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VERA NoNNINo 

Beyond Indifference: New Departures in British 
Fiction at the Turn of the lt Century 

Even though it has become fashionable to announce the death of almost any 
thing under the sun «» such as, for instance, the death of history, the death of the 
subject, and the death of the author — British fiction at the turn of the 21st 
century is very much alive and kicking. There are quite a number of authors 
who publish to wide — albeit not unanimous — critical acclaim, and names like 
Zadie Smith, Will Self, and Nick Hornby, who were virtually unknown a 
decade ago, enjoy the esteem of a large readership. These authors stand for a 
large number of contemporary novelists who do not just carry on established 
traditions: they also introduce new trends into British fiction, they employ 
narrative conventions to new ends, they give common themes new twists, and 
they even come up with new topics. Their works do not boast'features that we 
have learned to regard as ‘postrnodern’. Rather, they stay away from typical 
“postmodern”r ventures, using quite a number of the themes and narrative 
devices that were established in the last four centuries for new purposes. 

Before I begin my short account of four new trends in British fiction at the 
turn of the 2181: century, I would like to emphasise that, given the various and 
quite often brilliant and contradictory attempts at defining postmodernism, one 
has to come to the conclusion that there is no ‘postmodernism’ in the singular. 
The heterogeneous mass of data rather calls for the acceptance of different 
‘postmodernisms‘ in the plural. Moreover, there ‘is’ no such thing as 
postmodernism, because such phenomena do not exist as such, but are 
constructed from the. onset. The world — and this holds true for literary 
developments as well — “is not already organised into categories or kinds, 
which human beings passively register”.I Just like other literary epochs and 
movements, postmodernism is a construct rather than the ‘objective’ 
designation of an entity or a category “out there’. As Brian McHale has put it 
in his seminal work Constructing Posonodernism (1992), “postmodernism 
exists discursively, in the discourses we produce about it and using it”.2 And 

1 This is one of the standard objections to realisms; see Andrzej Gasiorek, Post-War British 
Fiction: Realism and Afier (London: Edward Arnold, 1995), 188. 

2 Brian McHale, Constructing Postmodernism (New York, London: Routledge, 1992). 
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this, of course, holds true for the construction of post-postmodemisms «— of 
new departures beyond postmodernism — as well. 

Although the heterogeneous mass of British novels published in the last 
decade defies any attempt at neat categorization, I would like to construct four 
new trends in British fiction, which can arguably be empirically confirmed by 
a look at a number of recently published novels. The aim of my paper is to 
gauge the relation of both ethics and aesthetics and between narrative 
techniques and underlying notions of identity and memory. I will argue that 
four main departures in British fiction at the turn of the century can be 
identified, all of them existing contemporaneously: First, the return to ethical 
questions and the revival of narrative; second, a concern with popular culture, 
often expressed in a language that is deemed to be ‘not literary’; third, the 
increasing interest in the tcpics of cultural memory and national identity, a 
trend which is sometimes closely linked to the deconstruction of authenticity; 
and fourth, a merging of realism and experiment. These new departures in 
British fiction will be discussed with reference to selected, more or less 
representative novels. 

1 

There are quite a number of novels which testify to the first trend, which is 
characterised by an opening up of ethical dimensions and a return to narrative. 
Whereas Peter Zima has argued that postmodernism is characterised by its 
pluralism and its indifference to ethical values,3 one strand of contemporary 
fiction shows a pronounced interest in ethical questions. The return to ethics is 
probably the most widespread tendency in contemporary fiction, but in the 
following I can only point to four or five works which illustrate this trend. 
First, quite a number of novels often subsumed under the umbrella term of 
‘New English Literatures’ focus on ethical questions, especially on questions 
of (hybrid) identity and authenticity. These works participate in the revival of 
narrative, but they employ different forms of narration. Meera Syal, for 
instance, uses a homodiegetic narrator in her quasi-autobiographical work 
Anita. and Me (1996), while Zadie Smith employs a heterodiegetic narrator 
who interweaves the stories of different characters through several generations 
in her spectacular novel White T set}: (2000). Just like Meera Syal in Life im ’: 
all ha ha hee kee (1999), Zadie Smith explores the problem of hybrid identities 
of people of different origins living — and quite often born — in London. 
Graham Swift gives ‘multiperspective’ forms of narration a new twist in his 
work _Last Orders (1996), in which the thoughts of different narrators are 

'3 See Peter V. Zima, Moderne/Posimodeme: Gesellschefl, Philosophie, Literainr (Tübingen: 
Francke 2001 [1997]). 83-84, 100ff.,345—61. 
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accorded separate chapters. Each narrator tells his or her own story, raising any 
number of moral questions along the way. Will Self chooses yet another way 
of exploring ethical concerns in his work Great Apes (1997), in which an arty 
yuppy wakes up and realises that he has turned into an ape, living in a world 
inhabited by apes, an animal world that nonetheless disconcertingly mirrors, 
reflects, and distorts values of the ‘human(e)’ world. Michael Frayn combines 
questions of truth with ethical concerns in his work Handbag (1999), in which 
a story told by an unreliable narrator raises questions of authenticity, religious 
persecution and the narrow borderline between unconventional and egocentric 
behaviour. Even the enfant terrible Martin Amis has returned to 
straightforward narrative in his short'novel Night Train (1997), which is told 
by a rather unusual female police officer. Amis modifies the conventions of the 
hardboiled detective story in this work, in which an inexplicable suicide raises 
questions of the meaning of life. In spite of the wide range of narrative 
techniques employed by these authors, all of the novels have two things in 
common: the eXploration of ethical concerns and the return to narrative. 

Due to the sheer number and diversity of novels illustrating this trend it is 
next to impossible to pick out a work that might be said to be ‘representative’. 
In-the following I will concentrate on Meera Syal’s Life ¡"sn ’t all ha ha hee hee, 
because it raises ethical questions that are typical of a number of works of the 
so—called ‘New English Literatures’, and because its ‘multiperspective’ form of 
narration serves to highlight the questions of truth and authenticity which 
haunt many of the characters. Syal’s work therefore testifies to a return to 
narrative which corresponds to a careful attention to formal aspects, which are 
given a new twist in this and a host of other contemporary works. 

The three protagonists of the novel face the same problem as many other 
characters in similar works, because they have to negotiate Indian and English 
values. All of them are born in England, but while they share most of the 
concems and tastes of British teenagers and adults at the end of the 20th 
century, they have been educated according to the ideals of their parents, who 
were born and bred in India. The fact that they live in two cultures and have to 
bridge the gulf between them more often than they care to acknowledge is 
illustrated at the beginning of the novel, in which one of the three, Chila, is 
married to Deepak, a successful (and in many ways ‘westemised’) Indian 
business man. The marriage ceremony follows Indian rules, and the older 
women are quite satisfied: “A perfect day, because rituals had been observed, 
old footsteps retraced, threads running unbroken, families joined, futures 
secured.”4 As soon as they are in the wedding car, however, Deepak wipes the 
traditional make-up off Chile’s face and takes off his turban, before they both 

4 Meera Syal, Life isn ': all Ha Ha Hee Hee (London: Black Swan, 2000 [1999]), 26. Further 
page references in the text (abbreviated as ‘L’). 
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“pick up a Kentucky bargain bucket, as neither of [them] had eaten in all the 
excitement” (L, 29). 

More often than not, the three women, who have been good friends since 
their school days, are caught in the abyss between Indian and British values. 
Sunita, who works in a municipal office, finds that she can sympathise with an 
eighty-odd—year—old man “raging against the bloody Pakis —— er Pakistanis. next 
door” (L, 50), whose way of living he simply cannot fathom. Althºugh Sunita 
sees what her position is supposed to be —— “Us and them. [...] Defender of my 
people” — she does not feel like this: “Maybe it’s something to do with being a 
mother You see everybody’ 3 point of view. ” (L, 50) Her friend Tania has also 
become “used to not belonging anywhere totally” (L, 56). 

In contrast to peripheral aspects of Indian culture, like superstitious beliefs 
in the disastrous consequences of, for instance, leaving the house shortly after 
sneezing, the negotiation of the traditional relation between husband and wife 
is something the younger generation has to struggle with as wells Tania knows 
any number of Indian women who are very successful 1n their respective jobs, 
saving lives on the operating table or hiring and firing others, but who undergo 
a transformation similar to Jekyll and Hyde the moment they step over their 
threshold. Then “the Armani suit shrinks and crumples away, […] the head 
bews, the shoulders sag, within a minute they are basting and baking and 
burning fingers over a hot griddle, […] bathing in-Iaws and burning with guilt” 
(L, 147), and, of course, duly apologetic and respectful to their husbands. The 
three friends have chosen different ways of dealing with marriage and 
partnership, with Chila trying to live for her husband and her home, Sunita 
realizing that her decision not to take her exams and to sacrifice her career as a 
lawyer for her family was wrong, and Tania placing her career first, which 
results in losing her partners, breaking her ties with her family, and even 
temporarily estranging her two old friends. By presenting three different ways 
of dealing with human relations in greater detail, and mentioning any number 
of further characters who have chosen slightly different paths, the book raises 
important ethical questions, but it does not give an easy answer to any of them. 

The attempt to present the three protagonists sympathetically is reflected in 
the ‘multiperSpective’ form of the novel, which consists of two distinct chapter 
forms which are presented in strict alternation: On the one hand there are 

5 The decisions the three characters have to take often involve problems which are specific to 
women. Young Chila, for instance, is taught by a priest that if she is good she will be born 
again in a different form after her death, the staircase to heaven being marked by the steps 
‘cow’, ‘woman’, and ‘man’. Giving birth to a girl counts for nothing, and divorce is always 
taken to be the wife’s fault. The one divorced Indian character in the novel has to face the 
hostility of others, even though-«according to Western standards-she is certainly not the one 
who is to be blamedz-“Five broken ribs, nose broken twice, broken arm, burns to chest […}. No 
low-cut tops for me, sweetie. And I am the where for leaving him, apparently.” (L, 81) 
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chapters in which the actions and the thoughts of different characters are 
presented in what has been called ‘figural narration’ by an unobtrusive 
heterodiegetic narrator who abstains from judging or evaluating what is going 
on, and on the other hand - there are chapters in which one of the three 
protagonists functions as an I—narrator who tells her own story.6 In the latter 
the three women present their own point of view. This alternation between 
figural narration, in which several characters serve as “reflector” figures, and I— 
narration, in which each of the three friends has the chance to present her own 
feelings, adds up to a ‘multiperspective’ account which can be said to come 
quite close to an ‘objective’ portrayal of three different lives. 

Moreover, the question of whether it is possible to provide an ‘objective’ 
presentation of events is often discussed, mostly with regard to the truthfulness 
of films. This is partly motivated by the fact that Tania has launched a career 
in the film business, and that she wants to describe her friends’ lives (among 
others) in the first documentary she produces herself? The presentation of 
authenticity is complicated by the fact that even in private video documentaries 
the characters like to play roles that are more often than not modelled on film 
stars. Thus even the priest who marries Chila and Deepak is conscious of his 
effect on the screen, choosing Elvis as his rather unlikely model: “He often 
thought of Elvis Presley at this juncture in the wedding ceremony, how the 
King would possess the micr0phone, angle that profile [...]. At such moments, 
Pandit Kurnar forgot he was bald, sweaty and handy-legged. He had the stage 
[...] and he had a god-given duty to put on a good show" (L, 17). The bride, 
moreover, has ample reason to feign sadness, because this will satisfy her 
relations in India, who will watch the video and decide “what sort of a wife 
and person [she was]. ‘You see that, Bunty? The trollop almost smiled at the 
camera. May she only bear daughters, the hair-dyed hussyl’” (L, 28) 

When Tania describes the form of her documentary, which, as she empha- 
sises later on, only tells the truth (L, 180—81), she is implicitly commenting on 
the form of the novel: “This is going to be a really wide—ranging look at 
relationship alternatives, no narrator, letting people tell their stories the way 
they want to” (L, 90). But matters turn out to be more complex than that. 
Selecting and arranging shots is not a neutral business, as becomes obvious 
when the film is shown. The order in which some shots are arranged functions 

6 The novel is divided into two parts, each of which begins and ends with a chapter told by the 
heterodiegetic narrator. In the first part, first Chila, then Sunita and Tania tell their own story, 
in the second part, Sunita begins, followed by Chila and Tania. 

? But films are also shown to structure the perception of the characters. Thus some characters 
experience a happy moment as “a film set in your head” (L, 53, cf. 122-23), and Chila has to 
realise that her view of divorced Indian women is acquired from movies, in which the 
divorced woman is always a ruthless, egotistic, and ultimately unsuccessful female that bears 
no resemblance to the only real specimen she ever meets. 
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as an ironic commentary on the words of the Speaker, as, for instance, when 
Sunita’s husband says: “‘03? course, in my work you get to recognise the 
warning signs in a bad relationship very early on.’ Close up of Sunita twisting 
her wedding ring round and round. ‘The main problem is communication. [...]’ 
Shot of Sunita vacuuming around Akash’s pile of books” (L, l'i'i).8 

But it’s not easy to dismiss the attempt at objectivity, either. Tania betrays 
her friends by exposing them, but, as she defiantly says, “I just told the truth” 
(L, 180). After all, she deliberately chose documentary films as her genre, and 
she carefully avoids using a narrator: “‘The camera as objective witness, that’s 
what it’s all about… (L, 130). Her friends’ reactions when they first view the 
film seem to confirm Tania’s opinion, because they find it a very painfiil 
experience to see themselves from the outside and realise how ridiculous they 
appear in the eye of the camera. Their very shame seems to support Tania’s 
claim to truthfulness. But even leaving the question of ethics and Tania’s 
betrayal of her friends’ trust aside, it is an open question whether her version 
of her friends’ lives conforms to the version that is told in the novel. Perhaps 
Deepak is right when he claims that “[t]he camera does lie” (L, 179). After all, 
people in the film business talk of ‘mockumentaries’ instead of 
‘documentaries’, because for them, it’s the “let’s film some ordinary people 
doing stuff and shape it into a story afterwards sort of genre” (L, 251). 
Whether the camera is an “ironic eye” (L, 175) or an ‘objective witness’ is 
ultimately left for the reader to decide. Since the parallels between film and 
fiction are emphasised by the interchangeability of “[t]he camera or the 
notebook” (L, 312), the many references to the objectivity or distortion of 
Tania’s documentary not only draw attention to the form of the novel, which 
resembles that of her film, they also raise the question of whether it is possible 
to give a ‘truthfiil’ or ‘objective’ account in any medium, be it film or fiction. 

Incidentally, Syal’s work is not the only novel which testifies to a growing 
interest in other media. Whereas in the 18th and 19th century young readers «— 
especially girls … were supposed to be susceptible to the influence of fiction, 
late twentieth-century novels illustrate the importance of photography, comics, 
films, and music for many characters’ lives. This is quite pronounced, for 
instance, in such different works as Nick Homby’s High Fidelity (1996), 
which deals with the importance .of pop music for the construction of personal 
identity, and V-ikram Seth’s novel An Equal Music (1999), in which chamber 

8 . Readers might have expected this, because Tania has drawn attention to the impossibility of 
objectivity even in a genre like reportage earlier on. Even the coverage of the beginning of a 
war is highly subjective, as her teacher makes clear: “where do you first point the camera? 
Where the bomb lands or where it dropped from? What do you say to accompany the visuals? 
Hooray for our lads, the freedom fighters, or boo to the barbarian terrorists? What tone? […] 
At every stage you make choices. You play God. […]. The biggest lie is that we claim to have 
the real answers.” (L, 138) 
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music structures the life and feelings of the protagonist; Syal’s interest in 
films is mirrored in works like Adam Thorpe’s Pieces of Light (1998) or 
Stephen Fry’s Making History (1996), but her way of using a discussion of the 
inherent subjectivity of documentaries as an implicit commentary on the form 
and concerns of her novel is quite unique. 

2 

A second departure in contemporary fiction is marked by the quite astonishing 
success of novels which are steeped in popular culture and concerned with any 
number of details which are often regarded as trivial. Brand names, TV shows 
or pop music are not usually taken to be the ‘proper stuff of fiction’, but some 
authors nowadays take Woolf’ s dictum that “everything is the proper stuff of 
fiction” quite literally and deal extensively with apparently minor aspects of 
popular culture, which are shown to be of major importance for many 
characters. These books start from the premise “that popular cuiture is an 
important part of all our lives and it should have some kind of reflection in the 
books we are reading”.m One of the earliest novels which centre around such 
popular concerns is Nick Homby’s Fever Pitch (1992), which features a soccer 
fan obsessed by ‘his’ club Arsenal London as an unlikely —— and not very 
literate ~— protagonist. In Germany there is a comparatively large —- and 
notorious — group of contemporary authors whose works are subsumed under 
the category ‘pop literature’ and who esteem Homby’s second novel High 
Fidelity (1996) as ‘the mother of the 90smpoP-novels’,11 mainly because it hits 
upon an ingenious way of inscribing trivial details of popular culture into 
(‘high’) literature: the list. The thirty—odd-year-old protagonist Rob Fleming 
and his mates spend a considerable amount‘of time making up top—five lists of 
their favourite pop songs (“top five Elvis Costello songs”) or films (“OK, 
guys. Top five Dustin Hoffman films”).12 For them, pop music is an important 
means of establishing (group) identity, of excluding others, and, most 
importantly, of trying to stave off thoughts about more serious issues. Some of 
the popular novels turn to violence, perhaps because this is an adequate 
alternative to the attempt to stay on the surface of things and describe the 

9 Another unlikely candidate for influencing a contemporary characters’ life is seventeenth- 
century painting, which is a very important topic in Michael Frayn’s novel Headiong. 

10 Interview with Nick Homby, 
{http:ifwww.penguin.co.ukistaticipackagesiukiarticlesihombyftalk! intro.htmi==- (5.1 1.2002) 

11 In his book Der deutsche Pap-Roman; Die neuen Archivisren (München: Beck, 2002), 50, 
Moritz BaBler calls Fever Pitch the “Mutter der 90er—Pop-Romane”. 

12 Nick Homby, High Fidelity (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 2000 [1995]), 76, 35. 
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glittering world of consumer culture, as Hubert Wiukels suggests.” British 

examples of novels concerned with the rebellious and violent aspects of the 

popular culture of the 1990s are Irvine Welsh’s Trainspotting (1993) and 

Christopher Brookmyre’s Quite Ugly One Morning (1996) as well as his 

Country of the Blind (1997), all of which attracted large audiences and rather 

ambivalent critical reception.14 , 

In the following I want to concentrate on one of Hornby s novels that 

features many characteristics of such popular novels,_ but still retains quite a 

numb er of qualities usually associated with ‘high literature’, About a. Boy 

(1998). Contrary to the expectations that are raised by the title, the book 13 the 

story of the initiation of two characters; of Marcus, who is aptly described as 

the “oldest twelve-year—old in the world” and Will, who is nominally 36 years 

old.15 Since he has immersed himself enthusiastically in the more trivial 

aspects of the popular culture of the early 905, Will has, however, successfully 

avoided becoming an adult. His life is governed by everythmg that counts as 

‘cool’, and he makes a great effort to keep up on that score. Th1s already 

becomes obvious when Willis mentioned for the first time in the novel: 

How cool was Will Freeman? This cool: he had. slept with a woman he didn’t know 

very well in the last three months (five points). [...] He had spent more than twenty 

pounds on a haircut (five points) (How was it possible to spend less than twenty 

pounds on a haircut in 1993?). He owned more than five hip-hop albums (five 

points). He had taken Ecstasy (five points), but in a club and not merely at home as 

a sociological exercise (five bonus points). […] [H]e had both grown a goatee (fivfi 

points) and shaved it off again (five points). The bad news was that [..:] he did st1_ 

think, if he was honest (and if Will had anything approaching an ethical belief, it 

was that lying about yourself in questionnaires was utterly wrong), that owning a 

fast car was likely to impress women (minus two). Even so, that gave him sixty- 

six! He was, according to the questionnaire, sub-zero! He was dry ice! (AB, 5—6) 

Will is introduced by one of those lists which feature prominently in “pop- 

novels’ of the 1990s. All the elements of this enumeration, which runs to more 

than a page, point to Will’s great aim in life: to be cool. Anything that serves 

' 13 Hubert Winkels, “Deutscher Roman schlägt Fullballnationalmannschatt. Moritz Battlers ]:ºauch 

über die Popliteratur ist die beste Theorie der neunziger Jahre”, ZeirLiieraiur, Sonderbeilage 

5? von Die Zeit 41 (Oktober 2002), 3138, 38. _ , 

14 For an interpretation of Brookmyre’s, Welsh’s, and Homby’s heroes as ‘CymcalYoung Men , 

see Goran" Nieragden, “Cynical Young Men ’—ein neues Paradigma fiir den enghschen Roman 

der 1990er Jahre?: Christopher Brookmyre, Nick Homby, Irvine Welsh” in Vera and Ansgar 

Nünning (eds.), Klassilcsr and Strömungen des engHsenen Romans im 20. Jahrhundert. 

F estsenrlfl zum 65. Geburtslag von Gerhard Haefner (Trier: WT, 2000), 221—242. New 

approaches to violence in literature and film are discussed in Linda S. Kauffman, {ind girls 

andr Sick Boys: Fantasies in Contemporary Art and Culture (Berkeley: U of California P, 

1998 . 
15 Nick) Homby, About a Boy (Hannondsworth: Penguin, 2000 [1998]), 60- Further page 

references in the text (abbreviated as ‘AB’). 
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this purpose is welcome, and questions of ethics only crop up in relation to 
men’s magazines, which have succeeded the authorial narrator of nineteenth- 
century novcls in so far as they have taken over the role of the ‘communal 
voice"16 and function as the highest tribunal of evaluation. Will is proud of the 
fact that he has innuersed. his life in the popular culture of the day, and he 
thinks that a life circling around one’s own pleasures, without the distractions 
offered by close friends or a family, is both laudable and difficult: “It wasn’t 
easy, floating on the surface of everything: it took skill and nerve” (AB, 221). 

As far as ‘coolness’ is concerned, Marcus is the direct opposite of Will, for 
this teenager has been taught to reject everything that is just fashionable: He is 
not allowed to go to McDonald’s (his mother persuaded him to become a 
vegetarian); he is made to listen to Joni Mitchell songs (because the songs of 
pop bands display a negative attitude towards women); and he does not own 
anything that is fashionable. This does not help him to get along with his class 
mates, however, and Marcus is regarded as weird and is soon turned into an 
outsider. His problems multiply when his mother develops a depression and 
tries to commit suicide. Even though his efforts to cope with the situation are 
movingly depicted, the comical aSpects of the eXperiences of the two 
protagonists are duly noted. Marcus can neither understand nor help his 
mother, but his idiosyncratic way of appraising what’s going on is more often _ 
than not quite funny. When he wonders why his mother is crying while she 
prepares his breakfast, for instance, he remembers fondly that "she had 
sounded OK this morning — not angry, not unhappy, not mad, just kind of 
normal and mum-like — when she shouted for him to get a move on” (AB, 25). 

In the course of the novel, Will and Marcus develop in ways that mirror 
each other: Will learns to relate to people and to care for others, while Marcus 
learns not to mind too much and to experience things in the way his classmates 
do. In short: at the end of the novel Marcus “had developed a skin — the kind of 
skin Will had just shed” (AB, 277). The differences and parallels between 
these two developments are stressed by the form of the novel, the structure of 
which is rather tight. In each chapter one of the two protagonists serves as the 
sole focalizer; that is, everything that happens in a chapter is depicted in the 
way either Marcus or Will experience it. The chapters are arranged in such a 
way that each chapter in which Marcus’ perspective is dominant is followed by 
one in which Will’s thoughts and feelings are presented. The narrator only 
provides background knowledge concerning the setting etc., he does not 

- evaluate or judge what is going on. He depicts even deception or lies in a 
neutral, sometimes even sympathetic way, thereby keeping value judgements 
at bay and highlighting the comical aspects of such behaviour. Most of the 

16 Elizabeth D. Ennarth, Realism andr Consensus in the English Novel: Time, Space and Narra— 
rive (Princeton: Princeton UP, 1983), 65-92, has pointed out that this is one of the most 
important characteristics of authorial narrators of nineteenth-century British novels. 
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information about the fictional ‘facts’ is therefore filtered by the consciousness 
of the two protagonists, which invites the reader to feel sympathy with them 
and sometimes even leads readers astray. This becomes obvious when Marcus 
first meets Ellie McCrae, a ‘cool’ teenager who embodies the rebellious aspect 
of pepular culture. When Marcus tries to draw her into conversation by 
politely asking her who is depicted on her sweatshirt, Ellie shows him how 
devastatingly ‘uncool’ and dumb he is: _ 

“That’s incredible. That’s like not knowing the name of the prime minister or 
something.” 
“Yeah.” Marcus gave a little laugh, to show her that at least he knew how stupid he 
was, even if he didn’t know anything else. “Who is it, then?” 
“Kirk O’Bane." 
[...] “What does he do?” 
“He plays for Manchester United.” (AB, 138) 

Even readers who score quite a number of points on the ‘coolometer scale’ 
are invited to feel sympathy with Marcus, for they are just as unlikely to know 
who this Kirk O’Bane is as the poor kid, and this makes it. easy to share 
Marcus’ sense of frustration and insecurity. The matter is cleared up later by 
Will, who suggests that Marcus got the name wrong, and that it’s actually Kurt 
Cobain, the singer of Nirvana. This turns out to be right, and it shows the 
consistency with which the narrator restricts himself to what is perceived by 
Will and Marcus, for even though the name of the singer is spoken by Ellie, it 
is spelled in the way that Marcus (mis)hears it. 

Since the chapters focussing on what is going on in Will’s and Marcus’ 
consciousness alternate, the reader has to keep adjusting to either Marcus’ or 
Will’s perspective, both of which are, needless to say, quite contradictory. 
After, all, Will instantly adopts the slightest nuances of the newest fashions, 
because he knows what the point of fashion is: “it meant that you were with 
the cool and the powerful, and against the alienated and the weak” (AB, 125). 
Marcus, on the other hand, has to suffer from the contempt, ridicule, and 
violence of his classmates, because they resemble Will; they, too, have 
accepted ‘coolness’ „_ wearing the right kind of sneakers and hearing the right 
kind of music — as the measure of everything. By the narrator’s concentration 
on the characters’ views and feelings one at a time, readers are invited to 
identify with the character who serves as a focalizer. Because of the alternation 
between the perspectives of the two protagonists, the reader is asked to 

. understand and even sympathise with two contradictory points of view and to 
arrive at a balanced and benevolent evaluation of both characters. 

As chapters quite often show the characters’ reaction to similar things, 
differences and similarities between them emerge quite clearly. It has to be 
kept in mind, however, that the comparison between the two and the 

' evaluation of these contradictory ways of dealing with the world is left entirely 
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to the reader. The novel therefore raises some complex ethical questions — how 
sensitive or ‘thick—skinned’ should one be? In how far should one adjust to the 
fashionable but shallow lifestyle of the 905? What is ‘normal’? — but the means 
by which these questions are raised bear no resemblance to the stylistic 
features often said to be characteristic of postmodern fiction. There are no 
metafictional comments, no intrusions of the narrator, there is no juggling 
around with different levels of time and place, no fragmentation, no hybridity, 
and no parody. Instead, Homby uses narrative devices deemed to be 
representative of modemist fiction: concentration on the consciousness of the 

. characters, absence of narratorial comments, and extensive use of free indirect 
discourse. In terms of narrative perspective and structure, Homby’s novel 
might be compared to Virginia Woolf’s Mrs. Daiioway (1925), with its 
dominance of free indirect discourse, the emphasis on the characters’ 
subjective views and random thoughts, and its tight structure. There are, of 
course, important differences, since Homby restricts himself to two focalizers. 
Moreover, his sense of humour and his use of a lower register turn this book 
into an enjoyable read and make it easy to overlook its more serious concerns. 
Even though both novels resemble each other in so far as they stay clear of any 
kind of didacticism, raise ethical questions only implicitly and refrain from 
providing any simple answers to them, Hornby’s novel uses modernist devices 
m a way that reflects contemporary concerns of the 903. His numerous 
references to pop-culture show a fascination with trivial and profane details 
which were not deemed to be ‘the proper stuff of fiction’ until a deeade ago. 
His intertextual references do not point to Shakespeare or Shelley but to Irvine 
Welsh and popular TV shows; and in contrast to Septimus Smith, his 
protagonist, Marcus, learns to survive by becoming interested in pop music 
and the right brand of sneakers. The costs of this adjustment are high, 
however, for the boy loses not only his sensitivity and uniqueness, but also his 
sense of himself. Homby’s novel therefore testifies to a ¡'e—involvement with 
ethical concerns, 3:.while at the same time inscribing aspects of popular culture 
into the realm of literature. 

3 

A third recent trend in contemporary British fiction, the increasing interest in the topics of cultural memory and national identity, is manifested in quite a 
number of contemporary novels — such as Peter Ackroyd’s English Music (1992), Antonia S. Byatt’s The Biographer’s Tale (2000), Stephen Fry’s 
Making History (1996), Christopher Hope’s In Darkest England (1996), Kazuo Ishiguro’s The Remains of the Day (1989), Graham Swift’s Last Orders (1996), Adam Thorpe’s ¿Everton (1992), and his Pieces of Light (1998) as well as Lynne Truss’ Tennyson ’s Gif? (1996) — and has already received some 
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scholarly attention.” Julian Bames’ novel England, England (1998) is 

especially interesting in the present context, because the whole plot revolves 

around the construction and deconstruction of traditional notions of 

Englishness. Moreover, Barnes’ novel combines the deconstruction of 

authenticity and originality, often held to be representative of postmodernist 

fiction, with a return to the topics of cultural memory and national identity. 
In this novel Barnes returns to both linear narrative and to a realist «— if 

sometimes farcical and satirical — account of a story, which nonetheless Sports 

any number of self-referential features. England, England explores, constructs, 
parodies, and deconstructs those ‘invented traditions’ known as ‘Englishness’, 

mainly by describing the venture of building an essence-of-England theme 
park on the Isle of Wight. Delineating the realization and success of this 

scheme, which results in an ‘original reproduction’ (oxymoron intended) of 

England’s cultural heritage, Barnes not. only expresses a wide range of 

versions of Englishness, but also provides reflections upon both the invention 

of cultural traditions and the questionable notion of historical authenticity.18 In 
contrast to many postmodern novels, however, there are no narratorial 
comments which explore the elusive nature of truth; the concern with 

epistemology and historiography is, rather, illustrated by the activities of the 

characters. 
Having taken a poll to determine which things potential visitors primarily 

associate with England, Sir Jack Pitman and the steering committee of the 
essence-of—England theme park rebuild all that England was renowned for on 
the Isle of Wight, which is renamed ‘England, England’. All the historical sites 
- including the major battlegrounds, Big Ben, Buckingham Palace, Arme 
Hathaway’s cottage, and the grave of Princess Di «~— are situated within easy 
visiting distance, with Harrods being conveniently placed within the Tower of 
London. In ‘England, England’ tourists can meet icons like the King and 
Queen of England, chat with historical celebrities like Samuel Johnson or Nell 
Gwyn, and even encounter myths, Robin Hood’s band of Merrie Men being 
especially popular with the visitors. The whole project is based on the premise 
that the authentic has lost its value, and that postmodern subjects prefer the 

1'? Cf. the articles collected in the special issue on Englishness which Stephan Kohl guest-edited 

for unglisn'k and engiischunterricht 46M? (1992), and Silvia Mergenthal’s recently published 
book Erziehung zur Tugend: Frunenrol’len und der englische Roman um I800 (Tübingen: 

Niemeyer, 1997). A forthcoming issue of the European Journal of English Studies guest— 

edited by Jürgen Schlaeger and me also centres around the topic of Englishness. 
18 For a more detailed interpretation of Bames’ novel see my “The Invention of Cultural Tradi- 

tions: The Construction and Deconstruction of Englishness and Authenticity in Julian Barnes’ 
England, England”, Anglia 119,1 (2001), 58-76. On the invention of traditions, see Eric 

Hobsbawm’s illuminating “Introduction: Inventing Traditions” in Erie Hobsbawm, Terence 

Ranger (eds.), The Invention of Tradition (London: Cambridge UP, 1992 [1983]), l-l4. 
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well—made simulacrum to the real thing. Tailored to contemporary tastes, the 
venture turns out to be a huge success. 

Exploring the relation between the authentic and the replica, the content 
and form of the novel examine and deconstruct the notion of authenticity. The 
novel also lays bare the processes involved in the invention of cultural 
traditions, deconstructing the notion of an ‘authentic’ Englishness located in a 
remote past, and calling into question the notion of historical ‘truth’. The 
“primal" English myth”19 of Robin Hood is given particular attention by the 
committee. After all, it embodies ideals such as freedom, (justified) rebellion, 
and the brotherhood of man, as well as providing an attractive rural setting. 
Moreover, the project managers initially assume that — in contrast to even the 
most important facts in British history, about which most of the characters are 
in blissful ignorance — everyone knows what the legendary Robin and his 
‘merrie men’ did in Sherwood Forest. But even this seemingly straightforward 
feature of Englishncss turns out to be hill of pitfalls. First, the committee is at a 
loss to provide any clear account of the ‘merrie men’. Were there any women 
or homosexuals among them? Since feminist visitors as well as gays might 
object to a gang of mainly male heterosexual outlaws, the matter is 
investigated by the historian Dr Max, whose knowledge only complicates the 
issue, for he comes up with finther unresolved questions. 

The steering committee’s innumerable problems of hitting upon anything 
authentic and the ingenious ways of constructing versions of Englishness that 
please the visitors imply that Englislmess is nothing but an invented tradition. 
With regard to Robin Hood, the committee even toys with the idea of having 
two gangs, each embodying the expectations of different groups of visitors. 
The “repositioning of myths for modern times… (E, 148) therefore turns out to 
be a very complex issue. . 

Barnes’ deconstruction of the Hood myth as a quintessential item of 
Englishness also illustrates the power of myths, because the nostalgic 
embodiment of Robin Hood’s band soon begins to act like the original. Not 
only do the ‘merrie men’ hunt for their own food, thus decimating the carefully 
preserved animals in the Heritage Park, they also steal poultry and vegetables, 
complain about the presence of homosexuals among them, and demand the 
right to “ambush the Sheriff’s men anywhere” (E, 224). In short, they behave 
like unscrupulous outlaws. Barnes’ treatment of the Robin Hood myth (which 
is mirrored in his treatment of other myths and historical figures) thus suggests 
that even a popular myth may contain unfavourable connotations which, if 
they were specifically English, would not project a very flattering image of the 
nation. In addition, the influence of the myths on the actors, who take over 

19 Julian Barnes, England. England (London: Cape, 1998), 146. Further page references in the 
text (abbreviated as ‘E’). 
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alleged characteristics of people they impersonate, illustrates the great 
influence of invented traditions. 

Instead of emphasizing that the English past lingers on in the present, 
England, England deconstructs the assumption that people share a common 
knowledge about the past. Thus the “echo—Chamber” supposedly ringing with 
voices of the past is shown to be hollow, consisting at best of names, dates or 
meaningless catch-phrases. By way of contrast, Barnes’ novel abounds with 
references to music, and Sir Jack is characterised by his musical tastes. 
Ironically enough, though, Pitman often recalls the works of two composers 
regarded as typically German, Ludwig van Beethoven and Richard Wagner. In 
contrast to Ackroyd’s English Music, in which references are confined. to 
British music, Barnes“ novel suggests that the educated Englishman’s mind is 
steeped in memories of continental music, with Bizet, Beethoven, Mozart, and 
Wagner being much more important than any English tradition. 

Barnes“ novel also suggests that one of the major Emotions of a nation’s 
collective memory lies in its importance for forging its national identity. 
Although it is impossible to retrieve ‘authentic’ past manifestations of 
Englishness, their exploration still helps to construct and stabilise a sense of 
identity. The construction of a continuous history gives coherence to 
fragmentary experiences, makes it possible to establish patterns, and to provide 
explanations for what happened. The fictional theme park, which can be 
regarded as the epitome of the current ‘heritage—culture’, is meant to serve the 
needs of present-day visitors, who want to amuse themselves, perhaps finding 
some continuity and meaning in the nostalgically adapted past, which might 
help them to make sense of the fragmentary presence. 

In sum, the committee’s activities as well as the private experiences of 
Martha and other characters illustrate de Certeau’s thesis that “the past is the 
fiction of the present”.2+3 These fictions differ according to the “myth-kitty” (E, 
148) and the needs of the present, but they will never represent a ‘true’ copy of 
the past. By foregrounding the processes of construction which result in the 
invention of national characteristics, the novel shows that the tools forging the 
selection and enhancement of features which are ultimately presented as 
“English“ are largely Anglo-Saxon, middle—class, and male. The English 
tradition that is the result of this process comes dangerously close to being 
chauvinist, xenophobic, and racist. It is, however, not the factual existence of 
past events or specific character traits that England England calls into 
question, but man’s ability to know or faithfully represent the true course of 
history; Any attempt at constructing Englishness by having recourse to the past 
is bound to result in just another invented tradition, serving primarily as a 

' 2 0  Michel de Certeau, The Writing oisiary, tr. Tom Conley {New York: Columbia UP, 1983), 
1 0. 
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means of coming to terms with the present. Exhibiting the biases and problems 
of current versions of Englishness, and presenting a “scandalous analysis of 
our nation’s glorious past” (E, 92), England, England forcefully illustrates that 
“[g]etting its history wrong is part of becoming a nation?“ 

Exhibiting many of the biases and problems of current versions of Eng- 
lishness, and presenting two versions of Englishness one might usefully reject, 
Barnes once again raises ethical questions and suggests that England may be in 
need of new traditions. After all, in the 19th century Englishmen — with a little 
help from historians like John R. Seeley — managed to invent a new tradition of 
Britain as an imperial nation when they realised that the older self—image of 
freedom-loving Englishmen no longer served the needs of an imperial power. 
Moreover, England, England displays some features of Englishness that do not 
bear any overt chauvinist or separatist connotations and might serve as a 
starting point for the invention of new traditions: One of the recurring motifs 
of the novel is St. George, “patron saint of England, Aragon and Portugal, as 
well as protector of Genoa and Venice” (E, 12, 47, 265). 

4 

The fourth new departure I would like to discuss briefly is a merging of 
realism and experiment. As Julian Barnes’ novel indicates, the simple 
opposition between ‘postmodernism’, which is often held to be anti- 
representational and experimental, and ‘realism’, which is said to be 
representational and characterised by its lack of formal experiments, is far too 
simple. Malcolm Bradbury already pointed out in 1994 that David Lodge 
should be termed an ‘experimental realist’.22 As I have tried to show in a 
former article, even in the 1960s and 1970s there are novelists such as Doris 
Lessing, John Fowles, David Lodge, and B. S. Johnson, whose works are 
characterised both by representational, features and by formal experiments.23 
Since then, the number of novels which combine securing opposites has grown 
remarkably. In The Information (1995), for instance, Martin Amis parodies 
nearly all the characteristics of nineteenth-century authorial narration and 
refuses to conform to the dogmas of political correctness, while simultaneously 

21 Julian Barnes in Penelope Denning, “Inventing England”, The irish Times 8 Sept. 1993, an 
interview about England, England, (access for subscribers only): 
{http :!!www.irelandnonafsoriptsisearchfhighlight.p1x?TextRes=Ju1ian%20bames&Path>. 

22 See Malcolm Bradbury, The Modern British Novel ¡873-200! (London: Penguin, 2000 
P199413, 377. 

23 See Vera Nünning, “Parodie, Metatiktion und die Transformation des realistischen Erz'ahlens 
im englischen Roman von 1960 bis 1980: Die ‘experimentellen Realisten’ Doris Lessing, John 
Fowles, David Lodge und B. S. J ohnson“ in Vera and Ansgar Nt‘mning (eds), Klassi‘ker and 
Strömungen des engiisclren Romans im 20. Jahrhundert, 37-115. 
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presenting a gripping story, which involves, among other things, the abduction 
of a child by a violent maniac. Fay Weldon continues to deal with feminist 
tºpics in her novel Splitting (1995), which is concerned with the identity 
problems of a female character suffering from multiple-identity syndrome, 
which is aptly fictionalised by having the different ‘selves’ of this character 
presenting their own stories and talking to each other. Kazuo Ishiguro’s T ne 
Uncorrected (1995) features a Kafkaesque world in which it is no longer 
possible to decide what is ‘representational’ and what is not. These novels 
challenge the fictional illusion of reality and question realist conventions, but 
they are far from dispensing with them entirely. They are “in the Great 
Tradition — but with a Difference“;24 the difference being that they cross the 
border between realism and experiment. It is no longer possible to neatly 
categorise novels into being either representational or anti-representational; 
rather, they combine elements of both. 

The combination of parody —— quite often held to be a representative feature 
of postmodern, anti-representational fiction — with the telling of a story With a 
plot that is full of suspense, sports many references to the real world and 
invites the reader to identify with the main characters is one of the most 
outstanding characteristics of Martin Amis’ The Information. Whereas his 
earlier work, especially London Fields (1989) can quite safely be subsumed 
under the heading of .‘postmodemism’, Amis’ work of the late 19903 tends to 
unite seeming Opposites. On the one hand, he provides a gripping, realistic 
story, on the other hand, he parodies nearly all of the features of the specific 
type of realism he employs in his novel. 

In many ways Amis’ work, which centres around the frustrated novelist 
Richard Tull, whose major aim in life is to ‘fuck up’ his former friend Gwyn 
Barry, because he simply cannot stomach Gwyn’s success as a novelist, 
resembles a nineteenth-century novel. The sheer size of the book, which runs 
to five hundred pages, the range and cast of characters from different social 
classes, the use of an omniscient (and quite garrulous) narrator, the 
interminement of a plot and a subplot involving revenge, marital problems, 
adultery, and the'endangering of private life by criminals — all of these features 
suggest that Amis consciously places his book in the tradition of nineteenth— 
century realism. At the same time, however, Amis parodies many features of 
authorial narration. There is an authorial narrator who often evaluates what is 
going on, voices his opinions, generalises, comments on plot and characters, 
poses rhetorical. questions, addresses the readers, appeals for their sympathies 
and plays with their expectations. The narrator also uses flashforwards which 
serve to keep the reader in suspense, and he seems to delight in metanarrative 

' 24 Lars Ole Sauerberg, Intercultural Voices in Contemporary British Literature: The Implosion 
of Empire (Basingstoke: Palgrave, 2001), 109. 
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comments. But whereas the omniscient narrator in nineteenth—century realist 
novels guides and reassures the reader, who knows that common values will 
not be violated, Martin Amis uses the traditional device of the authorial 
narrator to quite different ends. 

The most outstanding characteristic of Amis’ narrator is his amoral stance. 
In Spite of his many value judgements, the narrator refuses to criticise many 
outrageous thoughts and actions. The relentless thoughts of Steve Cousins, for 
instance, are presented without any disclaimers, as the following quote 
illustrates: “Steve was still in a lenient mood, after his recent success. He had 
beaten up the man from the Ten O’Clock News: and, the next night, it was on 
the Ten O’Clock News. You do a newscaster: and they give you a newscast 
about it. Now that’s the way the world’s supposed to be run.”25 Passages like 
this create the impression that the narrator implicitly sanctions the distorted 
views of a criminal character, who has aptly been described as “the 
quintessential [...] decadent devil".26 Amis’ flaunting of politically correct 
attitudes is implicit, for instance, in that he presents racism as though it 
conferred subtle advantages on blacks, which is reflected in the advice the 
cruel thug Steve Cousins gives to the black driving instructor Crash: “‘Out 
there in the little Metro. Some rich flip sits herself down on your courting 
finger. And if she so much as blinks you go: ‘Raciss!’ [...] Enjoy it, mateº” (I, 
57). In contrast to omniscient narrators in Victorian novels, who reinforced 
common values and “assert[ed] that this world is one”? the narrator in Amis’ 
novels attacks rather than reinforces common values; he serves to tear the 
fictional world apart rather than to unify it. 

The moral impact of narratorial comments directed against widely accepted 
norms is undercut, however, by the extensive use of parody. The narrator, for 
instance, parodies the heroic style used in many Victorian novels in order to 
render the heroes’ fateful decisions, when he describes the protagonist’s state 
of mind after having hit upon an idea of how to harm his rival Gwyn: 
“Nonetheless, he was decided. He even raised his chin for a moment in simple 
heroism. His nostrils widened. Richard Tull had resolved to send Gwyn Barry 
a copy of the Sunday New York Times” (I, 66). Such passages create an ironic 
distance between the narrator and the protagonist, who is the main focalizer in 
this novel. Moreover, other parodic and metafictional asides highlight the 
difference between Victorian and modern mores, as the following rhetorical 
questions which draw attention to the characters’ use of language illustrate: 
“What was that Richard said, bent over the netpost? ‘Oh Jesus. Nda! Piece of 

25 Martin Amis, The Information (London: HarperCollins, 1996), ?3. Further page references in 
the text (abbreviated as “I”). 

26 Janis F. Bellow, “Necropolis of the Heart [rev. art: The Information, and See-bath ’s Theater-]”, 
Partisan Review 62 (199?), 699-718, 703. 

27 Elizabeth D. Ennarth, TheEngiish Novel in History 1840—1895 (London: Routledge, 1997), 39. 



252 Vera Nünning 

shit.’ What was that Gwyn said, standing in the tramlines? “Richard, you’re a 
gilder of lilies’” (I, 108). 

The style and the content of such imitations illustrate both the difference 
between traditional and contemporary ways of viewing the world and the 
inadequacy of older conventions. They also emphasise the lack of a common 
moral standard. In contrast to the stern and respectable Victorian narrators, 
their counterpart in The Information Sports wilfully subjective views. Many 
value judgements, for instance, are both idiosyncratic and contradictory: When 
Richard snobbishly claims never to have been to Arnerica, the narrator 
comments: “I quite agree. What an asshole” (I, 132), only to modify this 
statement on the next page: “In mitigation, it should be said that an asshole is 
not the same thing as an arsehole" (I, 133). 

In spite of his posture, Amis’ narrator turns out not to be omniscient at all. 
His foreshadowings, for instance, are contradictory and quite often not 
correct.28 It does not come as a surprise, therefore, that be repeatedly admits 
that what he told before “wasn’t quite true” (I, 25 8, 306) and asks both himself 
and the reader, “how can I ever play the omniscient, the all-knowing, when I 
don’t know anything?” (I, 63). Although in contrast to Richard Tull’s latest 
novel, another flop titled Untitled, The Information does not boast of a 
“rotating crew of sixteen unreliable narrators” (I, 170) with a climax “in which 
five unreliable narrators converse on crossed mobile-phone lines while stuck in 
the same revolving door” (1, 324), it features an omniscient narrator who is 
deliberately provocative, sometimes contradictory, and anything but 
omniscient or reliable. _ 

The parody of traditional features of omniscient narration heightens the 
' reader’s awareness of the narrator’s lack of knowledge. Thus the narrator 

ridicules the Victorian predilection for eXplaining everything satisfactorily 
when he engages in longwinded explanations of meaningless details — he 
discusses, for instance, five different reasons why the minor character Crash 
was called Crash (I, 54). In contrast to such volubility, the narrator proves to 
be unable to provide any enlightenment concerning more important issues. In 
an imitation of the Victorian manner to raise — and then, of course, to answer —- 
questions which provide the key for an understanding of the intricacies of 
human motivation, the narrator asks himself and the reader: “But did [Richard] 
hate Gwyn any less? That would have been the key to it. Did he hate Gwyn 
any less?” (I, 286). Not only is this question never answered —— which 
emphasises the narrator’s ignorance —, it turns out to be irrelevant in the first 

23 See, for instance, the prediction: “And violence wouldn‘t come for Richard. It would come for 
Marco” (I, 133). This prediction is borne out by many other incidents and the fact that Steve 
Cousins eventually abducts the child. Near the end, however, the narrator reassures the reader: 
“But comedy has two opposites; and tragedy, fortunately, is only one of them. Never fear. 
You are in safe hands. Decomin will be strictly observed.” (1, 479) 
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place. The narrator’s lack of knowledge concerning the key issue of human 
motivation, which is what holds the plot together and makes it possible to 
understand what is going on, is highlighted by his confession that he does not 
have a clue concerning the motivation that leads to the more sinister actions 
threatening the life of Richard’s son and other characters: “Don’t look. You 
won’t find it, because it’s gone. I’m sorry. I’m sorry” (I, 170). 

The extensive use of parody emphasises the inadequacy of realist narrative 
conventions that cannot represent the fragmentation and discontinuity of 
modern life. As several metafictional comments in The Information illustrate, 
traditional genres and conventional narrative tools are of no use to 
contemporary novelists. The old forms have lost the power to impose order 
and meaning, and new forms have not yet emerged. In the end Richard raises 
the question: “now what? […] How do we burst clear of all this? [...] whither 
the novel?” (1, 435—36), but, deepite its title, The Information provides no 
answer to this and other important questions. Because of its simultaneous use 
and questioning of realist narrative devices, Amis’ novel is one of those 
contemporary works that may be said to be in the ‘Great Tradition’ «— but with 
a difference; a difference that results in crossing the border between realism 
and experiment. 

Let me end my short overview by pointing out yet another tendency which 
intersects with the four developments I have identified. This trend is 
characterised by a development towards mternationalisation, a growing 
concern with what Lars Ole Sauerberg in his latest book has called 
‘intercultural diversity’, and ‘a compound voice".2gb This development is 
manifested, for example, in the interest of many British writers in non-British 
settings and themes on the one hand, and the exploration of mold—ethnic 
experiences in Great Britain on the other hand. The interest in “thematic 
elements such as national and sub—national identity formation and cultural 
intersection" results, in Sauerberg’s words, in “a literature which merges rather 
than dissolves traditions and experiences?” Sauerberg’s findings, therefore, 
testify to the prevalence of the new concerns discussed in this article, for they 
confirm not only the interest in ethics and national identity, but also the 
merging of realism and eXperiment, i. e. of quite different narrative 
conventions and traditions. 

5 

Instead of a summary, I would like to emphasise once again the discursive and 
constructive nature of any label we might want to fix on what is currently 

29 Sauerberg, Intercultural Voices, 29ft, 151. 
30 Sauerberg, Intercultural Voices, I I? ,  3. 
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going on in British literature. Since we are always dealing with constructed 
models of postmodernisms, or ‘post-postmodemisms’, I want to suggest that 
we at least attempt to bring some clarity into studies of ‘post-postmodemisms’ 
by laying open the criteria according to which these phenomena are 
constructed and analysed. Instead of subsuming anything and everything under 
fashionable new labels, we should try to keep our eyes and minds open for new 
departures in contemporary literature, some of which I have tried to sketch in 
my short account of four recent trends in British fiction. These new departures 
cannot neatly be divided into ‘schools’ or anything of the sort; they rather 
testify to current concerns and new ways of dealing with established narrative 
conventions. It therefore does not come as a surprise that there is a certain 
amount of overlap between the various trends outlined above, which highlights 
the fact that some of the authors are interested in more than one new 
development at the same time. If one wanted to come up with a sort of 
umbrella concept, designating an interest that is shared by many of the authors 
that I have discussed, it would be the return to ethical questions and a renewed 
interest in narratives. As I have tried to show in this article, this do es not mean, 
however, that British authors at the turn of the century just nostalgically hark 
back to former times and choose to ignore the developments that led to 
postmodernist fiction; they rather pursue exciting new roads, the destinations 
and intersections of which have yet to be eitplcred. 


