
way in which evolutions in her fiction may reflect changing cultural norms. The purpose of
the present study, though not quite so wide in scope, is related to this idea as my goal is to
assess in what way Oates’s use of classic mystery and detective forms might be read as
cultural commentary. The relevance of such an inquiry is confirmed by Elaine Showalter’s
comment that “from the 1990s to the present, [Oates] has been writing with ever-more furious
speed and intensity on varieties of American crime, from rape to child murder to serial killers,

and their effects on families and communities.””°

% Ellen G. Friedman, “Feminism, Masculinity, and Nation in Joyce Carol Oates’s Fiction,” Studies in the Novel
38.4 (Winter 2006) 492.
70 Elaine Showalter, “The Female Frontier,” The Guardian Online (9 May 2009).

-54 -



0.2 Crime and Maturity
0.2.1 Choosing a Corpus

In the context of the major observations that have emerged from this critical overview
of Oates’s fiction, such as her innovative use of genre and form in conveying aspects of
contemporary culture, I have found it interesting to consider Oates’s use of the popular genre
detective fiction, increasingly present in her later fiction, and the commentary it offers on our
cultural desire to “know” and to “categorize.” The following study picks up, in a sense, where
Cologne-Brookes left off. I look at four crime-centered twenty-first century novels of
maturity with a view to examining the repercussions of these texts when read both as hybrid
rewritings and social criticism. Like the authors of the critical works I have surveyed, I have
chosen to study Oates’s novels because the wide scope of the form allows the author more
space for the development of her ideas. In addition, this is virtually demanded by the desire to
explore Oates’s fiction from the point of view of detective fiction. Yes, detective fiction short
stories have been written. Poe wrote them. Conan Doyle and Chandler wrote them. And they
continue to be written. However, as detective fiction evolved from the classic puzzle story to
the thriller, novels emerged as a favorite form because of the possibility they afford of
developing the story of a crime and prolonging the mystery and suspense associated with it.
Furthermore, though Oates is often praised for being a master of the short story, she considers
the novel to be a superior form, favoring it, among other reasons, for the possibilities it offers
in the area of character development as she explains in a journal entry:

Short stories don’t seem to absorb me as they once did. There’s such a paucity
of consciousness in a story, I mean such a paucity of my own involvement in it;
one no sooner creates a living, breathing (sic) human being than one has
finished with him. The divine form is the novel, which includes the entire

world . . . which can bring about an alteration of consciousness in the author if
all goes as it should. . . . (JJCO 171)
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When speaking of an author whose personal artistic aesthetic of the inherent
mysteriousness of life has been readily apparent in her fiction from the very beginning, it may
seem incongruent to propose a study of her work in relation to detective fiction. Detective
fiction, after all, is traditionally concerned with positing a final solution to a given puzzle.
However, I will show that Oates, as she has done in the past with other forms, appropriates
this one to her own ends, ultimately encouraging her readers once again to question the
wisdom of rigid thought processes exemplified by genre rules and forcing us to accept the
inherent mysteriousness of the world in which we live.

The initial goal of my research was not to examine Joyce Carol Oates’s recent fiction
from the point of view of detective fiction. Rather, I gradually observed, as I read more and
more of Oates’s work and as my own work progressed from a study of the feminist gothic to a
study of parody and metafiction to an interest in the grotesque, that Oates’s main body of
novels was beginning to resemble detective fiction more and more. When this idea occurred
to me, I set out to explore why certain works bring detective fiction to mind without exactly
fitting the bill. From the beginning, both “mystery” and “searching” have been key concepts
associated with Oates’s oeuvre. Starting with the early wave of Oates criticism, scholars
identified the quest for liberation of self and the mysteries of life as two of Oates’s key zones
of exploration. Gradually, these concepts have evolved from an originally abstract
representation in her work to a more concrete place with her growing use of forms and
structures from detective fiction. Certain detective fiction motifs have been increasingly
present in Oates’s recent works, however, this is not to say that this is an entirely new
development. In fact, detective fiction plots can be identified throughout her career. Oates
began experimenting with detective fiction as early as the 1980s. For example: Angel of Light
(1981) tells of a sister and brother searching for evidence that their mother and her lover are

responsible for their father’s death; and American Appetites (1989) begins with a domestic
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incident that leads to the accidental death of Glynnis McCullough and tells of the police
investigation of her husband, lan, and the subsequent judicial proceedings. In the late 1980s,
Oates even began publishing thrillers under pseudonyms: Rosamond Smith and Lauren Kelly
are her two thriller-writer personas. However, in recent years, Oates has become increasingly
interested in what she calls the “mystery/suspense novel” and one can observe that a growing
number of her novels are a peculiar sort of “why-dunnit.”

Due to Oates’s prolificacy it was imperative to limit this study to a few select novels
illustrative of specific aesthetic principles and narrative devices adopted by Oates. As an
exploration of varieties of American crime constitutes Oates’s current fictional preoccupation,
I decided to concentrate on twenty-first century works. Between 2000 and 2004, the year I
started work on this study, Oates published nine novels and novellas (excluding those
intended for an adolescent audience). Weeding out works published under pseudonyms’! and
those belonging to a trilogy dealing with the cult of celebrity,”? I was left with five works:
Beasts, I'll Take You There, The Tattooed Girl, Rape: A Love Story and The Falls. I'll Take
You There was eliminated because it does not contain the crime component that the other four
do although the discussion in the first two parts of this study certainly apply.

The Falls narrates roughly thirty years in the life of Ariah as she loses two husbands
and tries to bring up her three children respectably. Exploring the family as the greatest place
of mystery, it highlights incomprehension and miscommunication among family members.
The Tattooed Girl tells the story of the improbable relationship between the wealthy writer

Joshua Seigl and the downtrodden uneducated Alma Busch. The multiple viewpoint technique

"1 Brenda Daly, in “The Art of Democracy: Photography in the Novels of Joyce Carol Oates/Rosamond Smith,”
argues for “the need to read Oates and Smith as separate authorial entities,” explaining that “because Rosamond
Smith writes in a different genre (or subgenre), her narrative techniques differ from those of Joyce Carol Oates.”
I decided to avoid the argument of similarities/differences between the works by preferring to focus on aspects of
the genre discernable in Oates’s “standard” literary fiction rather than the fiction she self-consciously writes in a
different genre. Though it would certainly be very interesting to compare the difference between a Rosamond
Smith thriller and a Joyce Carol Oates thriller like The Tattooed Girl, for example, this is beyond the scope of
this dissertation.

2 Broke Heart Blues (1999), Blonde (2000) and Middle Age: A Romance (2001). Cologne-Brookes identifies
these novels as a trilogy in his introduction to Dark Eyes on America (16-17).
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foregrounds the phantasmagoria of the personality and the unexpected turn of events shows
how submitting to one’s unconscious impulses can lead to possibilities for change and
redemption. The problematic nature of desire is accentuated in Beasts when Gillian learns too
late that the relationship she longed for is not all she dreamed it would be. Finally, Rape: A4
Love Story explores both acts of love that can grow out of violent experiences and the harmful
consequences of incommensurable acts compounded by an alienating system in which
language inadequately serves the execution of justice. The characters in all of these works are
constantly asking themselves questions about the nature of their existence as they struggle in
their quests for self-liberation. However, each of these works also possesses a detective
fiction/thriller plot or sub-plot.

The detecting plot in The Falls is connected with Ariah Burnaby’s children’s desire to
learn about their father’s past. They can sense that something has been kept from them.
Sixteen years after her husband’s death, Ariah believes the rumors that he committed suicide
and has denied to ever talk about him with the children. The three siblings live dream-like
existences until they begin to take an active role in discovering their lost origins. Chandler
and Royall, now young adults, set out to make inquiries into their father’s life and death.
Royall feels that learning about his dad is the beginning of the serious part of his life. The
evidence they gather, though inconclusive, indicates a strong possibility that their father was
murdered and that a corrupt judge was in large part responsible for his untimely death,
possibly even for ordering the hit. The youngest sibling, Juliet, for her part, unwittingly makes
friends with a boy who eventually reveals to her that his father, a former policeman, was one
of the men hired to perform the hit on Dirk Burnaby. Though the reader is privy to both of
these plots, no information is given in the novel as to whether or not the brothers and sister
share their respective findings. In addition, before the novel closes, we learn of the mysterious

disapperance of the judge and Chandler’s fear that his brother is responsible. However, this
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aspect of the mystery is left open-ended along with the identities of the persons reponsible for
Dirk Burnaby’s death.

The Tattooed Girl is another example of characters whose actions are intimately linked
to their physical origins. The crime, here, happens at the novel’s close. Yet from the very
beginning, the reader can sense the development of something sinister. Joshua Seigl’s death
seems inevitable, the mystery is how it will come about. The triangular relationship created by
Dmitri Meatte (a manipulative part-time pimp and drug dealer), Alma Busch (the uneducated
tattooed girl) and Joshua Seigl (the wealthy writer suffering from a neurodegenerative disease)
seems to point to a conspiracy by the Jew-haters Dmitri and Alma against the fragile Joshua.
Encouraged by Dmitri, Alma steals from her employer and performs actions intended to cause
him physical harm, though none of her attempts prove fruitful. Alma’s confusion about her
own past and Seigl’s family background is at the heart of her transgressive behavior. She is
thought of as “the tattooed girl” because her body is covered with cobweb-like tattoos. She
claims not to remember anything about the people who did this to her or their motives for
doing so. Alma is lonely but cannot return home to her economically depressed mining town
because her family has disowned her. Her relationship with Dmitri serves as a substitute; his
abusive attitude towards her is familiar because it resembles the atmosphere in which she
grew up. The problems in Alma’s home town are blamed on the Jewish owners of the mines.
As Seigl has a Jewish last name, Dmitri is able to easily kindle a hatred of him in Alma.
Thanks to Alma’s botched murder attempts, Joshua is eventually able to explain that he is not
really Jewish because his mother was not a Jew. When he finally dies, it is of natural causes.
He and Alma had become friends. The violent murder that occurs in the closing pages is of a
completely different nature than what Oates had initially led us to believe. Joshua’s mentally
unstable sister is the culprit; she thinks Alma’s sketchy history cannot possibly be synonyous

with good intentions and is convinced she is reponsible for Seigl’s death. The ending forces
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the reader to reflect on whether or not “justice” is truly possible in a society in which people
are systematically judged by the milieu from which they come.

Beasts is amateur detection of sorts embedded within a confession narrative. The first
person narrator, Gillian, recounts events that took place twenty-five years previously which
resulted in her committing an act of arson that caused two deaths. It is the unsuspected sight
of a familiar totem in the Louvre that provokes this rush of emotional memories. During the
period she thinks back to, Gillian is a student at a girls college. Two mysteries preoccupy her.
Someone is randomly setting small fires around campus and there are rumors about certain
students being involved with a poetry professor and his wife. Gillian “investigates” both of
these questions. Both are situations of life and death. Gillian and her friends are afraid fire
will be set to their residence during the night and several of her friends are driven to attempt
suicide upon being rejected by the professor. Indeterminacy pervades the novella. Gillian is
obsessed by this state of uncertainty, of not-knowing. The situation is complicated by her
feelings for her parents, with whom she is estranged, and the mysterious origins of her
obsession with her professor, an obsession so strong she cannot willfully control her impulses.
Gillian’s desire leads her into a submissive role in an abusive sexual relationship with her
professor and his wife. However, Gillian will discover evidence of the couple’s abuse of her
and others and will take actions that put a stop to it for good. The campus fires remain
unsolved though we wonder whether Gillian herself might not be responsible.

Rape: A Love Story is yet another tale of a triangular relationship, that of Teena
Maguire, her daughter Bethie and police officer John Dromoor. On the 4™ of July, while
walking home through the park, Teena and Bethie are attacked by a group of local young men
who gang rape and severely beat Teena and leave her to die in front of twelve-year-old Bethie
cowering out of reach in a corner of a boat house. There is no mystery as to who committed

the crime, Teena and Bethie can identify their assailants. The logical thing to do, then, once
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Teena’s body has healed, is to press charges and go to court. However, the legal proceedings
fail Teena. At the preliminary hearing she is disrespected by the judge and accused of lying
by the defense who advances the theory that the boys had consensual sex with Teena for
money and that different boys beat her. Teena withdraws into herself and refuses to cooperate
further with the prosecution. The rapists begin an intimidation campaign, cruising past the
house, killing the cat and leaving threatening messages on the porch. Teena and Bethie are not
only traumatized by their past experience, they continue to be afraid for their safety. The
women appeal to John Dromoor who eliminates the four main defendants one by one, taking
the lives of four criminals to give it back to their two victims. For Bethie, the traumatic
experience clearly marks the frontier between childhood and adulthood. The notion of
“justice” is scrutinized in this work but in a different way than The Tattooed Girl. Though
John Dromoor is an official officer of the law who “knows” the answer to the crime, this is
not enough to assure justice through legal means. This is not the only “truth” in the story that
remains inaccessible. Answers for the victims are also inaccessible. Indeed, there does not
seem to be any particular meaning behind the aggression, it simply happened. The “love”
indicated in the novella’s title is double. It refers to the responsibility Dromoor feels for the
well-being of Teena and her daughter, a feeling that is linked with his conception of justice. It
also refers to Bethie’s infatuation with Dromoor who she understands is responsible for
saving her mother’s life.

“It 1s easy to see that no choice of examples is innocent. It is a somewhat arbitrary
selection for which the chooser must take responsibility,” remarks J. Hillis Miller in The
Ethics of Reading. “On the other hand,” he continues, “there is no doing, in this region of the
conduct of life, without examples.””® Despite the justification I offer for the choice of my

corpus, it remains clear that is as much a personal choice as anything, one that another person

3 J. Hillis Miller, The Ethics of Reading: Kant, de Man, Eliot, Trollope, James, and Benjamin (New York:
Columbia University Press, 1987) 2.
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would not necessarily have made. Even today, as a well-established woman of letters, Oates’s
writing is far from enjoying a consensus among literary critics. As recently as April 2010, a
reviewer has complained about two of the works studied in this dissertation: “Oates’s writing
is compulsive and regularly masterful — there’s a rushing, headlong quality to it; it has a raw
energy, and her commitment to her characters keeps you engrossed. But sometimes, as with
Beasts (2002) and The Tattooed Girl (2003), she gets the pacing wrong, allowing her
narratives to move into a shrill kind of warp speed.”’* Though this comment is so vague as to
be utterly unhelpful, I cite it simply as an example of the type of objections that are still
frequently raised to Oates’s work. The same reviewer adds: “She has a deep understanding of
what lies beneath the surface: in any Oates work, strong or weak, there are always rewarding
little epiphanies. But her unevenness makes people hesitate about her.” Whether or not her
style is consistently brilliant is for others to judge, in this study I am interested in exploring

the ideas evoked by Oates’s fiction on a larger scale than that of any one individual work.

0.2.2 Content OQutline

This study is divided into three parts that each explore the notions of mystery and
enigma from a different stance. Part One is comprised of four chapters that seek to situate the
corpus works in terms of Oates’s overall fictional project of exploring the mysteries of life.
They show that the four novels are thematically linked to Oates’s oeuvre in the way they
explore the mystery of relationships, the phantasmagoria of personality, the problematic
nature of desire and the necessity of coming to terms with incomprehensible aspects of life.
Each chapter scrutinizes one of these overall themes in relation to one specific corpus work.
In order to emphasize the universality of these themes in Oates’s oeuvre, reference is made to

other of her writings when appropriate, including non-fiction, stories and novels.

74 Nadine O’Regan, Interview with Joyce Carol Oates, “Progress in work,” The Sunday Business Post online (18
April 2010).
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Whereas Part One concerns itself for the most part with the thematic mysteries of life
evoked by the texts, in Part Two, the focus shifts to an examination of how these themes are
emphasized by Oates’s textual strategies. The randomness, irreconcilable juxtapositions and
inability to order experience that are observed at the thematic level, are paralleled by the way
in which the stories are transcribed onto the page. Oates transcribes the enigmatic nature of
her characters’ existences through the use of symbols such as dashes and points of suspension
as well as the use of italics to indicate the different origin of a character’s thought. She also
plays with the chronological order of events to emphasize the mysteries of interconnectivity
inherent in her characters’ experiences. These textual devices contribute to the development
of characters whose identities seem incomplete and ephemeral. They permanently occupy a
liminal realm in which they are perpetually on the verge of coalescing as unified identities.
These first two parts allow me to establish the inherently enigmatic nature of life that
emanates from every level of Oates’s fiction.

Finally, Part Three examines the extent to which these works can be considered
detective fiction by discussing them in terms of several different critical theories of the genre
including Tzvetan Todorov’s typology, Jerry Palmer’s understanding of crime fiction, Julian
Symons’s concept of sensational literature, and Benoit Tadié¢’s reading of the thriller as
parody. In addition, I explore the effects of detective fiction elements on the inherent mystery
of Oates’s fictional world. Detective fiction plots typically move towards resolutions.
However, rather than provide answers to the persistent questions about the mysteries of life
consistently raised by her characters, I will show that Oates’s use of detective fiction

paradoxically serves to structurally reinforce her thematic and textual enigmas.
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PART ONE
THE MYSTERIES OF LIFE
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Introduction: The Mystery of Human Emotions

From the very beginning of her professional writing career, with the publication of the
short story “In the Old World” in Mademoiselle in 1959, Joyce Carol Oates has been
fascinated with the enigma of human life. This story was subsequently collected in her first
book-length publication, the short story collection By The North Gate published in 1963. The
page including the biographical blurb in the paperback Fawcett Crest edition’® quotes Oates
herself: “All of my writing is about the mystery of human emotions.” Indeed, the Oates critic
and biographer Greg Johnson claims that this first collection “investigates virtually all the
important themes that characterize her dozens of subsequent books” and considers it “may be
viewed as a microcosm of Joyce Carol Oates’s entire career in fiction,” scrutinizing, as it does,
“with dogged thoroughness the moral conditions of an unstable American reality.””’

“In the Old World”’® dramatizes the halting, oblique confession made by Swan
Walpole to a sheriff’s deputy. Swan, it eventually emerges, is guilt-stricken for having
wounded a negro boy’s eye during a knife fight and intends to give his victim the opportunity
to hurt him in the same way. The deputy considers this to be insane, saying “I wouldn’t
wonder you were gettin’ sick, the way you act — might be comin’ down with the heat-
exhaustion fever . . .” (NG 162). Swan himself is at a loss to produce any sort of coherent
explanation for his actions. In response to the deputy’s question about why he has come, he
claims not to know: “I don’t know why I do anything. There ain’t any reason. If there was a
reason [ would know about it, wouldn’t 1?” (NG 160). As Johnson explains, this story

“dramatize[s] with particular clarity such issues as free will, human justice, and personal

identity against the forbidding backdrop of a monolithic old world crumbling into a

5 The story was selected as co-winner of the Mademoiselle College Fiction Competition and printed in the
August 1959 issue.

76 Joyce Carol Oates, By the North Gate (Greenwich, Connecticut: Fawcett Publications, Inc., 1963).

7 Greg Johnson, “A Barbarous Eden: Joyce Carol Oates’s First Collection,” Studies in Short Fiction 30.1
(Winter 1993): 1.

8 Joyce Carol Oates, “In The Old World,” By the North Gate (Greenwich, Connecticut: Fawcett Publications,
Inc., 1963) 149-162. This collection hereafter abbreviated as NG for in-text citations.
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fragmented new one.””” From the beginning of the story, which opens upon Swan walking

2

into town in the “early afternoon,” it is clear that he is troubled. Though he is out in the

sweltering midday heat, he several times refuses a ride, meditating on the discrepancy
between his outer appearance and his inner turmoil, and ultimately the nature of his selfhood:

How he would have to resist this, what strength it might demand to keep
himself from groping backward for the door and stepping out onto the sidewalk,
spent, relieved, quietly hysterical — not absolved of his sin or delivered of his
punishment but simply in another dimension altogether, no longer related to it,
to that which he would be able to think about later, idly; after a time it would
probably no longer even be interesting, belonging only to another of his selves
and never to the boy they would gaze upon and mold with their eyes, his
father’s son after all, only a boy come into town on a hot afternoon. (NG 151)

Swan enters the sheriff’s office, but before responding to the deputy, he thinks about “how
another boy might answer” (NG 151). The question of what precisely constitutes the self and
the problems of the self in relation to the world around it — two central elements of Oates’s
aesthetics — are foregrounded in this story. In addition, several other characteristic features of
her later prose are present. The protagonist’s preoccupation with the hidden meaning behind
events points to the problem of interpretation. The theme of dreams versus reality is raised
here as well:
Swan was gazing at the man. The deputy’s voice came to him out of the dim
and faintly heavy air of the room, warm, more than warm, in a manner that
seemed to him familiar, as though this had all happened once before, or
perhaps he had only dreamed it — but if he had dreamed it, it was much more
carefully, with more detail than the manner in which it was really happening
now; that was the way of all dreams. So he watched the man carefully,
listening for his words; it was as though he believed they might really tell him
what the man was thinking. (NG 156)
As Johnson has remarked, these narrative events “offer no genuine moral change”; we are
merely once again presented with “the nightmarish conditions of the present.”

This preoccupation with metaphysical inquiry is not only present in Oates’s fiction but

manifests itself in her essay and journal writing as well. In her March 1975 afterword to The

7 Johnson, “A Barbarous Eden” 8.
80 Johnson, “A Barbarous Eden” 9.
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Poisoned Kiss and Other Stories from the Portuguese, she addresses the problem of the self
that will continue to dominate her thinking throughout her career: “Repeatedly, one is brought
back to the paradox that one can experience the world only through the self — through the
mind — but one cannot know, really, what the ‘self’ is.” 3! Indeed, this subject is one of the
principal fixations of her journal writing around the same time. The very first entry on
January 1, 1973 gets right to the point: “Query: Does the individual exist?” (JJCO 2). Various
comments scattered throughout the work indicate that the mystery of what constitutes the
individual and how one perceives and understands the world outside oneself are never far
from her mind.

Nearly twenty years later the author is still dwelling on this same idea, as
demonstrated by the following passage in her “Afterword: Reflections on the Grotesque™: 1
take as the most profound mystery of our human experience the fact that, though we each
exist subjectively, and know the world only through the prism of self, this ‘subjectivity’ is
inaccessible, thus unreal, and mysterious, to others. And the obverse — all others are, in the
deepest sense, strangers.®? Recent remarks made in a short article for The Guardian indicate
that this subject is no less important to Oates today: “Recall that D. H. Lawrence warned us to
trust the tale, not the teller — the teller of fictions is likely to be a liar. Darwinian evolutionary
psychology suggests that none of us really knows what has made us what we are, still less
why we behave so eccentrically as we do; when we are pressed to explain ourselves, we
invent.” Further down, she continues:

To me, who has written for most of her adult life, in a number of genres and

with wildly varying degrees of ‘enjoyment’ and/or ‘misery’, it’s likely that
writing is a conscious variant of a deep-motivated unconscious activity, like

81 Joyce Carol Oates, Afterword, The Poisoned Kiss and Other Stories from the Portuguese (Greenwich,
Connecticut: Fawcett Publications, Inc., 1975) 220. The unorthodox nature of the origins of this work poses
other interesting questions of identity and relationships. Oates claims not to be the writer of these stories, but
simply a sort of medium for a Portuguese “author” called “Fernandes” who communicated the stories to her in
an odd sort of mystical experience beginning in November 1970. On page 219 of the afterword, she explains that
“so far [ have not been able to comprehend, to my own satisfaction, what really happened.”

82 Joyce Carol Oates, “Afterword: Reflections on the Grotesque,” Haunted: Tales of the Grotesque (New York:
Dutton, 1994) 303. Hereafter abbreviated at H7G.
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dreaming. Why do we dream? No one seems to really know, just as no one
seems to really know why we crave stories, even or especially stories we know
to be fiction.®

1.0.1. Author on an Interminable Quest

The first studies of Oates’s work depicted an author obsessed with the problematic
notion of the self and the inner life, constantly reworking her themes as if the key to
transcendence and personal well-being lay in an understanding and acceptance of the
enigmatic self/other dichotomy. This criticism was based on the artistic aesthetic evoked by
Oates’s published writing, for the most part her fiction and collections of critical essays. In
2007, an invaluable tool became available to Oates readers with the publication of her Journal.
Though she claims the journal was not written to be read, even by herself, as a journal reader
(she mentions reading the journals of Plath, Woolf and Cheever, among others) she was
certainly aware of the tendency towards publication of noted individuals’ journals and might
have reasonably foreshadowed the same fate for her own. However, if we choose to give the
author the benefit of the doubt, we can see in her Journal a faithful portrayal of certain facets
of her unique self. The final paragraph of her preface, dated February 2007, asserts:

The act of writing in a journal is the very antithesis of writing for others. The
skeptic might object that the writer of a journal may be deliberately creating a
journal-self, like a fictitious character, and while this might be true, for some,
for a limited period of time, such a pose can’t be sustained for very long, and
certainly not for years. It might be argued that, like our fingerprints and voice
‘prints,” our journal-selves are distinctly our own; try as we might, we can’t
elude them; the person one is, is evident in every line; not a syllable can be
falsified. At times the journal-keeper might even speak in the second person, as
if addressing an invisible “you” detached from the public self: the ever-vigilant,
ever-scrutinizing “inner self” as distinct from the outer, social self. As our
greatest American philosopher William James observed, we have as many
public selves as there are people whom we know. But we have a single,
singular, intractable, and perhaps undisguisable “inner self” most at home in
secret places. (JJCO xiv)

8 Joyce Carol Oates, “Writing for a living: a joy or a chore?” The Guardian (3 March 2009).
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Only ten years of Oates’s journals have been published. This is, however, a significant span of
time. It is long enough, according to the author, that a part of her true self is revealed. If,
indeed, “the person [Oates] is, is evident in every line,” what person do the entries reveal?
From January 1, 1973 to December 31, 1982 the journal presents the reflections of an
individual who never stops wondering what precisely constitutes the self and marvelling at its
phantasmagoria. A brief outline will be useful as the recurrent interrogations in the author’s
journal concurrently become regular motifs in her fiction for, as Cologne-Brookes explains,
“Oates is a pragmatic idealist with a self-reliant, and self-creating, approach to existence. She
consequently constructs her characters, and sees her readers, in the same light.”%

In her frequent musings about the nature of individuality, it becomes clear that Oates
believes not in the existence of one, complete, coherent self, but rather in the juxtaposition,
within each individual, of multiple selves. Nowhere is this more evident than when she
evokes her feelings about her personal and public lives. She expresses dissatisfaction at
having to leave behind her private self, Joyce Smith, in order to publicly incarnate “Joyce
Carol Oates,” a sort of personality straightjacket which she describes at one point as a
“restriction to a few cubic feet of consciousness” (JJCO 80).% This particular dichotomy so
preoccupies her that she attempts to define these two different parts of herself: “The artist’s
essential nature — whether easy-going or difficult — should not have much to do with the art
itself. ‘Joyce Smith’: the process of living with as much pleasure as possible. ‘Joyce Carol
Oates’: the process that exists in and through and because of the books” (JJCO 94). Indeed,
her writing, important as it is to her, is not all of her. And yet, she suggests later on that her
writing is, paradoxically perhaps, the most real part of her: “Life is enchanting, certainly;

people are enchanting. Yet when one thinks back over a period of time what is esssentially

8 Cologne-Brookes, Dark Eyes 6.

8 The full quotation is slightly humorous and evokes an absurd sort of multiple personality disorder. Recently
returned from a three-week road trip, Oates laments the anonymity and freedom of her personal travels: “No
constant restriction to a few cubic feet of consciousness: Joyce Carol Oates. Now that I am back, I am fated to
spend hours as a kind of secretary to that person, answering her mail, turning down requests politely.”
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real . . . ? I find that my mind moves on to the work I’ve done, the writing I’ve done, and that
everything else is peripheral” (JJCO 202).3¢ This might be considered firsthand evidence of
the phantasmagoria of Oates’s own personality. Her lamentation of the gap between her
personal image of herself and the public image of “JCO” indicates her feeling of being
misunderstood in the public sphere. She realizes, however, that “the secret of being a writer
[is] not to expect others to value what you’ve done as you value it. Not to expect anyone else
to perceive in it the emotions you have invested in it” (JJCO 130). Furthermore, when she
expresses astonishment at her own prolificity — “This is really too much. When did I write all
these things . . . 7 (JJCO 19) — it is as if “Oates-the-writer” existed completely cut off from
the published authorial persona “JCO.” She admonishes herself not to forget that her public
persona is not her true self (JJCO 214).

Oates acknowledges there are aspects of her self, or selves, that elude comprehension,
as when at one point she reflects on the nature of her writing production: “One cannot force
oneself to write: and I haven’t written a poem or a story for weeks. Nor do I miss this kind of
writing. All my energies go into the novel, and there are none left over. Is this conscious
choice? No” (JJCO 28, emphasis mine). Likewise, she often expresses alarm at things she has
produced: “Who wrote it . . . ? [ wrote it, am it, am infused with it. Yet it isn’t me.” (JJCO
255) Similarly, she accepts that there are aspects of the external world that will continue to
remain unattainable: “Sense of envy, for lives or ways of life — living — inaccessible to me;
but inaccessible, after all, because I have chosen my life and of necessity cannot choose
another” (JJCO 30). Inversely, there are aspects of the inner self that cannot be communicated:
“I will never be able to translate into fictional terms, into Graywolf and Bellefleur, all that 1
feel. All that I know. It simply eludes me, it’s too intangible, too painfully subtle to be

expressed in dramatic terms. There are some thoughts, then, that can only be private” (JJCO

8 Underlining, rather than italics, has been retained for Oates’s emphasis in her journal entries because this is the
way it is presented in the published journal.
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212).87 As an author, Oates is all too aware of the limits of language — sometimes manifested
in her work through allusions to Wittgenstein, which will be discussed later on. If something
cannot be expressed in words, can it be assigned meaning? “But what does it mean? It doesn’t
‘mean’ anything clearly, it can only be felt, experienced” (JJCO 274). Here, Oates provides a
clue to the importance of the emotional realm in her fictional world.

Just as she allows for the possibility of multiple selves simultaneously co-existing,
Oates also allows for the possibility of diverse chronological selves. She claims not to
recognize herself in past journal entries, which prompts her to ask whether anything she
writes ever represents her (JJCO 110). Likewise, upon several occasions she expresses
surprise at being the author of various past pieces of fiction. Of Son of the Morning, she
writes “an odd novel, not ‘my’ voice at all” (JJCO 143). Of The Triumph of the Spider
Monkey, “it occurred to me midway into [reading] the novel that it was the most disgusting
thing I’ve ever read, and yet I wrote it myself; I wrote it” (JJCO 147). Another symptom of
personality in flux is related to the aleatory nature of memory: “How odd, how disquieting to
realize that great blank patches obscure my memory . . . a map with enormous white masses. I
seem to have lost the thread of my own life, my own past. And then a chunk of something is
dislodged and floats to the surface” (JJCO 363). Reflections of this sort leave her frequently
uncertain about just what exactly constitutes her “self”: “What relationship does the ‘myth’
have with one’s true self? Is there a true self? I feel, at times, so unutterably bewildered . . . !
It isn’t simply that I do not know the first fact about my past life, I don’t know the first, the
crucial, fact about this present life” (JJCO 309-310). She also raises the question of the
relationship between the intellectual, thinking subject and its physical incarnation — “Are we
our bodies, or do we merely inhabit them?” (JJCO 89) — and wonders about the different

levels of conscious and unconcious existence: “I seem to be detached from myself. What is

8 Graywolf is a completed novel that Oates has decided not to publish. The manuscript is housed in the Joyce
Carol Oates archives at the Syracuse University Library.
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the self. . . . I suppose I am detached from my finite, personal self; I identify with another,
deeper region of being” (JJCO 159).

Another frequent and connected realm of contemplation concerns the nature of how
one comprehends the external world. “Very true it is (and who escapes it?),” she writes, “that
we experience the world through the filter of our own personality, or, in the psychological
terms of one school of psychology, we ‘project’ our own traits onto others, and rarely
experience people as they are in themselves” (JJCO 34). Later, she insists more markedly on
the existence of this gap, invoking the notion of mystery: “‘Social life’ a mysterious thing
[sic]. One has an instinctive yearning for it, yet most of the time it is unsatisfying. Only
friendship, only relationships over an extended period of time, have meaning. Even then, so
much of our lives are eclipses, secret, how can we know each other easily . . . ?” (JJCO 53,
emphasis mine). Reflecting on her fascination with piano and the way it has changed her life,
Oates nevertheless recognizes that this change can be evident to neither her husband nor her
friends: “How quietly, how placidly, how invisibly the truly significant events in our life take
place. . . . Which is why we continually misjudge one another. Which is why we haven’t a
clue as to the inner (and most meaningful) nature of another person” (JJCO 235). Then again,
there are things about us that others can understand, but we cannot: “I can’t experience myself
as others evidently do” (JJCO 407). Later, she returns to this idea, referring to it as the
paradox of invisibility: “Invisibility. Visible to others; invisible to ourselves. Our paradox.
What is indecipherable to us may be readily available to others, even to strangers” (JJCO
437). A sub-element of the self/other relationship that Oates thoroughly explores in her fiction
through her frequent use of multiple viewpoints is the realization that for any event, there
exist as many interpretations of it as individuals who experienced it: “Ray & I experience

something together and then afterward while talking about it we discover that I interpreted it
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one way, he another. A friend still another. And the universe opens up dizzyingly” (JJCO
113).

The evidence of Oates’s observations suggests that one cannot completely know those
others with whom one interacts. And yet, these relationships, however incomplete they may
be, are essential: “a claim might well be made that the only valuable reality is with friends,
with others, with relationships in which one’s individuality is practically extinguished” (JJCO
38). Indeed, it is only through these relationships that the self’s existence is legitimized, and
Oates evokes the notion that we exist only through our interactions with others. A corollary to
this is the legitimacy brought to the art work by another person.®

Whether Oates’s reflections in her journal are occasionally contradictory, or her ideas
changed over time, is beside the point. What I wish to emphasize through the above summary
is the constant questioning about the nature of self, other and mystery that