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Contemporary American Fiction

“The American writer in the middle of the 20th century has his hands full in trying to understand, and then describe, and then make credible much of the American reality.  It stupefies, it sickens, it infuriates, and finally it is even a kind of embarrassment to one’s own meager imagination.  The actuality is continually outdoing our talents, and the culture tosses up figures almost daily that are the envy of any novelist....When Edmund Wilson says that after reading Life magazine he feels that he does not belong to the country depicted there, that he does not live in that country, I think I understand what he means.” 

-- from Philip Roth, “Writing American Fiction” (1961)

“American literature does offer the most persistent, the most poignantly heroic example of recurrent literary compulsion, not at all confined to our literature, to believe in the possibility of a new style.  The new American style was meant to release hitherto unexpressed dimensions of the self into space where it would encounter and cultivate spaces of England and of English books, the spaces from which Lawrence escaped to the American West.” -- Richard Poirier, A World Elsewhere (1966)

“Where the novel of Joyce, for example, aimed to find beneath the mass of undifferentiated experience an archetypal unity, the novel today often unfolds an unending atomization of personality and an ambivalence without limit.  The proliferation of narratives broken in time and space, of characters who are historyless and often futureless, does not aim at uncovering the essential coherence of life, but at revolting against the determinism of age, death and personality....Fiction provides model of behavior which show how people are protecting themselves.” -- from Josephine Hendin, Vulnerable People: A View of American Fiction Since 1945 (1978)

“All through the modernist era, literature, like disciplined thought and art in general, continued to be energized by a shared confidence in the writer’s fundamental power over everything contingent.  It was a power to transcend confusion; to bring equilibrium out of conflict; to reconcile those contradictions which are paralyzing or worse; to restore balance, remedy deprivation, reverse entropy, substitute protocols of concord and relation for evolutionary turbulence; to give freely, and sympathize, and control; to demonstrate the immediate sensible reality of love and freedom or their terrible opposites; and in all these ways to augment a human future still conceived as potentially open and reparative.  Now, instead, writing is produced which is by, and for, and mostly about survivors -- persons living on after the decisive things have happened -- as if no one could remember any other condition of being.” -- from Warner Berthoff, A Literature Without Qualities: American Writing Since 1945 (1979)

“In attitudes, recognitions, ideologies, disturbances, and techniques, [the American novel since 1945] is a fiction that molded itself to post-atomic ideas and responses and reached out to become something new.  We have an era, really sustained for the first time, of what we may broadly call ‘American modernism,’ the rough equivalent in fiction of abstract expressionism or action painting, of the nouvelle vague in cinema, of the post Pound-Williams era in poetry, of serial and electronic music, of increasing forms of abstraction which have characterized all the arts....The matter of America can only make sense in this lengthening postwar era by way of techniques of dislocation, jarring, upsetting of expectations in narrative, character and scene, value systems.” -- from Frederick R. Karl, American Fictions 1940-1980 (1983)

“Philip Roth spoke of the multiplicity of the American cultural experience, which boggles the novelist’s mind; [John] Barth cited the ‘exhaustion’ of the traditional modes of plot and narration; many writers stress entropy (Henry Adams’ concept now become fashionable), the winding down of our energies; others warn of the apocalypse, in which black and white will together find their doom.  Donald Barthelme mocks all those who formulate these warnings.  Others continue their faith in renewal, dreams, fantasy, escape into space, the redemptive power of the land, nature as salvation.  All are American experiences, many of them contradictory, and yet, often, criss-crossing in the same author…For our own era, since the Second World War, realism in fiction must embrace as many ‘realities’ as we discover in our culture.” – Frederick R. Karl, American Fictions 1940-1980
“Clearly, if public and critical interest in the novel has declined, it has done so in large part  because the novel over the past decade has dramatically lost authority both as an art form and as an instrument for reflecting and educating public consciousness…However gifted Bellow, Barth, Pynchon, Mailer, Roth, Heller, Updike, Hawkes, Gaddis and our other important novelists may be, we somehow do not look to them for intellectual and imaginative leadership, as at one time we looked to major novelists of the twenties and thirties…The great demythifying function of the novel seems to have come to an end in a cultural situation in which there seems to be little of importance left to demythify and which has actually been engaged for years in a self-destructive process of demythifying itself…Disaster has become not only our central preoccupying experience, but our principal fantasy of salvation.” -- John W. Aldridge, The American Novel and the Way We Live Now (1983)
