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I. Introduction 

He was a Biggie and he was goodly. He was a strange New York Biggie who was, 
even more strangely, from here, and he was back with some benevolent plan. It 
had a powerful effect. We were lowly sun-addled Aztecs to his Quetzalcoatl, and 
it felt like we'd been waiting for him a long time without knowing it. 

- Padgett Powell, "Padgett Powell on Donald Barthelme" (20 15) 

A student of Donald Barthelme at the University of Houston, Padgett Powell describes 

his instructor with Barthelme's own fictional device: he compares a male artist to an outsized 

symbol of masculinity. This tension between the artist and the ideal, such as Donald Barthelme 

and Quetzalcoatl, is a seminal concern in nearly all ofBarthelme's fiction. A jail cell containing 

Barthelme's regular male emblems would hold the President, the Pope, the Fisher King, the 

Phantom of the Opera, Zorro, Batman, Montezuma, St. Anthony, and Robert F. Kennedy. A fete 

ofBarthelmean heroines, by comparison, would include several cowed women named Sylvia, 

Margot, or Barb. The women have been drinking all afternoon, and pause only to devour hunks 

of roast beef from a bloody platter. A few nameless babies keel around on the carpet, carelessly 

fingering the electrical sockets, while their fathers, failed artists, practice fainting in the 

basement. Meanwhile, unspeakable horrors gather outside of the windows. But before anything 

happens, someone closes the blinds, and the reader finds herself confronting instead an enormous 

black bull that rings like a telephone. Upon reading my one hundredth story by Donald 

Barthelme, I can no better predict his booby traps than I could after reading my first. His 

fictional world violently deconstructs accepted systems in contemporary American life. When a 

Barthelme reader looks for the Church, politics, education, or marriage for a semblance of order, 

one finds a trash heap, two go-go dancers, and a string ofbadjokes. Nevertheless, his critics 

continue to draw blood over what it all means. 
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When Barthelme's stories first appeared in The New Yorker in 1963, editor Roger Angell 

deemed him the master of the "bottomless etcetera" (Michaud). Barthelme's fragmentary style 

incorporates lists, collage, dialogue transcripts, and a cargo of literary "dreck," including text 

from women's magazines, music reviews, and soap operas. In "The Explanation," an unnamed 

character and a black box converse in Q&A form. In "The Tolstoy Museum," the text itself is 

dwarfed by surrealistic illustrations of Tolstoy's massive head or topcoat. At the time of 

Barthelme's death in 1989, one hundred and twenty-nine of his stories had first appeared in The 

New Yorker, as well as comment pieces, movie reviews, and novel excerpts. Barthelme's 

structural innovations led Angell to later remark, ''Nobody in the world had seen writing like 

this" (qtd. In Michaud). A stylist praised for his playfulness, Barthelme's fiction collapses high 

and low culture, producing a comic hybrid that relies on the strangeness of its word 

combinations. As a minimalist, Barthelme's focus centers on the friction between these sharp, 

unlike images. Most often, a Barthelme story will overlay embellished language upon a vague, 

violent event. In his 1973 story "Some of Us Had Been Threatening Our Friend Colby," a group 

of men arrange an elegant hanging of one of their friends who had "gone too far": 

Colby said that everybody went too far, sometimes, and weren't we being a little 

Draconian? Howard said rather sharply that all that had already been discussed, 

and which did he want, gibbet or tree? Colby asked if he could have a firing 

squad. No, Howard said, he could not. Howard said a firing squad would just be 

an ego trip for Colby, the blindfold and last-cigarette bit, and that Colby was in 

enough hot water already without trying to "upstage" everyone with unnecessary 

theatrics . (Forty Stories 169) 
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This quotation is a representative Barthelmean soup of antiquated words ("Draconian"), 

conversational cliches ("gone too far," "in hot water") and visual tropes from media ("the 

blindfold and last-cigarette bit") (169). The same group of men debate which modem composer 

the orchestra will play during the event, Charles Ives or Edward Elgar, and which font will 

decorate the cream-colored invitations. This obsessive record of high-culture particularities 

contrasts with the story's ethical concern, the act of murder. In his 1983 essay ''Not-Knowing," 

Barthelme writes, "The world enters the work as it enters our ordinary lives, not as world-view 

or system but in sharp particularity ... " (Not-Knowing 21). The reader has accepted the shock of 

the hanging by the story's opening lines: "Some of us had been threatening our friend Colby for 

a long time, because of the way he had been behaving. And now he'd gone too far, so we 

decided to hang him" (Forty Stories 167). As the story unfolds, the narrator's microscopic 

observations conceals the main conflict. When the reader encounters "Draconian," she has 

become desensitized to the impending violence, and can read the story as a collage of aesthetic 

decisions. 

Barthelme's minimalism favors readings of aesthetic irony over societal critique, and a 

majority of critics read his stories as aesthetic objects whose content should be interpreted as a 

reflection of narrative structure. In a structural reading, the hanging in the story should not be 

regarded as murder, but as a rhetorical violence that offsets the story's language. In an ethical 

reading, the story aggrandizes murder for comic effect, and should be viewed as a commentary 

on the society that produces a heinous crime so casually. The decision to read Barthelme 

aesthetically or ethically is the central hinge in contemporary criticism, which I will explicate in 

the following pages. Barthelme, himself, presents a contradictory stance on this question, 

illustrated in his two major craft essays, "After Joyce" (1964) and ''Not Knowing" (1983.) 
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Barthelme and the Literary Object 

In his essay "After Joyce," written the year after Barthelme's entrance into The New 

Yorker's postmodern elite1
, Barthelme argues that modern literary innovation gestated in the 

work of Gertrude Stein and James Joyce, whose art "is not about something but is something" 

(Not-Knowing 3). By creating a literary object that is not solely reflective of the world but of its 

own material, the writers force the reader to assert her own opinion as to what makes the piece 

art. Barthelme writes, "The artist's effort, always and everywhere, is to attain a fresh mode of 

cognition ... What makes the literary object a work of art is the intention of the artist" (Not-

Knowing 5). His emphasis on the new upholds Joyce's Finnegan's Wake as the chief example of 

the novel as object. The work succeeds in developing a fresh mode of thought, a lens through 

which to view the world, rather than an imitation of the world. The reader can either accept the 

new lens as art, or discard the work, but the intention of the artist validates the experiment 

nonetheless. Its success relies on its ability to engage with the reader on the question of its 

function. 

Barthelme's main influence, Samuel Beckett, whom he lauded in numerous interviews, 

exemplifies a complementary strategy Barthelme deems "reductionary art" (Not-Knowing 9). 

Discarding plot, character development, and the conventions of narrative form, Beckett reveals 

his intention of presenting the medium as message. This principle Barthelme applies to the 

Abstract Expressionist painters, especially de Kooning, of whom he was a lifelong admirer. The 

images obscure or fragment artistic representation, producing instead a mode of thought or 

emotion. Not unlike Jackson Pollock's argument for intentionality in his paintings, Barthelme's 

1With Robert Coover, John Barth, Stanley Elkin, Raymond Federman, and Thomas Pynchon. In his 1981 
Paris Review interview, "The Art of Fiction No. 66," Barthelme writes, "Some years ago the Times was 
fond of dividing writers into teams; there was an implication that the Times wanted to see gladiatorial 
combat, or at least a soccer game. I was always pleased with the team I was assigned· to" (O'Hara). I 
would include Grace Paley and Susan Sontag in this group. 
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justifications seek to redeem his text experimentation from anarchic movement; they are instead 

an intentional reinterpretation of text itself. While Barthelme's formal experiments are highly 

successful, and remain relevant to his continuing influence, his argument for the literary object 

him of ethical responsibilities in his fiction. The content of his stories, including political 

leanings, social commentary, and gender, can too easily be ignored by critics who prefer to 

analyze his works as Barthelme prefers, that is, by the success of their formal experimentation. 

Analysis that neglects thematic concerns becomes significantly problematic when we 

consider Barthelme's legacy as a satirist. The stories, many of which read as dissections of 

midcentury media, must be viewed in the context of the society that produced them. How can we 

read Barthelme's collages of modern advertising, jingles, pop psychology and other societal 

"waste" without considering the implications of his transformed cliches and how they reinterpret 

society? Barthelme acknowledges the flaws in his early metafictional philosophy in his essay 

''Not-Knowing," written seven years before his death, a craft essay used in generations of fiction 

workshops to follow. The essay guides the reader into Barthelme's own narrative process, as he 

conjures a story from "the world of conventional signs" (Not-Knowing 11 ). The sketch is built 

from symbols that represent Barthelme's urban consciousness: college girls, villains, watch

chains, chastity belts, and a flurry of other idiosyncratic objects build the engine of the essay. At 

first, it seems as ifhe is inviting us into another formal experimentation, a study of fiction 

reflecting fiction, but the conclusion of the essay rejects his earlier premise in favor ofliterary 

ethics: "The aim of meditating about the world is finally to change the world. It is this 

meliorative aspect ofliterature that provides this ethical dimension" (Not-Knowing 24). Instead 

of aligning himself with a metafictional claim of literature-as-object, Barthelme instead places 

his fiction in contact with the outside world, both as a reflection and a revision of external ideals. 
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Barthelme acknowledges this reversal of principles when he writes, "Twenty years ago I was 

much more convinced of the autonomy of the literary object than I am now, and even wrote a 

rather persuasive defense of the proposition that I have just rejected: that the object is itself 

world" (Not-Knowing 23). The essay ends with a hyperbolic, playful statement that all writers 

are fundamentally "Upton Sinclairs" (Not-Knowing 24). If we view Barthelme's work as satire 

with the aim of social reform, we must address the frequent usage of cliches and stereotypes in 

his work, and determine if he succeeds or fails in revising them. Much ofBarthelme's thematic 

content strives to shock: his novel Snow White, for instance, includes a dream sequence in which 

the seven dwarves roast nymphomaniac Snow White over an open flame with the intention of 

eating her. In the story "The Captured Woman," a group of men discuss and compare their 

quarry, New York women they keep tied up in their apartments. If Barthelme' s satirical stance 

protects him from outright misogyny, how might we interpret these acts of male violence as a 

meliorative critique on society? 

This essay argues first that Barthelme's fiction, like any work of fiction, should be 

analyzed through the lens of narrative ethics. His fiction cannot be separated from the societal 

conditions that produced it; therefore it should be read in response to Barthelme's environment, 

both as a reflection of society and as a tool that can potentially affect social attitudes. I will focus 

predominately on Barthelme's treatment of gender roles in his fiction, specifically his 

characterization of masculinity, which I have located as the central thematic concern in his short 

stories. As many Barthelmean men2 define their patriarchal status in location to their relationship 

to women, I will study Barthelme's treatment of male characters in romantic or domestic 

2 To borrow a term from Craig Medvecky 
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arrangements. An analysis of female characters is essential to my argument that Barthelmean 

masculinity asserts itselfby responding to a precedent of patriarchal violence. 

In her study Feminist Narrative Ethics: Tacit Persuasion in Modernist Form, Katherine 

Saunders Nash states that feminist theory is based on three common principles: "that gender 

roles are constructed; that such roles place systematic, inequitable constraints on women and 

men, to women's especial disadvantage; and that gender relations can and must be revised to 

eliminate that disadvantage" (Nash 3). While Barthelme succeeds in caricaturizing both genders 

as to demonstrate the first two principles, he displays an ambivalent stance on the latter. In the 

close readings I will provide, Barthelme hyperbolizes situations of male violence and female 

victimization for comedic effect, perpetuating harmful gender relations rather than revising them 

for improved equality. While his treatment of violent masculinity is generally negative, he 

readily endorses the equally harmful stereotypes of the woman-as-muse and the female 

masochist. Women are accessorized in Barthelme's work, relegated as foils for his critique on 

masculinity, but their retroactive position nonetheless counteracts any progressive reform 

implicit in Barthelme's works. My argument falls in the middle of the contemporary critical 

debate, which is divided on the question ofBarthelme's structural and thematic intention. Does 

he splinter form and thematic systems (like gender relations) to prove his rejection of the status 

quo, or does he fragment form and content with the intention of creating an alternative society, 

one that can inspire reform? 

II. The Critical Legacy of Donald Barthelme 

Here is what it comes down to: The Donald Barthelme legacy is in a kind of shambles. In 
the not quite twenty years since his untimely death from cancer at fifty-eight, he has been 
neglected by the world." 

-Justin Taylor, Introduction to Come Back, Donald Barthelme 
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In 2007, McSweeney's devoted half of a print anthology to a Donald Barthelme 

symposium curated and edited by the writer Justin Taylor. The handsome, hardback issue has 

two spines, one of them containing a series of remembrances by Barthelme's friends and 

admirers, among them George Saunders, Grace Paley, Robert Coover, Ann Beattie, Gary Lutz, 

and Padgett Powell. In his introduction, subtitled "For the Belated and Immediate Beatification 

of Donald Barthelme," Taylor argues that Barthelme's volumes are greatly underrepresented in 

print, and if we are not careful, the remaining editions will approach extinction (Taylor i). In 

2007, Donald Barthelme did not even possess a proper biography, a project that Symposium 

contributor Tracey Daughtery would complete with his 2009 publication of The Hiding Man. 

During his lifetime, Barthelme's unusual narrative style had made him difficult for critics to 

place within a movement or a readership; his stories form an odd salad of psychoanalysis, 

historical biography, and surrealist collage. The genre-resistant quality for which he was so often 

praised during his lifetime may have also led to his abrupt disappearance from public 

consciousness when major short fiction writers like Ann Beattie and Raymond Carver supplanted 

his popularity in the 1980s with realistic, straightforward fiction. 

In the years following his death, Barthelme's work was often compartmentalized as an 

experimental outgrowth of the Pop Art movement, a source of early postmodemism too easily 

hidden in the archives of The New Yorker. In the last decade, however, popular literary figures 

have cited Barthelme as a central influence, including George Saunders, Ben Marcus, Lydia 

Davis, and Dave Eggers (Michaud). The publication of the McSweeney's Symposium sparked a 

renewed interest in a writer whose presence in American letters had retained little more than a 

cult following. As Barthelme enthusiasts have endeavored to share previously-uncollected works 

with the public, the state of criticism has evolved as well. Despite Barthelme's plea for his work 
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to be viewed as an ethical reflection of the world, most critics continue to analyze his work as an 

formal experiment, and the bulk of Barthelme criticism focuses on collage form, architecture, 

and improvisational rhythm. In more recent years, the field has diversified to attract more critical 

responses pertaining to gender and narrative ethics, most of which struggle to explain the 

ambiguous aims ofBarthelme's satire. 

In 2015, feminist critic Cristina Ionica wrote, " ... Barthelme continues to be read, for the 

most part, as a male postmodernist writer whose focus on aesthetic matters makes him 

necessarily dismissive of gender politics or, in fact, ethical concerns of any kind" (Ionica 62). 

Barthelme has accumulated a strong following of experimental, predominately male writers who 

conveniently refuse to address the problematic nature of his stories, applauding instead his 

formal contributions to fiction. For many female readers, however, Barthelme's gender politics 

are not as easily condoned. In "The Policemen's Ball" (1970), for instance, a policeman named 

Horace fantasizes about decapitating his girlfriend while tearing apart two Rock Cornish Game 

Hens with a set of pliers. Critic Marilyn Maxwell argued in 2000 that although Barthelme's irony 

protects him from outright misogyny, he refuses to indicate how the reader should interpret the 

gendered violence in his stories; his work could satirize patriarchal violence just as easily as it 

could satirize the second-wave feminism that swept New York City in the 1960s and '70s 

(Maxwell3). In many cases, Barthelme's existential collages ofliterary dreck promote a chaotic 

landscape in which patriarchal figures caricaturize violence against women for comedic profit, 

producing the uncomfortable laughter one may experience at a Punch and Judy puppet show. 

There is something undeniably stale about these stereotypical representations. 

Most feminist responses to Barthelme's work critique his novels, Snow White, or The 

Dead Father, excluding the large bulk of his short fiction. This trend makes sense, the former 
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novel being a sexually-deviant fairy tale and the latter a post-Freudian porn dream, but by 

neglecting short fiction the critic disregards Barthelme's liminal and most popular form. The 

popularity gained from Barthelme's friendship with Angell and his early New Yorker short story 

exposure established his fictional brand long before his novels appeared. Narrative devices and 

themes appear in their purest form in these short experiments, and there is a large amount of 

crossover between the novels and short fiction in studies of gender violence. In 2002, critic Ann 

Bomberger wrote an essay comparing Barthelme's 1967 novel Snow White and Kathy Acker's 

1984 novel Blood and Guts in High School in their treatment of shock in feminist politics. 

Unsurprisingly, Acker was Bomberger's clear endorsement on the basis that the author guided 

the readers' interpretation of the work as an obliteration of patriarchal norms. Bomberger's 

assessment of Snow White, Barthelme's orgiastic, Freudian fairy tale, earned this response: 

Although taking one of the most innocent, over-idealized icons in contemporary 

society and changing her into a promiscuous twenty-two year old causes some 

obvious devilish glee, it does not produce the profound shock on might expect. 

This is because Barthelme creates a world where no one can be shocked by 

anything, no matter how extreme the situation, and one where the predominating 

emotion is boredom." (Bomberger 199) 

Postmodernism, Bomberger writes, has been reclaimed by feminist critics because the critiquing 

oflanguage and meaning-systems provides ample opportunity for a revision of the patriarchal 

establishment (Bomberger 190). By recycling the old tropes of sexualized innocence and 

patriarchal violence, Barthelme comments upon the internalization ofharmful gender 

expectations indoctrinated in us by media and literature, but he never expends himself on a 

reversal of the tropes, much less a condemnation of them. His revision rarely surpasses his own 
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terrorism on language and narrative structure. Thematically, the intended shock never has a clear 

target, both men and women are wretched. The one clue we may have is Barthelme's favoring of 

male characters, in terms of character development and sympathetic narration. In Snow White, as 

well as in the short fiction discussed in this essay, the reader cannot rely on a female character's 

response to an event to guide a readerly interpretation, as the female characters are permitted no 

dialogue to challenge the affronts against them. Instead, they function as automatons, 

occasionally admitting their masochistic (and umealistic) pleasure from these assaults. In "The 

Dolt," (1967), a man named Edgar prepares to take the National Writers' Examination while 

fighting with his wife, Barb. His predicament is simple: he can remember answers, but not 

questions. When Barb produces a correct question, Edgar's dominance is threatened and he 

becomes unhappy. He consoles himselfwith the assurance that "[Barb] had been a hooker for a 

period before their marriage and he could resort to this area if her triumph grew too great" ( 60 

Stories 92). After further needling, Barbara states, "Edgar I don't believe in that examination any 

more," to which Edgar responds, "I don't believe in you Barbara" (60 Stories 92). To further 

assert his dominance, Edgar challenges Barb with a set of answers he know she will not be able 

to answer: 

'Brand, tuck, glave, claymore.' 

'Is that an answer?' she asked from behind her back. 

'It is indeed. What's the question?' 

'I don't know,' she admitted, slightly pleased to be put back in a feminine 

position of not knowing. 

'Those are four names for a sword. They're archaic.' ( 60 Stories 92) 
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The phallic symbol polices Barb by relegating her to a "feminine position" of ignorance. Edgar is 

a common trope in these stories: the likeable misogynist. Along with the many other deadbeat 

male artists that join his ranks, Edgar is in a position of great insecurity. He must take the 

National Writers' Examination, an unspecified test that he has already failed twice. When his 

dominance is threatened, he rushes prove his power over his wife and daughter. Unsettlingly, 

Edgar's explanation to Barb about fictional style mirrors Barthelme's own craft lessons. He 

explains to his clueless wife why archaic words are necessary in fiction: "'Even though it's an 

old word, it's so old it's new . . . ' He liked explaining the tricks of the trade to Barb" (60 Stories 

93). The archaic words are thrown into his writing sample to freshen the language, a technique 

Barthelme himself used constantly. The narrator's misogyny, however, is neither new nor fresh. 

Edgar's metafictionallecture frames the story, while Barb, a bored figure ironing in the same 

room, functions as the necessary receptacle for his pedantic genius. 

Barb's boredom in response to Edgar's verbal abuse exemplifies the qualities Bomberger 

assigns to Barthelme: in her view, culture feeds on shock, but is also desensitized to it 

(Bomberger 197). Barthelme shares many shock tactics as Kathy Acker, by sexualizing icons of 

innocence, interrupting narrative, and writing outbursts of violence (Bomberger 197). Instead of 

using these tools to illuminate a political message, as Acker does to dismantle the hegemony and 

patriarchy within and outside literature, Barthelme's characters respond only with 

submissiveness and boredom. There is an overwhelming sense that the characters have 

internalized the violence around them and either cannot or will not attempt to change it. 

Bomberger writes, "Surrounded by the mundane, Barthelme tries to revitalize a dried up 

language. So he creates a collage in his book of cliches and tired dialogue, compiling a collection 

of 'trash' with the hopes that when put together they will create something valuable and new" 
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(Bomberger 197). Bomberger adeptly ascribes Barthelme's sense of innovation and value to his 

form instead of his content. However, he succeeds in creating a unique prose style from the 

unfortunate sources of patriarchal violence and aggression. In his 1981 interview with the Paris 

Review, he states: "I don't think you can talk about progress in art-movement, but not progress. 

You can speak of a point on a line for the purpose of locating things, but it's a horizontal line, 

not a vertical one" (O'Hara). Despite Barthelme's insistence that his work should not be read 

politically, his satire draws heavily from the media and systems of internalized violence, 

specifically domestic violence. His work is praised as "meliorative" to society on the basis that 

he is a structural innovator. His work is not unique or valuable in its treatment of gender politics, 

as he continually recycles harmful attitudes of violence and abuse. For many ofBarthelme's 

post-structuralist critics, the violence in his stories serves only to reinforce the deterioration of 

his fictional infrastructure (McCaffery 71). The content of the narrative passes without comment 

unless it reflects on the form in a metafictional manner. A popular example would be the famous 

line, "Fragments are the only form I trust," in "See the Moon?" which has often been linked to 

the characters' deterioration (Sixty Stories 107). In his study, "Donald Barthelme and 

Metafictional Muse," Larry McCaffery, one ofBarthelme's earliest critics, provides a chart to 

explain how the personal problems ofBarthelme's male characters serve larger metafictional 

concerns: 

PERSONAL MET AFICTIONAL 
Inability to sustain relationships with others Inability to rely on literary conventions 
(especially women) (linear plots, notions of cause-and-effect, 

realistic character development, etc.) which 
tie things together 

Sexual frustration and anxiety; sense of Artistic frustration and anxiety; belief that 
personal impotence and powerlessness m art IS useless and can never affect 
comparison to others. significant change. 
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I have selected these entries from a longer list because I locate them as the two main sources of 

character violence. While McCaffery's reading can be interpreted as an "explaining away" of 

problematic gender relations in the stories, the chart does demonstrate how female characters are 

used as mechanisms to illuminate the "struggles" of the male artist. Barthelme's metafictional 

techniques are often used to explain polarizing content that can be shocking or overly-glorifying 

of the male characters. When McCaffery connects faulty relationships with women to the 

inability of relying on literary conventions, he makes an interesting argument for Barthelme's 

use of the woman-as-text. In his novel Snow White, Barthelme names a character "Joan of Art," 

transforming her burning at the stake from a historical moment to an aesthetic object (Bomberger 

199). This attitude of the woman as an artistic object is prevalent in Barthelme's work. But to 

account for Barthelme's addition to a long history of female objectification as a metaphor for 

textual fragmentation is simply to maneuver around the fact that his work perpetuates a 

problematic tradition without altering it in a useful or progressive manner. McCaffery concludes 

his argument by relating Barthelme's position in narrative ethics: 

If there is a sense of optimism in his work, it derives not from the 

familiar modernist belief that art offers the possibility of escape from the 

disorders of contemporary society or that art can change existing conditions in the 

world .. . Instead, Barthelme posits a less lofty function for art with his suggestion 

that it is valuable simply because it gives man a chance to create a space in which 

the deadening effects of ordinary living can be momentarily defied. 

(McCaffery 87) 

McCaffery aligns himself with the school of critics who believe that Barthelme's fiction centers 

on his distrust of language, and the content of his stories serve only to illuminate the inadequacy 
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of the medium. The treatment of media and other literature in his works certainly points to a 

dissection of high culture. In "Kierkegaard Unfair to Schlegel," for instance, two characters 

casually discuss their sexual fantasies in a Q&A format. "Paul Klee" employs a similar tactic, 

deconstructing a figure of high art into a series of irrelated, banal pieces of dialogue. 

Tracey Daughtery, a former Barthelme student and author of the 2009 Barthelme 

biography, The Hiding Man, argues that Barthelme has been misunderstood. His fragmentation 

of sources, both from high and low or popular art, is propagated to continue the work of Samuel 

Beckett and James Joyce, that is, to make new literature, instead of destroying literature or 

mocking its inadequacy (Menand). The making of new literature in the work of Donald 

Barthelme is to subvert familiar symbols. His treatment of fictionalized Friedrich Schlegel or 

Paul Klee, for instance, defamiliarizes the historical figures by constructing their characters with 

detailed idiosyncrasies. Barthelme explores the vacuity within the personas of famous men, 

blending historical detail with his own inventions. In "Paul Klee," the artist and the Secret Police 

offer accounts of a missing aircraft while Klee is on duty in the military. The aircraft disappears 

into thin air in the presence ofKlee, who decides to conceal the aircraft's former existence to 

escape responsibility: 

The situation is ludicrous. I will therefore apply Reason. Reason dictates the 

solution. I will diddle the manifest. With my painter's skill which is after all not 

so different from a forger's, I will change the manifest to reflect conveyance of 

two aircraft, B.F.W. 3054/16 and 17, to Fighter Squadron Five ... Now I will walk 

around town and see if I can find a chocolate shop. I crave chocolate. (Forty 

Stories 83) 
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The passage draws a connection between art and forgery, supporting a metafictional 

interpretation for Barthelme, who consistently borrows and steals from preexisting sources. More 

telling, however, is Barthelme's decision to use an Abstract Expressionist painter for this story 

about altered perception. If K.lee is successful in concealing the ropes and canvas that once 

covered the aircraft and altering the manifest, did the aircraft ever exist? The piece ascribes banal 

characteristics to a historical figure, similar to his treatment of Robert F. Kennedy in his most 

famous story, "Robert Kennedy Saved From Drowning," written two months before Kennedy's 

assassination. By constructing his own narrative around a familiar symbol, Barthelme subverts 

that symbol in the public consciousness, emphasizing it as an object to which we can assign 

meaning. "Robert Kennedy Saved From Drowning" illustrates this method of storytelling by 

fragmenting the narrative into many different voices. We hear from Kennedy's secretaries and 

friends, while passages of Kennedy's dialogue show him adjusting his personality to the varying 

demands of his work. Barthelme dissects the public figure, portraying Kennedy as a shape

shifter, a persona before a person. When he is pulled from the river by the narrator, Kennedy is 

dressed as Zorro, a dashing, fictional hero. Barthelme's usage of masculine figures often 

accompanies Barthelme's strategy of introducing a overblown figure of authority as a foil for his 

male character. 

III. Barthelme's Problem with Authority 

Donald Barthelme's obsession with masculinity would not be sustainable without a 

healthy dosage of patriarchal symbols, his popular targets being bullfighters, policemen, and the 

President of the United States. In the Barthelme stories, "The President" and "The Policemen's 

Ball," a male protagonist is compared to a foil character that exemplifies masculine authority. 
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The foil can be abstract, or aligned with an objective symbol. The shortcomings of the male 

protagonists in relation to their foils reveals Barthelme's critique of media-saturated masculinity. 

Robert Kennedy appears as his foil, Zorro, at the moment of his greatest vulnerability, when his 

inability to swim is exposed to the world. This device actively deconstructs concepts of male 

infallibility. Figures like "the President" and "the Bishop" continually recur as secondary figures 

in Barthelmean fiction. These characters, distinguished by their titles, loom as nameless threats 

above the acting male protagonist. 

"The President" 

"The President" (1964) is an odd streak of narrative involving three main characters, the 

President, an opera singer named Sylvia, and an anonymous male narrator. The President is 

repeatedly described as "strange" and is "only forty-eight inches high at the shoulder" (Sixty 

Stories 59). When Sylvia proclaims her love for the narrator at the beginning and end of the 

story, he politely turns the conversation back to the topic of the new President: "The darkness, 

strangeness, and complexity of the new President have touched everyone. There has been a great 

deal of fainting lately. Is the President at fault?" (Sixty Stories 59). The story follows the 

characters through two operatic performances. In each, the President looks on from his box with 

a sinister smile. The dialogue of the story is fragmented, so that many accessory characters begin 

to talk about the President only to trail off into ellipses. Sylvia discusses the President's 

obsession with death, while the narrator, in a continuation of Freudian themes, speculates wildly 

about the President's mother: "We are assured, however, that the same damnable involvements 

that obsess us obsess her too. Copulations. Strangeness. Applause" (Sixty Stories 62). The 
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narrator's manic transition of thoughts delays his response to Sylvia's declaration oflove. He 

never answers her, hovering instead in the metafictional parenthesis he has created. 

The narrator's deferral of sexual directness is a recurring theme among Barthelmean 

characters. Throughout the city, the narrator notices a plethora of fainting people, mirroring his 

own fatigue and indecisiveness: '"Our period will be characterized in future histories as a period 

of tentativeness and uncertainty, I feel,' I said. 'A kind of parenthesis. When he rides in his black 

limousine with the plastic top I see a little boy who has blown an enormous soap bubble which 

has trapped him"' (Sixty Stories 60). The remark functions on a structural level, as well, as most 

of the content of the narrative is delivered parenthetically, anecdotally. The grammatical 

"period," here, does indeed fall on the President, who appears at the climactic performance at the 

end of the story: 

'I love you,' Sylvia said. The President stepped through the roaring curtain. We 

applauded until our arms hurt. We shouted until the ushers set off flares enforcing 

silence. The orchestra tuned itself. Sylvia sang the second lead. The President was 

smiling in his box. At the finale, the entire cast slipped into the orchestra pit in a 

great, swooning mass. We cheered until the ushers tore up our tickets. (Sixty 

Stories 62) 

The story, at three pages, is incredibly cryptic. On its most basic level, it seems to promote Judith 

Butler's theory of gender performativity. Sylvia onstage and the President in his box are both 

performing their gender roles before an audience. The fainting of the accessory characters, the 

waiters, neighborhood children, the protagonist's secretary-represents the ennui caused by mass 

media consumption, a media that consists largely of gendered tropes. In her 1990 work Gender 

Trouble, Judith Butler writes: 
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As in other ritual social dramas, the action of gender requires a performance that 

is repeated. This repetition is at once a reenactment and reexperiencing of a set of 

meanings already socially established; and it is the mundane and ritualized form 

of the legitimation." (Butler 191) 

Barthelme's use of fainting relates to the unconsciousness of the public's consumption of media. 

The story repeats a fragmented version of a central moment, the staged performance. The 

repetitiveness creates a trancelike state within the narrative. The President, who exists as a 

publicized figurer rather than an individual, causes swooning wherever he goes, and Barthelme's 

narrative landscape is peopled with prostrate, unconscious figures. Fainting relates also to the 

President's death drive, a detail that critic Craig Medvecky uses to support a sexual reading of 

the story's conclusion. Medvecky argues that the entire collection of Unspeakable Practices, 

Unnatural Acts, to which "The President" belongs, uses masculine artistic failure as a central 

component of aesthetic wholeness (Medvecky 554). The protagonist of"The President" 

represents thwarted sexual desire in his consistent deferrals of Sylvia's advances. 

Medvecky views the President as an outsized metaphor for the narrator's penis, so that 

the narrator, dissociated from the sexual act itself, may detach himself from responsibility for the 

sexual act, the performance of which he has been anxiously avoiding throughout the fragmented 

body of the story (Medvecky 566). All around the narrator, characters are fainting, culminating, 

of course, to the penultimate sentence, when the cast descends upon the orchestra pit in a "great, 

swooning mass" (Sixty Stories 62). Medvecky notes that the President is described in phallic 

terms, as he is seen "standing stiffly" and "cankered and difficult enough" "to plunge into the 

heart of the problem" (qtd in Medvecky 567). While Medvecky's argument of the penis-as

President is convincing, I diverge from his interpretation of the story's conclusion. Medvecky 
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cites the parting curtains and the President smiling in his box as euphemisms for the sexual act, 

while the great swooning masses represents the protagonist giving in to his thwarted sexual 

desire for Sylvia (Medvecky 568). However, the protagonist never answers Sylvia's declaration, 

creating an uncomfortable indecisiveness surrounding the proposed sexual union. Medvecky 

concludes that the union inust be a victory of masculinity for the protagonist on the basis that his 

foil, the President, is victorious in his office, despite his small stature and strange ways 

(Medvecky 569). 

While I agree with Medvecky's assertion that the conclusion of the story lends itself to a 

sexual reading, I interpret the story as a sexual failure for the protagonist. Medvecky's evidence 

of the protagonist's victory lies on the final line, "We cheered until the ushers tore up our 

tickets" (Sixty Stories 62). Immediately preceding this line, the entire opera cast has just 

collapsed into the orchestra pit, a yonic symbol. While this is a metaphorical penetration, it is 

hardly an active one, as neither the President nor the narrator are physically involved, and both 

are dissociated from Sylvia. On another note, we learn that the President is far from a satisfying 

performer in his role. He thinks only of death, and pales at the sound of his own name (Sixty 

Stories 61 ). When the narrator describes a news interview with the President, he describes him 

standing "with his arms rigid at his sides, looking to the right and to the left, as if awaiting 

instructions" (Sixty Stories 61). This submissive portrait of the authoritative figure portends an 

unfortunate ending if we are to adopt Medvecky's interpretation of the penis-as-President. 

Medvecky argues that "one means for a man to escape his guilt is to portray his penis as an 

independent actor" (Medvecky 566), and his reading places the President in the phallic role. But 

both male characters are removed from the final scene onstage, and the only participating 

performer is Sylvia, herself. The ushers' action of tearing up the tickets could be a celebratory 
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act, or it could also be an action that negates the expectation of the performance, destroying 

evidence that the event was expected at all. The President is a static, flattened figure onto which 

the narrator projects his masculine anxiety. As a societal construct of masculine competence, the 

President appears to fail, due to his small stature, his submissiveness to his advisors, and his 

stage fright. In his function as a foil character to the protagonist, the President's unconventional 

win contrasts with the protagonists' sexual hesitation as a form of belittlement. Where Medvecky 

interprets swooning as orgasmic bliss, I interpret the downward motion as a symbol for male 

impotence. 

The President is a common accessory character in Barthelme's fictions, appearing in the 

novel Snow White and the story "A Shower of Gold." Ann Bomberger weighs in on the 

President's role in Snow White, comparing him to Acker's President Carter in Blood and Guts in 

High School: 

Barthelme, like Acker, calls on the President for a cameo appearance in his novel, 

replete with the same associations of power, patriarchy, and capitalism that 

Acker's President has; yet, rather than being an energetic manipulator of power, 

he is a passive, uninvolved observer just like the other characters in the book. 

(Bomberger 198) 

Removed in his box, or in the plastic shell of his limousine, the authoritative figure in "The 

President" functions as a surrogate masculine ideal. His power in inducing unconscious praise 

among the public asserts the threat of his infallibility. Marilyn Maxwell cites Deborah Madsen's 

term "postmodem malaise" to articulate "the sense that the individual is manipulated often 

unknowingly by pervasive societal structures of control" (Maxwell xiii). The worshipful attitudes 

of the public to the new President manifest themselves in a literal lack of consciousness. In her 
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work, Counterpleasures, Karmen MacKendrick writes, "The final Sadean violence is not against 

the other, the body ofthe victim, but against consciousness itself, using its own methods-its 

own iterative, discursive, and free rationality-to bring into it the potent force of destruction, the 

infinite intensity of repetition" (MacKendrick 49). The unconscious bodies of the citizens 

represent the larger system of patriarchal veneration on which the President preys. The repetitive 

fainting in the story is a masochistic response to the President's power, a learned behavior of 

submissiveness towards the office he represents. The President's authority on the sleeping public 

presents itself as a subconscious, unchallengeable threat. 

"The Policemen's Ball" 

Barthelme's 1968 story, "The Policemen's Ball," includes a similar tension between the 

male protagonist and an authoritative foil, though this story directly addresses domestic violence. 

Whereas the previous protagonist and the President were two separate characters, Horace, the 

protagonist of "The Policemen's Ball," and the "horrors" that represent authority, are more 

closely merged into a single figure. The story takes place on the night of the Ball, as Horace, a 

policeman, prepares dinner for his girlfriend, Margot. The narration focuses on Horace's point of 

view as he pulls the giblets out of two frozen Rock Cornish Game Hens with a set of needle-nose 

pliers: 

Would Margot 'put out' tonight? On this night of nights? Well, if she didn't

Horace regarded the necks of the birds which had been tom asunder by the pliers. 

No, he reflected, that is not a proper thought. Because I am a member of the force. 

I must try to keep my hatred under control. I must try to be an example for the rest 

of the people. Because if they can't trust us ... the blue men ... 
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In the dark, outside the Policemen's Ball, the horrors waited for Horace and 

Margot. (Sixty Stories 175) 

The passage immediately presents the tension between Horace's internalized violence toward 

Margot, mirrored in the external "horrors" that threaten Horace's authoritative control. The 

system of criminal justice is under fire here, as Barthelme uses cliched language ("I must try to 

be an example") to underscore the hypocritical, masculine notions of duty and honor (175). Our 

view shifts to Margot, dressing in a separate apartment. Everywhere Margot is described as an 

object of desire, an object to be consumed. The cab driver calls her a "nice looking piece;" at the 

ball, a bartender calls her "stacked" (Sixty Stories 176-7). The inclusion ofthese predatory 

remarks continues the theme of male sexual violence Horace establishes when he associates 

Margot with the ripping apart of his raw dinner. In her analysis of the story, Marilyn Maxwell 

paraphrases the feminist theologian Carol Adams in her comparison of rape and the slaughter of 

animals: 

The allusion to potential male violence, while the subject of parody, invokes the 

not-so-comic realities of female degradation and also discloses a metaphoric 

'point of intersection' in Western culture between sexual violence and meat

eating, that is, the 'butchering' of women and the 'rape' of animals. (Maxwell 

13) 

Margot, while aware of Horace's demands, indulges sentimental fantasies about meeting the 

Pendragon of Police, an archaic title that matches the theme of the Ball: Camelot. Barthelme 

immediately satirizes this precedent of chivalry by relating Horace's instant demand for sex as 

the couple arrives at the ball. The Pendragon interrupts them with a speech laden with militaristic 

cliches, which Sylvia immediately adopts in her thoughts as she deliberates giving Horace what 
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he wants: "His heroism deserves it. .. He represents what is best in society: decency, order, safety, 

strength, sirens, smoke" (Sixty Stories 177). Swayed by the Pendragon's rhetoric and the false 

security of"the force," Margot collapses the thin line between the figures of protector and 

abuser, both of whom exist in Horace, who assumes the identity of a law enforcement officer so 

that he may inflict violence rather than quell it. She convinces herself that Horace "deserves" sex 

because he has protected her from other threatening male figures. Horace's threatening language 

does little to conceal this intended abuse of patriarchal control: "This is a town without pity, this 

town. For those whose voices lack the crack of authority. Luckily the uniform ... Why won't she 

surrender her person? Does she think she can resist the force? The force of the force?" (Sixty 

Stories 176). In these lines, Horace uses the authoritative symbol of his uniform to justify 

Margot's expected sexual submissiveness. His addition of"the force of the force," acknowledges 

that Horace himself is being forced to submit to his superiors at the Policemen's Ball. As Horace 

is not dominant figure at the ball, he must repair his masculine status in his domestic space, 

which he will achieve by sexually dominating Margot. However, Barthelme subverts this 

expectation by providing a third level of authority in the anonymous "horrors" that menacingly 

loom over the characters. The story's conclusion removes Horace's dominance completely: 

The horrors waited outside patiently. Even policemen, the horrors thought. We get 

even policemen, in the end. 

In Horace's apartment, a gold frill was placed on a pearl toe. 

The horrors had moved outside Horace's apartment. Not even the policemen and 

their ladies are safe, the horrors thought. No one is safe. Safety does not exist. Ha 

ha ha ha ha ha ha ha ha ha! (Sixty Stories 177) 
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The horrors serve to expose the futility of the symbol of protection that the policemen embody. 

Their sadistic reentrance into the story occurs just as Horace marks his prey with a gold frill, the 

same material that bound the drumsticks of the Rock Cornish Game Hens. By equating Margot 

once again with meat, Barthelme hints toward a cannibalistic possession implied by the 

consummation of the sexual act. Barthelme does not disclose whether the horrors are meant to be 

interpreted as external threats, or if they escalate the horror in Horace's own intentions. Because 

the horrors are described as waiting outside of the apartment, and they reinforce the destruction 

of the masculine symbol that Barthelme consistently mocks, I interpret them as an external 

authoritative force that belittles the protagonist, just as the figure of the President served as a foil 

for Sylvia's lover's indecisiveness and incompetence. The presence of this voyeuristic, dominant 

force robs the protagonist from the ability to take action, throwing the existing power structure 

out of balance. While the dismantling of existing power structures is a commendable component 

ofpostmodern fragmentation, Barthelme's "The President" and "The Policemen's Ball" do 

nothing to revise the position of women. The positions of both Sylvia and Margot are contingent 

on the action of men who are either threatening violence (as Horace does) or immobilized by 

emasculation (like the narrator from "The President.") Neither woman possesses the agency to 

upset her captivity from the man to whom she is attached. 

IV. The Barthelmean Lover 

If you were a female person, it's perfectly true that he'd often meet you with a sort of 

attentive bossiness which is the Southern male's ingrained behavior with women. It was 

really an awful pain in the neck. A regional problem and serious. 

-Grace Paley on her friendship with Barthelme, Come Back, Donald Barthelme 

(2007) 
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Critic Craig Medvecky defines something he calls "the Barthelmean man," a summation 

ofBarthelmean's often unnamed male narrators, many of them failed artists: "They are unable to 

relate to women, their own families, and society at large. Whether as warriors or as casualties of 

the sexual revolution, Barthelme challenges them to meet the needs of the postmodem heart in 

strange, uncharted places, psychosexual battlefields, American cities more Escher-like than 

Elysian" (Medvecky 555). His comparison to Escher's spiraling illustrations undoubtedly 

comments upon the cyclical nature of these characters, who reflect most events onto their artistic 

stagnancy. These characters often lean uncomfortably toward autobiography, though Barthelme 

consistently denied most connections his readers drew between his life and his works. To clarify, 

Barthelme's President, the horrors, and Robert Kennedy would not be Barthelmean men, but 

authoritative foils. Horace in "The Policemen's Ball" is a Barthelmean man, as well as the 

unnamed protagonists of"The President" and "Robert Kennedy Saved From Drowning." These 

men possess a prominent flaw or insecurity, and often express feelings of isolation or inadequacy 

due to the expectations of masculinity assigned to them. They will be analyzed in this section as 

romantic partners of women, and I will study how these relationships with women further define 

Barthelme's critique of masculinity. 

"Bishop" 

The Barthelmean man who most often gets linked to autobiography is the protagonist of 

"Bishop," a story about a depressed middle-aged writer living in New York who dreams about 

rejoining his grandparents at the Texas ranch he visited when he was a child. The character of 

"the Bishop" is another frequent stock character in Barthelme's short stories, a slang word for 
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"penis," though here it is used as a surname instead of a title. When Barthelme was asked about 

autobiography in his Paris Review interview, he spoke of this story: 

There are a few minnows from the Guadalupe in that story, which mostly 

accompanies the title character through a rather depressing New York day. But 

when it appeared I immediately began getting calls from friends, some of whom I 

hadn't heard from in some time and all of whom were offering Tylenol and 

bandages. The assumption was that identification of the author with the character 

was not only permissible but invited. This astonished me. One uses one's 

depressions as one uses everything else, but what I was doing was writing a story. 

Merrily merrily merrily merrily. Overall, very little autobiography, I think. 

(O'Hara) 

Regardless of the story's autobiographical linkages, the character Bishop is a representative 

Barthelmean man, a struggling artist whose personal relationships crumble around him as his 

thoughts become increasingly fragmented. Bishop admits that he and his girlfriend Cara are not 

in love. In fact, the quality he most admires about her is her ability to "survive" the men she 

sleeps with, "all of whom (he does not include himself) seem intent on tearing her down (she 

confides to him), on tearing her to pieces ... " (Sixty Stories 446). Although Bishop refuses to be 

aligned with Cara's male abusers, he twice admits that he often gets into violent fights with her, 

but can never remember what happened the next day because of his alcoholism (Sixty Stories 

445). Nothing happens in the story, except the looming threat of this unconscious violence that 

Cara does not acknowledge. The theme of fainting enters this story as well, as the condition 

· lipothymia, which Bishop's ex-wife tells him she has developed. The story skillfully compresses 

sources of tension with the disturbing theme of unconsciousness, an prerequisite condition that 
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must exist for Barthelme to establish the characters' submission to systematic patriarchal 

violence. In "Bishop," the violence takes place when the perpetrator himself is unconscious of 

his actions, emphasizing violence as an external inevitability, much in the same way the horrors 

function in "The Policemen's Ball." 

Bishop and Cara are desensitized to violence and accept their abusive relationship, a 

condition that relates to Bishop's constant consumption of television and radio media. In the 

story, Bishop is obsessed with the Trompe-l'ceil painter John Frederick Peto, who became 

famous forty years after his death when a large amount of his paintings, which had been credited 

to another painter, were correctly identified (National Gallery of Art). Trompe-l'ceil or "trick the 

eye" is a technique in painting that aims to deceive the viewer into thinking the painting is three-

dimensional representation of objects from life. It is a form of art that strives to be more than 

itself. Marilyn Maxwell writes, "the eruption of anger and hostility in Barthelme's fiction often 

reflects the frustration and despair that his characters experience when signs and symbols, often 

created and perpetuated by the media ... promote romantic expectations that fail to be realized in 

the everyday world" (Maxwell4). Bishop's obsession with Trompe-l'ceil is a significant thematic 

symbol ofBishop's rejection of art for art's sake, as he fails to translate the significance ofhis art 

onto the external world. 

"The Captured Woman" 

... the pernicious myth of female masochism has often served to excuse the eruption of 
male violence against women both in the home and in the social arena" 

-Marilyn Maxwell, preface to Male Rage, Female Fury 

"The Captured Woman" takes place in a city in which it is the custom for men to seize 

women and tie them up in their apartments. The first thing the protagonist's Captured Woman 
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does is ask him if he can take her picture, circling the negatives in which she is staring blankly. 

Soon, the apartment is filled with her unsmiling images. This initial scene recalls the violent 

fragmentation of the female form, which goes as far back as the Renaissance tradition of the 

blazon. In modem commercialization, the female image is often fragmented in brief flashes (to 

advertise hair, skin, nails) in television. Maxwell claims that commercial culture must be blamed 

for the "trivializing of the feminine" within the beauty industry (Maxwell xiii). When the 

captured woman surrounds herself with the proliferated image, she acknowledges her position of 

captivity, which is then aestheticized in the photographs. The theme of female subordination as 

art reappears when the Captured Woman insists over dinner that she goes along with her 

relationship with the protagonist because it is "rather like a movie" (Sixty Stories 290). 

The protagonist goes on to confer with other men, measuring the skills and beauty of his 

captured woman against theirs. Meanwhile, the Captured Woman asks to go to church. Her 

captor complies, and they sit in the pew together looking "for all the world like a married 

couple" (Sixty Stories 287). The service, fittingly, is devoted to sacrifice: 

'Sacrifice, ' the minister says. 

He stares into the choir loft for a moment and then repeats the thought: 

'Sacrifice.' 

We are given a quite admirable sermon on Sacrifice which includes quotations 

from Euripides and A.E. Housman. 

After the service we drive home and I tie her up again. (Sixty Stories 288) 

Barthelme satirizes female sacrifice, which in this case is the form of survival the Captured 

Woman must assume in order to survive in her new environment. The Captured Woman displays 

three instances of resistance. First, she sends a letter to her husband, who refuses to rescue her: "I 
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offer him the chance to rescue me on a white horse--one of the truly great moments this life 

affords-and he natters on about how well he and the kid are doing together" (Sixty Stories 291). 

When the protagonist asks her what she will do about it, she responds, "Take me to my room and 

tie me up" (Sixty Stories 292). This transfer of alliance from the male protector to the male 

abuser continues a theme begun in "The Policemen's Ball" when Margot submits to Horace's 

sexual aggression because of his "protective" capabilities. Immediately after this instance, the 

Captured Woman verbally attacks the protagonist at the breakfast table, but instead of 

responding, he photographs her outburst as part of a new series, titled "Fierce." The protagonist's 

response is another example of silencing female suffering by preserving it as an aesthetic object. 

The climax of the story occurs when the Captured Woman appears with one of the 

protagonists' friends, claiming that she has in fact captured him. This part of the story would 

comply with the desired revision of gender roles that would make the story tolerable, if not for 

the immediate passage in which the Captured Woman dismisses her prey, claiming "He had no 

interesting problems. Also he did a sketch ofme which I don't like" (Sixty Stories 294). With 

this admission the Captured Woman is even more complicit in her own treatment of the woman

as-muse than she was before, choosing to stay with the protagonist because she favors his artistic 

appropriation of her image more than the other man's. The story endorses the notion that art is 

better when created by a male perpetrator of violence, rather than a male prisoner, endorsing a 

long history of male artists abusing their muses to achieve an authentic representation of female 

suffering, one of the most aestheticized themes. The story concludes with the protagonist's terse 

summary: 
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A week later she is still with me. She is departing by degrees. 

If I tore her hair out, no one but me would love her. But she doesn't want me to 

tear her hair out. 

I wear different shirts for her: red, orange, silver. We hold hands through the 

night. (Sixty Stories 294) 

The protagonist implies that the Captured Woman will eventually leave him, as she no longer 

assumes the role of the masochistic female. Directly following this statement is a threat of 

violence as the protagonist considers harming her in order to mark his dominance as a warning to 

other predators. 

Maxwell critiques Barthelme for simultaneously mocking and relying upon gender 

stereotypes as a failure of reenvisioning relationships between men and women (Maxwell 8). 

Instead of creating "new literature" by layering unlike images in unexpected ways, he instead 

tells a tired story of the masochistic muse, mocking high culture without challenging its flaws or 

providing an alternative. His revision of the harmful relationship is to posit that the Captured 

Woman wants to be captured, that she has sacrificed herself to male art. While Barthelme's 

ironic tone shields him from outright misogyny, he fails to advocate one readerly interpretation 

over another, leaving him in a dangerous liminal space. Barthelme uses violence against women 

as an accessory to his treatment of masculinity, his first priority, a position that Maxwell argues 

opens him up "to charges of an insensitive trivialization, if not implicit sanctioning, of female 

victimization" (Maxwell9). By writing the Captured Woman as a sacrifice to male art, 

Barthelme both sexualizes and aestheticizes female subordination. The worst offence, however, 
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is that he inverts the rules so as to indicate the Captured Woman willingly chooses this 

arrangement, then uses the strangeness of their relationship for comic effect. 

V. Concluding Remarks 

Marilyn Maxwell measures Barthelme's text by the manner in which they attempt to 

liberate women from the implied institutional control (Maxwell xiii). He perpetuates cultural 

myths of female masochism and the woman-as-muse to reflect a fracturing society (and some 

would claim, a fracturing language), but at what cost? By neglecting to provide the reader with a 

revision of these stories, Barthelme's parody glorifies harmful themes for comedy instead of 

using them productively to influence a shift of cultural attitudes. Donald Barthelme is not a 

feminist, though his critique of masculinity and his comic insistence on gender performance, 

could be accepted by feminists. His satire only accomplishes half of the job-he destroys 

societal trends by mocking them, but provides little infrastructure that would influence or suggest 

regrowth. 

As with any comic work, the reader must measure her judgment between the implied 

author and the actual author. But Barthelme consistently designs his male protagonists with the 

aim of drawing readerly sympathy, especially the semiautobiographical character "Bishop." This 

constant alignment with the oppressor does little to rescue his work from readings of misogyny. 

The twin themes of violence and unconsciousness in Barthelme's work recall a line from 

MacKendrick's study of the Marquis de Sade: "Sadistic pleasure depends upon an extreme 

eroticization of the death drive" (MacKendrick 48). Female victimization is repeatedly aligned 

with beauty or high culture, as his character Joan of Art represents. Barthelme's critique of mass 

media culture relies on his assertion that the public is inundated with symbols that should 
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promise order or beauty. A police uniform should represent safety, and the President of the 

United States should assume an identity of complete authority over his personal insecurities as an 

individual. When these symbols fail for the protagonists who believe in them, the protagonists 

attempt to reassert their dominance in their personal relationships with women. Barthelme fails 

to create a "new literature" as was his intention because of his refusal to reimagine the sources 

that he recycles. His violence against women cannot be simply reinterpreted as metaphorical 

violence against literary form, because this implies the consequent trope of the woman-as-text. 

At the most we can say that his fiction exposes power structures as they exist in society, without 

reinterpreting them in any useful or progressive manner. 
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