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to the narrative itself, is also titled "Flight to Canada." In
it, Raven flaunts his escape from Swille's plantation, bragging
of how he returned numerocus times, slept in Swille's bed, drank
from his wine cellar, slept with his prime Quadroon, and poisoned
his 0ld Crow. What irritates Swille the most is that Raven used
his literacy, "the most powerful thing in the pre-technological
pre-post-rational age," to "betray" Swille: Raven forges freedom
papers and alters Swille's books so that he has no invoices for
newly purchased slaves. In short, Raven, like Reed, rewrites
history. Raven's poem, then, is for him also a form of freedomn,
for it encapsulates and claims as its own the very history that
it foreshadows in the novel.

The novel proper begins with a brief narration by Raven,
given in italics, which in placés directly states what many
postmodern historical fictionists, and Reed most especially, are
now exploring in their writings: "Who is to say what is fact and
what is fiction?" (7). Instead of acceptfhg respohsibility for
the decision--a near impossibility anyhow, considering the often
contradictory nature of historical documentation--Reed keeps the
reader asking "Where does fact leave off and fiction begin?" and
"Why does the perfectly rational, in its own time, often sound
like mumbo-jumbo?" (10). However, the message is presented most
emphatically by Raven's earlier assertion "It will always be a
mystery, history. New disclosures are as bizarre as the most
bizarre fantasy" (8). The eclecticism of Flight to Canada itself
illuminates the truth of this statement.

Raven's first-person narration switches at this point into
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a third~person narrative. We see Raven sitting at Massa Swille's
kitchen table, reminiscing about his experiences as a prelude to
- writing them down in what will become the history of himself and

those who populate the text of Flight to Canada. The plantation,

we learn, has been magnanimously converted into a home for

"blacksmiths, teachers, sculptors, [and] writers" at Raven's
suggestion (11). The centers of control have shifted, and an
African~American voice in art has displaced the white power
structure. But only by progressing through the novel can we see

5; , how this transformation came about. Therefore, from the second

chapter forward Flight to Canada is entirely a flashback. The
narrative has a circularity common to postmodern texts: it
essentially begins where the novel physically ends. Thus, by

5 showing the continual interplay of past and présent, Reed's

?‘ technique underscores his concern with the relevance of history
| to the present.

The structure of Flijht to Canada from this point can be
seen as béth an inversion and parody of traditional slave
narratives, the foundatioﬁ of the African-American literary
tradition, the patadigmatic example being Narrative of the Life
i of Frederick Douglass (1845), wherein Douglass recounts his

escape to the North in 1838. Slaves in "actual" history first
? had to obtain freedom before they could give voice to their
enslavement, in a sense repeating it through autobiographical

narration. But in the plot of Flight to Canada, Raven makes his

"egcape" first in his poem and then bodily in his movement to

H Canada as his story, in flashback, is revealed.
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Though Reed is parodying slave narratives, emphasizing that
history (and his story) is made of many stories, most of which
have been suppressed by the "official" records, he is evidently
incensed by the appropriation of such autobiographies by white

culture. The first section of Flight to Canada, entitled "Naughty

Harriet," depicts Harriet Beecher Stowe stealing the story for

Uncle Tom's Cabin from an earlier slave narrative, The Life of

Josiah Henson, Formerly a Slave. For Reed, this act of

"borrowing”™ is unconscionable and constitutes a spiritual
destruction:

[Henson's story] was short, but it was his. It was

all he had. His story. A man's story is his gris-gris,

you know. Taking his story is like taking his gris-

gris. The thing that is himself. 1It's like robbing a

man of his Etheric Double. (FC 8) 1

In Flight to Canada, Reed attempts to wrestle the text of
history away from those who would control it, i.e., Harriet
Beecher Stowe and other abolitionists and historians who have
"authenticated" slave narratives. Moreover, Reed is unwilling to
allow white sociéty to take historical credit for the freedom of
the slaves or to further promote what he sees as a false history,
i.e., that black slaves relied on the "Great Emancipator" Abraham
Lincoln for their freedom. Therefore, in Flight to Canada we see
Reed's characters liberating themselves, some through physical
action and others, like Raven, through narrative.

Later in the novel, we learn Raven is actually writing the

story of Uncle Robin, Swille's most trusted house slave. Raven,
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a fellow black man and slave, is asked to write Uncle Robin's
story so that he may have the protection that Uncle Tom (i.e.,
Josiah Henson) did not have. Though Uncle Robin is modeled on
Uncle Tom, Reed presents him much less superficially. Uncle
Robin's public behavior is that of the loyal and humble house
slave, but his private behavior is manifest rebellion. His
faithful, docile and unintelligent manner is only an illusion for
the benefit of his oppressors; in their absence, Uncle Robin
cunningly plots against them. We are privileged, then, to see
events and behaviors otherwise suppressed by an appropriated
history.

Like Reed, Uncle Robin wants to clandestinely sabotage the
establishment. His desires are realized at the end of the novel
where we learn that he has gradually pdisoned Swille over time
with doses of Coffee~Mate and re-~written Swille's will in his own
favor. Uncle Robin's action may be seen as a linguistic short-
circuiting of the process of dynastic inheritance; which suggests
one of Reed's recurrent themes: the autonomy and continuity of
(white) oppression can be broken, and freedom can be attained.
But freedom of what kind? There is ambiguity inherent in the
term. For Uncle Robin, at this point, it is physical freedom,
the complement of the more important spiritual freedom that he
has had all along. As Charles DeArman notes, "Freedom from the
psychological, emotional, and intellectual cant imposed on
[slaves] by their masters is the means by which to come to exist
for one's self" (166). Uncle Robin has always known this. For

him, slavery is a state of mind, one he escaped even in bondage.
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Canada, too, is less a place than a state of mind, the
equivalent of freedom. Early in the novel, Uncle Robin says of
Swille's plantation "this is my Canada" (19), for he knows that
freedom is anywhere he makes it. The historical Canada is but
one possible destination for Raven and his fellow escapees,
Leechfield and 40s. 1Initially they flee to the American West,
where they learn that Canada is not the refuge they believed it
to be. Reed seems to be aware that many slaves were often
illegally brought back from Canada; those who stayed often

endured great injustices due to the color of their skin. The

‘indirection in the plot and the undercutting of Canada as the

equivalent of freedom illustrates that there is no geographical
place of ideal freedom for African-Americans. Reed is showing

that black Cémelots do not exist--in America or Canada}or

anywhere--while at the same time a white Camelot (the American
South) thrives, built upon the suffering of blacks. But this is
not an easy or quick lessén to learn. Unlike Uncle kobin, Raven
and his fellow escapees do not realize that the physical freedom
they seek is but half the battle.

In documentiﬁg the various "methods" of escape, Reed shows
that physical escape did not mean freedom from social stigma or
the image of blacks in the white mind. We learn what has happened
to Leechfield and 40s when Raven goes to visit them and encourage
them to band together for "the cause." Leechfield is selling his
body for pornographic photo sessions in order to earn money to
buy his freedom, and 40s is holed up with a shotgun, ready to

kill anyone who wants to enslave him again. Neither one is
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interested in the race issue, only in themselves. Moreover, they
see Raven as a "house nigger" deferential to the white man. Reed
is pointing out that their failure to pull together now, though
irrational, is indicative of the rivalry caused from the social
structure on the plantation, i.e., the separation of house and
field slaves. Because they believe that in order to retain self-
esteem they must relingquish their racial identity, they have lost
a sense of identification with their ancestors and a future
orientation with their race (DeArman 170).

Flight to Canada also illustrates that the stereotypical

image of the black man as a heathen ignores the positive aspects
of black diversity. Reed, therefore, fashions characters of many
types, emphasizing that the slaves were hot as one~dimensional as
history and cultural sterébtypes would lead us to believe. As we
have seen, Raven, Leechfield, and 40s are each unique, individual
characters. But Reed offers us as well the quintessential model
of the historical slave in Cato, Swille's most lofal and
dedicated servant, and perhaps the true Uncle Tom. To the other
slaves, Cato is a “yelldw Judas." Unlike Uncle Robin, his
servitude is not feigned. All Cato's actions reflect his belief
in the myth that all blacks must be dutiful servants of whites,
i.e., the social ideoclogy of the 0id South.41n essence, Flight to
Canada shows that Cato is his master's tool and surrogate: he
betrays his fellow slaves by informing on them, and he helps
delete the "heathenism" of blacks by turning them onto the "Jesus
cult" (53).

Reed's sympathies obviously do not reside with Cato, for he
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has been mis-educated by white society into a belief that his
race is somehow inferior. However, Cato does illustrate that the
belief in racial inferiority may be ingrained in blacks; it has
been perpetuated over the generations, and has worked against the
black masses by keeping them oppressed and subservient, even into
the modern age. ‘Essentially, history itself has shaped the
collective mind-set. For perpetuating the belief in black
inferiority, Reed points the finger of blame at blacks as well as
whites, as is evident not only in his depiction of Cato, but also
in his less-than-admirable portrayals of certain black characters
in Flight to Canada.

Nevertheless, in Flight gg Canada, Reed reserves the least

flattering portrayals for whites, especially those associated
with Swille, who are characterized as being either racist or
ignorant or both. We see this illustrated in a scene in which two
Nebraskaites who are working for Swille arrive in Emancipation
City to "claim" Raven and return him to slavery. The Nebraskaites
are familiar with Raven's poem and, in a surprisingly civil
manner, discuss it with him, expressing their belief that it
could not be autbbiographical, for "that would have been too
complicated for a slave" (63). Moreover, they completely miss
the point of-Raven‘s lament, in a speech that echoes Ralph

Ellison's Invisible Man, that slavery has made him "involuntarily

the comrade of the inanimate®:

'TI am property. I am a thing. I am the same species
as any other kind of property. We form a class, a family

of things. This long black deacon's bench decorated with
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painted white roses I'm sitting on is worth more than me--

five hundred dollars. Superior to me.'

'Fine thought. Fine thought. You see, I told you

they can think in the abstract.' the short one said. (64)

By limiting the roles of these two white men in this way,
Reed is not only criticizing their views but also reversing the
one-dimensionality imposed upon blacks by both history and
literature. In short, Reed makes the white Nebraskaites into
stock characters who can do no more than espouse conventional,
racist beiiefs, which are, according to Reed, all too common and
acceptable in contemporary American society.

Reed further addresses the historical representation of
minorities in Flight to Canada by incorporating the character
Quaw Quaw Tralaralafa. Quaw Quaw, a Native American, is renoﬁned
for performing Indian dances on the college circuit. According
to Raven, however, she has "sold out" to the establishment by
allowing herself to be exploited for the purpose of entertainment
alone: "Look, Quaw Quaw, they want your Indian; that's what they
want and you're giving it to them. You're the exotic of the new
feudalism® (96).V Raven refuses to act in the same way, for he
fears the consequences of offering himself and his culture unto
the establishment: "They're going to get your Indian and my Slave
on microfilm ... and then they're going to put you on the nickel
and me on a stamp, and that'll be the end of it" (96). In short,
Reed is pointing out here that the dominant culture destroys all
sense of ethnicity by turning it into a commodity, one that can

be both controlled and contained. And for Reed, this is yet
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another example of the appropriation and subjugation of minority
culture.

Although Quaw Quaw counters Raven's criticisms of her, Reed
quickly undercuts her position and gives special credence to
Raven's statements regarding race. In response to Raven's claim
that she is detached from her heritage, Quaw‘Quaw accuses Raven
of being too concerned with "that race stuff" and adds: "You're
too ethnic. You should be more universal." He replies: "How can
I be universal with a steel collar around my neck and my hands
cuffed all the time and my feet bound?" (96). Raven's question
here stands as a metaphor which illuminates the cultural slavery
that Reed believes still exists in America.

According to Reed, the white cultural establishment is
perpetuating the tradition of maﬁipulating and suppressing the
contributions of not only blacks but all minority groups. This is
a point underscored by Raven's later verbal attack on Quaw Quaw's
husband, Yankee Jack, a "respectable" white pirate and Reed's
guintessential white man:

'Tt's unearthly the way you hold sway over the

American sehsibility. They see, read and listen to what

you want them to read, see and listen to. You decide

the top forty, the best-seller list and the Academy

Awards. Breaking the legs of your rivals, making them

offers they can’t refuse.' (150)

‘For Reed, African-Americans lack not only freedom, but also
the power and the ability to effect any significant change in

American society. Slavery, according to Reed, has not been lost
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but merely transformed, maintained in covert ways by the dominant
power structure of America. To rectify the inequality, and to
take control of the present, Reed overtly reclaims and reshapes
the appropriated past, thus underscoring a scathing critique of

- contemporary society that is both accurate and hard to ignore.

In Flight to Canada, Reed questions, reinterprets, and

revises American history, forcing it to conform to his Neo-HooDoo
aesthetic. Of course, this radical approach has brought Reed
numerous detractors. In a recent essay, entitled "The Tradition
of Serious Comedy in Afro-American Literature," Reed acknowledges
the difficulties in bringing his Neo-HooDooism to the reading
public:

Employing styles associated with Afro-American culture

... can often invite misunderstanding in a society whose

intellectual and cultural leaderships embrace ambivaleﬁt

attitudes toward Afro-American culture. (Shrovetide 135)

Reed is far from ambivalent in his attitudes toward culture,
and far from subtle in Conveying them. Not surprisingly, his use
of unconventional techniques to further his ambitious qgal has
not found easy acceptance. Because of his radical approaches to
history and litefaﬁure, Reed himself has been often dismissed for
not being a writer of "serious" literature, and his reputation ié
commonly subsumed under the often derogatory euphemism of
satirist, as if this form of writing "relegated his stature as an
artist to some nebulous corner of the absurd, or else ... allowed

him to be dismissed summarily" (Gates, Rev. of FC 79).
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Although the eclecticism of Reed's work in general has led
many critics to disregard it as mere farce and a forum for the
author to display his virtuosity, such views ignore the intent

behind a work like Flight to Canada. For Reed, and other

postmodern historical novelists, many of the "facts" from history
are both as fabricated and incredible as fiction. Fact and
fiction overlap, and only when the two are juxtaposed, as they
are in Reed's novel, can one see the similarities. And although
Reed is self-consciously performing and parading his artistic
abilities in his writings, his purpose runs much deeper than mere
entertainment, and it is more profound. Foremost, Reed is
interested in a reformation of the imagination and the dominant
cultural mind-set. Reed's brand of revisionism thus makes use of
history and foregrounds uncertainty in order to promote a
viewpoint that helps collapse the Eurocentric and Negrophobic
traditions in American culture. But Reed is also rewriting the
past in order to destroy the traditional hierarchies of fact and
fiction, thereby forcing us to challenge our acceptance of
historical truths. |

As Flight ;g Canada illustrates, writing in the novel is a

means of escape to a better, if not perfect, world. And we cannot
avoid the implication that this is true for the writer behind the
novels, Ishmael Reed himself. Robert Fox astutely suggests that
such an endeavor is the "paradigmatic situation of the black
litérary artist in'his/her struggle against silence and for self-
definition" (71). In an analogous way, postmodernists such as

Reed are acknoWledging\thé fact that history itself may not be
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silenced~-it forever struggles to be (re)known. Their ironic
recycling of prior forms, parodic reinterpretations of the past,
and intertextual transformations of history into fictional art
give voice not only to this revision of history, but also to a
new identity for us as Americans.

For Reed, this project is ultimately one of incorporating
both African-American and European traditions into a pluralistic
world view, as he acknowledges in the essay "Serious Comedy in
Afro-American Literature": "Instead of dismissing the entire
Afro-American oral tradition as a pile of backward mumbo-jumbo,
perhaps we can learn through it to tolerate cultures that are
different from our own, and maybe this knowledge will help us
solve éome of the complex problems that face our world" (Writin'

141) .
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Chapter Five: T. Coraghessan Boyle and Water Music

The work of T. Coraghessan Boyle, like that of both E.L.

Doctorow and Ishmael Reed, is informed by the belief that history

is textually documented and, therefore, problematic. Although
Boyle has been less vocal than either Doctorow or Reed about his
philosophies regarding fiction, it is evident that he shares the
g idea that history and fiction are inseparable forms of narrative,
and that a viable (perhaps only) way to understand the former is
through the latter. History is a series of possible truths, but
no singular truth has precedence. It is this attitude, as
,expressed in his novels, that makes Boylé>a writer of postmodern

historical fiction, one who sees above all things the "gaps" in

the historical record where documented "facts" are questionable.
Boyle's task and practice is then to capitalize upon these gaps
and offer an alternative history. Such practice is at the basis

of much of Boyle's work, but it is displayed best in Boyle's

first novel, Water Music (1981).

Before discussing the novel in detail, however, let us
consider first Boyle's beliefs and intentions as a writer éf
postmodern historical fiction. Boyle recognizes that history,
which has been traditionally considered to be non-fictional,
comes under close scrutiny in postmodern historical writing.
Boyle is acutely aware of how both those directly involved in

historical events and subsequent historians have rewritten the
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past to conform to either individual or collective interpreta-
tions. In short, they have, however inadvertently, rewritten
history, shattering the presumed objectivity of the past.

Like both Doctorow and Reed, Boyle thus attempts to point
out the relativity of textualized history and the fallacy of
believing that historical texts somehow embody a past "reality."
Boyle sees historical texts as varieties of fiction because they
contradict themselves and one another; he is, therefore, free to
self-consciously rewrite history through fiction and propose
alternative realities. He does so by playing with the supposedly
objective narratives of his historical sources and showing them
to be subjective, thereby underscoring the inaccuracy of all
historical documentation.

Like Docterow; Boyle capitalizes upon those aspects of ;
history that are least documented and most ambiguous. But Boyle

is not bound by realism or verisimilitude to the extent that

Doctorow is. In Water Music, the anachronisms are more blatant,
the parody is more obvious, and the tone is more jocular, less

reverential, than in Doctorow's Billy Bathgate. Moreover,

Boyle's feel for the absurd lends a guality to his work that, on
the one hand, destroys the illusions that Doctorow so admirably
maintains yet, on the other hand, allows for a stronger parallel
to contemporary American culture.

Boyle speaks in acknowledgeﬁent of this fact in a fairly
recent interview, commenting upon his fictions: "I like to use
history as part of the myth that informs what we are now, rather

than reproducing factually what might have happened ... what I
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want to end up with is a story that uses the history, the

characters and the place as elements in a satisfactory, artistic

- whole" (Brisick 72). Boyle's idea regarding history as myth is

significant for contemporary writers of historical fiction in
that it illustrates their efforts to rewrite mythic meaning by
reinterpreting the past.

Nevertheless, Boyle does not take his revisions of the past

to the extreme that Ishmael Reed does in Flight to Canada. Like

Reed, Boyle contradicts the public record, flaunts anachronismns,
and injects an irreverent humor into his novel. But Boyle is not

attempting to displace the historical record in Water Music.

Instead, he is suppleménting it and restoring what has literally
been lost over time. For Boyle, like Doctorow, history is still
very much a road map; yet Boyle, like Reed, has no fear of
occasionally veering off the road in order to elucidate a point,

an endeavor that is well exampled in Water Music.

Water Music (1981) is a fictional account of the travels of

the famous Scottish explorer Mungo Park and his ventures into the
interior of West Africa between 1795 and 1806. It is evident
from the structure of the novel that Park is central to the
narrative, for each of the three sections takes its title from
his actions: Y“"Niger" recounts his first visit to Africa, "Yarrow"
his trip back to England, andv"Niger Redux" his disastrous foray
into Africa a second time. And in telling Park's story, Boyle
draws heavily upon his sources for details (e.g., the time frame

of Park's journeys and the settings in various African and

74



English localities). Due to this, Boyle's account is one that
might be shelved alongside the historical documents he has

consulted. In most respects, Water Music is a painstakingly

researched historical narrative.
But Boyle adds to the history informing his novel and
further blurs the tenuous distinctions between fact and fiction.

In Water Music, Boyle "fictionalizes" history by self-consciously

elaborating the roles of those persons marginalized by historical
documentation and by incorporating invented non-historical
figures. Most prominent among these is Ned Rise, who becomes
Mungo Park's fictional parallel in the lower-class world of
London and the novel's other central figure. Boyle then
alternates between the stories of Ned and Mungo, paralleling
their exploits until the end of the novel,‘where they are merged.
Thus, Boyle is able to play upon the myth of the heroic explorer,
showing Park to be quite different from, and less than, what the
historical record has acknowledged, and allowing Ned to
ultimately usurp that role.

Despite Boyle's "Apologia" at the onset, which emphasizes

that the impetus behind Water Music is aesthetic and that the

author does not wish to "scrupulously dramatize or reconstruct
evénts that are a matter of record," his adherence to sources is
at times so meticulous that the novel ultimately offers up a
viable alternative history, one that often competes with the
"truths" expressed in other historical narratives. And though
Boyle is deliberately anachronistic, and at times reshapes

documented historical "facts," his expansion upon the "dark
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areas" of history, upon the gaps that generate so many questions,
makes for an alternative explanation of history that is at once
absurd and acceptable. In a sense, then, the fictional version

presented in Water Music is a more viable "reality."

The central narrative source for Water Music is Park's own

Travels in the Interior Districts of Africa (1799), an account of

his first trip into West Africa between the years 1795 and 1797,
under the direction of the African Association in England, to-
determine the course of the Niger River. Of equal prominence are

Park's The Journal of a Mission to the Interior of Africa (1815),

consisting of the original journal (given to his guide Isaaco for
transference to England), which recounts the events of his failed
second expedition to Africa, and the additional journals of his
two guides, Isaaco and Amadi Fatouma, which form the basis of
information regarding Park's demise. Since the publication of
these texts, numerous secondary biographies and other accounts
have appeared, quoting liberally from Park's textéfand striving
to clarify the many mysteries surrounding Park's experiences on
each expedition and his subsequent death. All of these texts, of
course, are grist for Boyle's postmodern mill, and he draws
heavily upon them in recasting the exploits of Mungo Park and in
cfeating Ned Rise, who is fitted into the historical narrative
with great precision.

Boyle draws Ned Rise from the social and literary history of
the times, a character pulled--with parodic exaggeration--from
the lowest stratum of a Dickensian London:

Not Twist, not Copperfield, not Fagin himself had a
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childhood to compare with Ned Rise's. He was unwashed,
untutored, unloved, battered, abused, harassed, deprived,
starved, mutilated and orphaned, a victim of poverty,
ignorance, ill-luck, class prejudice, lack of opportunity,
malicious fate and gin. His was a childhood so totally
depraved even a Zola would shudder to think of it. (WM, 34)
Through the explication of Ned's troubled life, Boyle is able to
examine and comment directly upon late eighteenth- and early
nineteenth-century society, which he views as a morass of filth,
decadence, and inhumanness, and to comment indirectly upon
contemporary society, which he views in much the same way. Ned's
childhood began, we learn, with being literally stolen from his
mother's womb Ey a mysterious old hag. A stonecutter named
Edward Pin saved Ned, but only to apprentice him to the arts of
begging in the streets and suffering the abuses of a drunkard,
which included the mutilation of Ned's right hand as a method of
evoking even more sympathy in donors. Ned's life improves when
he is taken under the tutelage of a musician named Barrenboyne,
but Barrenboyne soon dies in a duel, and Ned, now an adult, is
left alone.
Having established this bleak background, Boyle then begins

to parallel the lives of Ned and Mungo in Water Music. Each

man's life is a series of successes and failures, and these are
continually juxtaposed. Howevér, being of low social status and
having little mobility, Ned stands in stark contrast to the
wealthy and well—-connected Mungo Park. 1In fact, as we shall see

in detail later, Ned's final interaction with Park establishes
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the foremost contrast in the novel, in essence pitting the
fictional against the historical.

Due to the proliferation of "dark areas" in the historical
record, Boyle is able to take the most liberties with Ned in

Water Music, to the point of making Ned a symbolic Christ figure.

He is seen to "rise from the dead" numerous times in the novel.
In the first of these resurrections, he is pulled from the frozen
Thames by two fisherman. For later offenses, including the murder
of a nobleman and the selling of sturgeon roe and shoe blacking
as high-grade Russian caviar, Ned is hanged, and his body is
taken by scientists for "the chance to extend the linmits of
anatomical understanding." However, in the chapter aptly titled
“Lazarus," when his leg is sliced open, Ned rises again, having
only ﬁassed out from being choked. Although these resurrectioné
would seem to indicate that Ned is fortunate, they emphasize
instead the difficulty he has in rising above his circumstances:
Ned is repeatedly placed back into the same deprived situation
with no progress having been made.

In contrast, Boyle'shows us that Mungo Park makes continual
progress in his life, thGugh the method Boyle chooses to reveal
this is somewhat different. Unlike the biocgraphies of Park, which
begin with his birth and fbllow chronologically his rise to
prominence (the method Boyle employs for Ned), Boyle brings us

into Water Music mid-stream, some nine or ten months into Park's

first expedition. At the beginning of the novel, we discover
Mungo and his first guide, Johnson, have been prisoners at the

moorish camp at Benowm for some time. It is only in omniscient
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flashbacks that we learn of Park's life prior to this moment and
see reconstructed the intentions behind his expedition and the
circumstances of its inception. Mungo Park had made his way to
Pisania on the river Gambia in the spring of 1795 and there spent
over six months organizing the first expedition; the deal was
clinched in hiring Johnson, a Mandingq native, to act as guide
~and interpreter, his price being, according to Boyle, "the
complete works of Shakespeare, in quarto volumes" (13). This
request, unsubstantiated by the historical record, and the
granting of it elevate both Johnson and Park as fictionalized
characters without negating the possibility of such an exchange--
history has been elaborated, but its "validity" at this point has
not been undermined.

Boyle, however, quickly undercuts the heroic stature of
Mungo Park as he traces Park's journey from its inauspicious
beginnings. Leaving Pisania in December of 1795, Park soon came
upon his first setback: at Joag, the natives, whom he thought he
had appeased with gifts, robbed him of nearly half his goods.

Boyle makes the necessities of trade and gift-giving in the

interior into a running gag in Water Music by having Park carry
with him absurd proportions of useless, miscellaneous items. In
addition to making social commentary, this parodic exaggeration
serves to affirm both the idea that history is in some sense more
absurd than fiction and the developing notion that Mungo Park is
a self~serving fool.

According to the historical record, however, Park was not

shaken by the initial setback and "behaved as if he had made up
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his mind from the start to lose all his property if need be, as
long as he had his life and freedom to proceed" (Lupton 55).
This obsessiveness is adopted by Boyle in characterizing Mungo
Park and evident most especially in the third section of Water
Music, where Mungo becomes utterly monomaniacal in his quest for
the origin of the Niger. The intertextual appropriation of a
past literature should not be lost on the reader here: Boyle is
self~-consciously rewriting the role of the fictional Ahab from
Melville's Moby Dick, complete with a reckless and unrestrained
boat-ride, to shape his own vision of Mungo Park.

In further elaborating upon Park, Boyle expands the role of
Allison Anderson, Park's fiancée, and later his wife. Ailie, as
she is nicknamed, is "as patient as Penelope" waiting for Park to
return and make good on his promiséﬁto marry her; but time wears
her patience thin. The first corresponaence to her that Boyle
allows us to see is a letter sent from Pisania in July of 1795,
in which Park affirms that the expedition will be completed by
spring=-will she wait for him? In postscript, Park states: "we
shall encounter no real impediment so long as we avoid Ludamar,
the Moorish kingdom" (60). The irony of his postscript is of
course lost on Ailie, but not on the reader: since we have been
privileged to see Park foolishly stumble into Ludamar, and have
witnessed his ill-treatment at the hands of the Moors in the
opening chapters, the situation is nothing other than laughable.
Boyle's narrative structure, therefore, functions to emphasize
both Park's folly and his‘historical misrepresentation, of which

even his wife is a victim.
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Boyle is aware that, outside of passing references, little

mention is made of Ailie in either Park's Travels or The Journal.

And“what mention is made of her by early biographers tends to de-
emphasize her role to that of a receiver of personal letters;
Allison has remained, therefore, in the background of a male-
dominated history. It is profitable to emphasize at this point
that historical documentation is inaccurate, or at least greatly
biased, and fiction can remedy this. Boyle, therefore, takes
what has been marginalized and makes it central to the narrative.
Ailie is for us a key figure in the novel, and observation of her
relationship with Mungo helps shape our view, allowing us to more
fully judge him by comparing what he achieves with what he
neglects.

Boyle creates a counterpart to Mungo's relationship with
Ailie through the fictional character Fanny Brunch, Nedl's love
interest. Fanny, the upstairs parlormaid of Sif Joseph Banks,
Treasurer of the African Association, is the embodiment“of all
that is pure and innocent (however, in Boyle's version of this
decadent age, she does hot remain this way for long). Observation
of Fanny's relationship with Ned likewise allows us to better
understand him: in many ways, Ned is less~than-admirable; but in
his love for Fanny he is wholly self-sacrificing and noble. This,
of course, stands in direct contrast to Mungo Park, who'is only
self-serving and neglectful. Comparing these relationships, then,
poihts out the flaws in the "hero," Mungo Park, and underscores
the nobility of Ned. Thus, Boyle inverts historical myths and

reveals suppressed truths.
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Women, howevey, are not the only persons marginalized in the
historical accounts regarding Mungo Park. Likewise de-emphasized,
particularly by Park himself, are his guides on each of the two
expeditions, Johnson and Isaaco. References to these two men in
both Park's Travels and The Journal are at best superficial and

brief. Lewis Gibbon's 1934 biography, Niger: The Life of Mungo

Park, redresses this marginalization in expanding the guides'
roles by incorporating information from their journals. Gibbon's
work is a rather romanticized version of Park's exploits, and has
a rather melodramatic, fictional quality to it, partly conveyed
through the omniscient voice (e.g., "He shivered and wrapped his
coat about him, watching [the] cold, grey landscape slide past"®
[250]). It is, in this sense, akin to Boyle's novel, though it
lacks the parodic tone andlirreverent attitude toward documented

history evident in postmodern texts.

In the more recent Mungo Park the African Traveler (1971),
Kenneth Lupton has likewise pointed out the integfality of
Johnson and Isaaco to Park's missions. Lupton's work stands in
stark contrast to Gibbon's for its unadorned but meticulously
detailed style,.typical ofv"objective" historical analysis. It
is a less entertaiming but more informative read, particularly

for the details of Park's second expedition, which was truly

shrouded in mystery and largely lost to history.

But it is Boyle who integrates the guides Johnson and Isaaco
most fully and, of course, most humorously by combining the two
into the single character of Johnson. Johnson appears in Water

Music from the start and remains until quite near the end, though
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he is given a brief hiatus and appears a second time in a
different guise. Nearly half-way into the novel, Boyle has
Johnson "“snapped up like a cocktail olive" in the jaws of a
hungry crocodile and pulled down into the primordial ocoze (149).
But shortly after the beginning of the second expedition, at the
township of Dindikoo, Mungo once again meets up with his faithful
guide, Johnson, who inexplicably insists now on being called
Isaaco. And in case we are confused, Boyle emphasizes the
continuity with Johnson/Isaaco's latest request: his services
this time around require "Milton, Dryden and Pope. Leather-
bound, gilt edges" (342).

Boyle elevates and develops Johnson more fully as a
character by transforming history, i.e., by combining Johnson
with Isaaco instead of dropping the one character and introducing
the other. And Johnson's development is signaled by his name

change.  Early in Water Music, Johnson is a devoted guide. But

over time he becomes more critical, for Park repeatedly”ignores
Johnson's sound advice, thus getting them both into unpleasant
and even dangerous situations. When Johnson reappears as Isaaco,
he is detached and ccldly objective. He overtly criticizes Park's
naive belief that the natives will tolerate a second expedition,
which amounté tb "a platoon of white men stormin' 'cross their

borders and insultin' the populace" (342). And although Johnson

rejoins Park's second expedition, it is not long before he voices

the very opinion the reader has likely developed from observing
Park's continual follies: "You know somethin' Mungo--you just as

big a ass as you was\éight years ago" (345). Thus, by developing
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the marginalized character of Johnson so completely, Boyle once
again highlights the failure of Mungo, the historical "hero," to
develop.

Boyle's view of Johnson and Park is obviously humorous, but
this should not discredit his interpretation of their behavior;
his intgrpretation may actually be closer to the truth than that
which has filtered down to us through historical documentation.
History must have its heroes. Not surprisingly, the biographical
consensus appears to be that Park was a prototypical boy scout--
determined and willing to forge ahead for God and country against
insurmountable odds--and that Johnson was just the opposite--
irresolute and continually encouraging Park to return to Gambia.
This notion is reinforced by both Gibbon's and Lupton's

biographies, and by Harper's The Life and Travels of Mungo Park

(1840). However, Boyle's depictions of Johnson and Park
intentionally manipulate recorded history through an inversion of
their roles (a technique we will see duplicated again with Ned).
‘Jchnsen is the more admirable, even heroic, character because of
his levelheadedness and‘bravura, and Park is, for the most part,
a selfish and simple-minded egomaniac. Essentially, this is’a
revaluation of Mungo's idealism and Johnson's practicality. But
which of the vérsions displays the reality? As a postmodern
novelist, Boyle's novel exemplifies the poststructural notion of
the impossibility of assigning’single meanings and seeks only to
pose a reality. The "truth" is, therefore, endlessly debatable.
The contrast between Boyle's postmodern attitude towards

history and a more traditional attitude is most conspicuous when
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we examine Mungo Park's original Preface to his Travels and his
defense of the integrity of his narrative: it has, he states,
"nothing to recommend it but the truth. It is a plain and
unvarnished tale, without pretensions of any kind" (1). This
embodiment of the "truth" is what we have traditionally expected
of historical, as opposed to literary, i.e., fictional, texts.
Yet there is an intriguing paradox here: we expect fictional
works to adhere to certain conventions and express fundamental
truths--this is, after all, why literature is studied--but we
simultaneously refuse to acknowledge their status as containers
of historical truth. Literary truth is instead metaphoric, an

analogous parallel reality. In Water Music, Boyle essentially

undermines historical truths, asserting that all texts (whether
historical, biographiéal, or fictional) are inadequate, even lie.
The postmodern viewpoint is that all narratives are problematic,
and this view would reject Park's plea for believability in the
Preface. His assertion of "truth" may even indicate some
personal uneasiness about the accuracy of his historical record.

In Water Music, Boyle voices his assertions regarding the

inadequacy of historical texts through the ;haracter of Lord
Twit, who is engaged in argument with his fellow members of the
African Association about the status of the famed historian
Herodotus. Sir Joseph Banks claims that the objective of
Herodotus "was not to divert us with fictions, but to edify us
with facts." Twit is then compelled to respond by asking "And
what is history, pray tell, if not a fiction?" (98). The idea

that the "facts" of history have been obtained second-hand is an
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affront to Twit's colleagues, but he nonetheless pushes the
issue: "all our cherished histories ... are at best a concoction
of hearsay, thirdhand reports, purposeful distortions and
outright fictions invented by the self-aggrandizing participants
and their sympathizers" (98-99). Ironically, Twit himself will
be a participant in Mungo Park'sJ(mis)representation of history
in his later writings.

In a second scene dealing with Park's historical texts,
Boyle reverses the hierarchy of history over fiction and gives
precedence to Twit's observations in having Johnson denounce for
its lack of veracity an early draft of what will become Park's
Travels: "But this is the purest of bullshit ... A distortion and
a lie"™ (WM, 121). 2And from the excerpt Boyle gives us, we see
this is true. Mungo‘é\response: "Exactly ... Can you imagine how
unutterably dull it would be if I stuck strictly to bald bare
facts--without a hint of embellishment?" (121), his argument
being thgt the good citizens of England are miserable enough and
want only "a little glamour, a touch of the exotic" in their
reading material. In short, Park is saying that good history is a
good read, that truth nust qonform to the desires of the
readership. Johnson, who is fully aware of the power of "Logos"
(he, in fact, trades bits of classic poetry scribbled onto scraps
of paper for valuable material goods), is disappointed that Mungo
.is not attempting to fulfill his role as "myth-breaker,
iconoclast, recorder of reality" for the masses. Mungo, however,
insists that "when they read about Africa they want adventure,

they want amacze. They want stories ... And that's what I intend
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to give them. Stories." (122; emphasis added). With this

‘confrontation, Boyle foregrounds the debate over history as fact
orvfiction, leaving the reader with a scene which emphasizes
that, like Mungo, the writers of history are liars.

Boyle shows us that what Mungo is offering the public‘is an
elaboration, a fabrication of the truth. This, of”course, is a
subversion of our expectations regarding "ncm--fic*t:iom,"l a tactic
employed by Boyle and other postmodern historical novelists to
underscore the subjectivity of all narratives and the illusive
nature of all truths. Perhaps this is precisely why interest in
Mungo Park and his adventures has remained so strong: the
uncertainties surrounding the expeditions, and his death in
particular, afford writers the opportunity to fill the "gaps"
with their own historical or fictional narratives.

Boyle capitalizes upon many of these uncertainties, self-
consciously elaborating at times upon things even more marginal
than the roles of Ailie or Johnson and Isaaco. Thé best example
of this is Boyle's creation of the guasi~fictional Dassoud, one

of the most fascinating antagonists in Water Music. In Park's

writings, there is no mention of anyone by this name, but Park is
at times, while in the territories of Ludamar, confronted by
Ali's "Ychief slave." Boyle transforms him into Ali's "Chiéf |
Jackal," the evil Dassoud, a character of nearly superhuman
praportions, and gives him the’significant role of being Mungo's

arch-nemesis.

In Water Music, Boyle offers Dassoud as a further example of

how an historical problem is resolved through fiction. After
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spending four months of the spring of 1796 in Ludamar against his
will, Park is taken in June to the town of Jarra and allowed to
stay. But he is surprised by the appearance in July of Ali‘s
“chief slave" and four other Moors, who insist he must return
with them to Benowm (Lupton 70). Lupton questions, however,
whether Ali truly sent these men to recapture Park and, iflgo,
how they explained their failure to trap the "conspicuous white

man" (71). Boyle provides for us in Water Music an answer that

may be as close to the "truth" as we can come. Here, a sandstorn
in Jarra separates Park and Johnson from their captors and drives
them into a cellar where they get intoxicated on socoloo beer.
"iFree at last!' thinks the explorer" (77), but in the ensuing
conflict between the Jarrans and the forces of Tiggity Sego's
army, Pérk and Johnson are themselves separated,iénd the
indefatigable Dassoud captures Johnson. Crestfallen, Mungo is

forced back into the Moor's hands. However, just when the worst

seems inevitable, Boyle offers a modern day deus ex machina:
Johnson produces "a silver-plated dueling pistol and shoots
Dassoud's charger in the left eye" (79), and he and Mungo are
then able to escape.

Whereas in the historical texts any confrontation with Ali's
“chief slave" ends with Mungo's escape from Ludamar, in Water
Music, the confrontation with Dassoud is carried through to the
vvery end of the narrative, and he becomes a significant player in
Park's death at Boussa. ’Boyle's account of Park's dealings with
Dassoud is possible in part because Park omitted from his Travels

various incidents which, "however true, were of little or no
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nonent, as they related solely to [his] own personal adventures"
(gtd. in Lupton 72). Some of these circumstances almost certainly
relate to Park's experiences with the Moors at Ludamar and

beyond, and this creates those "dark areas" which Boyle so well

capitalizes upon in Water Music. Dassoud, therefore, is a
resclution to problems created by the "dark areas" surrounding
Park's second expedition. And with Dassoud, Boyle once more
dilutes Park's personal responsibility for historical outcomes.
Again we see historical fiction offering realities historical
documentation cannot. This is a liberty Boyle may freely take,
since so very little is known about the circumstances of Park's
demise, and it becomes a method of explaining what Lupton and
other biographers and historians have continually questioned.

For these historians, the most vexing questions concern the
motives behind Park's second expedition (mounted in January of
1805) and the details of his subsequent death (sometime in mid-
1806). This is perhaps the most perplexingvof all ;ventS"since
the only sources of information regérding Park's death are the
guestionable journals of both Isaaco and Park's last guide, Amadi
Fatouma. Lupton points out‘the problem of these narratives: Amadi
Fatouma's journal was orally narrated to Isaaco, who wrote it
down in Arabic, and this was then translated by an unknown hand
into English. It has also been suggested that Isaaco's account of
Amadi's journal is itself a fabrication written to justify his
being paid for his attempts in 1810 at discovering what happened
to Park (Lupton 181). Obviously, such uncertainties raise many

questions: What were Park's intentions? What kind of man was he?
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Why was his last expedition beset from its inception with so many
problems? And how, exactly, did he die?

Boyle knows that to understand Park's death, one must first
understand what preceded it and take into account his experiences
in both England and Africa--in short, one must review his whole
life. The encompassing of a life in narrative is traditionally
the challenge of the biographer, of the writer of historical
"non-fiction," and this is a process that Gibbon, Lupton and
their kind are engaged in regarding Mungo Park. But the pro-
position that these, or any, biographer's work is purely "non-
fictional" is problematic, for what are these reconstructions of
past events if not fictions? They are rewritings of the past
and, therefore, questionable since recording history involves
generalization and speculation.‘And this is particularly true of
the narratives regarding Park's death since there exists -
practically no documented historical material.

Therefore, the encompassing of a life is the challenge of
the novelist, of the writer of historical fiction, as well. 1In
Water Music, we see that Boyle is engaged in a similar attempt to
provide answers that the historical record cannot. Fiction is,
therefore, an extension of ihe historical process. As we have

seen, Water Music, not unlike the biographical works, allows the

reader an insight into the character of Mungo Park through the

detailing of experiences, in poth England and Africa, and the

elaboration of personal relationships, most notably with Ailie

and Johnson.

But this method of "revealing" Park through his interactions
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with other characters is best used in Water Music at the point

where information regarding Park is least verifiable, for this is
where fiction can provide facts that have escaped documentation.
Thus, the most effective rewritings of the past are those that
make central what is missing from the historical record, i.e.,
the rolewof Ned Rise in the finale of the Mungo Park saga.

Therefore, in "Niger Redux," the third section of Water

Music, Boyle finally merges the lives of his protagonists, Mungo
Park and Ned Rise. And in relating Park's second trip to Africa,
Boyle blurs traditional narrative distinctions, incorporating Ned
as a method of furthering an understanding of Mungo Park's
demise, explaining historical gaps, and resolving historical
problems. In the opening chapter, "Goree (A Hymn to Contagion),"
Boyle establishes a tone which foreshadows the devastation to
come, and thereafter plays upon the many misfortunes of Park's
second expedition. But more significantly, Boyle uses the
inauspicious locale as a backdrop to the meeting of Ned and
Mungo. Each, however, made his way to Fort Goree for vastly
different reasons: Ned, having been arrested again, is forced
into manual labor there; and Park, now mounting his second
expedition, is looking for some "stout-~hearted" men to assist
him. Thinking-thé work will be easy, perhaps even adventurous,
Ned puts his best foot forward and Park hires him on.

Boyle then allows Ned to be a secondary perspective on
Park's trip! allowing the reader to see how things go from bad,
at the onset, to worse. The expedition is a shambles from the

start, for Mungo is no'longer revered as a white god; he is
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considered an invader and "kokoro kea, a bad risk" (320) and,

therefore, cannot arrange for the natives needed as porters,
guides, and interpreters. Ned criticizes Park's inability to
successfully negotiate with the natives they encounter and the
foolishness of, for example, carrying loads of useless junk
along. He watches men die each day. He ses Park's stupidity
and monomania and, after watching a close friend be slaughtered
by natives, decides that his mission is to take charge of the
expedition himself or they are all doomed. All of these problems,
of course, are not part of the historical record. Boyle
underscores this omission with yet another excerpt from Park's
journal, dated August, 1805: Park writes that they have
penetrated the interior "with a minimum of friction"™ (363). 1In
short,QMungo, the "recorder of reality," once more belies the
truth and, like the biographers and historians who succeed hin,
alters history.

In large part, Boyle is elaborating upon his éources with a
liberality ostensibly unknown to historians or biographers. Yet
he adheres, at times, so rigidly to the documented historical
sources that any questioning of the veracity of Boyle's version
is essentially futile. Boyle respectfully follows Park's Journal,
which relates the explorer's experiences up until the time of his
arrival at Sansanding in the fall of 1805. It is here that Park
entrusted his writings to Isaaéo for transport back to the
Colonial Office in England and engaged the services of Amadi
Fatouma, who was to lead him east to Timbuktoo and southeast as

far as Hausa. Beyond this point, Mungo was to be on his own, for
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the territories here were virtually unknown. What is known of
Park and his crew after departing from Sansanding derives mainly
from Amadi Fatouma's description of the voyage down the Niger as
given to Isaaco in 1811. Though it is very brief and contains
certain gaps, this has become for historians the generally
accepted version. Accordingly, Boyle uses Amadi's journal as the

basis for the final section of Water Music and makes use of

nearly all details in it, though he once again expands upon them
with his own details and manipulates documented history by
incorporating his fictional character Ned Rise.

Boyle allows us to see that of the small group of men left
by the time the party passed Timbucktoo, Ned is only one who
remains level=-headed. Mungo, paranoid and overwhelmed by fear,
truly breaks after he and his men slaughter a band of innocent
women and children who are mistaken for Moorish warriors. This
harrowing scene is important, for with it Boyle points out that
historical documentation is incorrect in portrayiﬁg the white man
as a glorious discoverer of "unknown" places and bringer of
civilization; instead he is a destructive invader. However, when
Amadi Fatouma defects from the group, along with the majority of
the remaining provisions, Mungo is so thoroughly immersed in the
false notion that the rest of the trip will be ﬁa piece of cake"®
that he hardly cares or notices. Ned, on the other hand, has only
one objective at this point:’to live.

In Water Music, Boyle depicts the resolution of both men's

"goals in the climactic final scene at Boussa, where, apparently,

Park and his crew were ambushed and destroyed by an army of
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natives. The historical sources regarding Park's demise--e.g.,
the letters and journals of later explorers such as Thomas
Campbell (1817), Hugh Clapperton (1822-24), and Richard Lander
(1827)--are themselves contradictory, and they function either to
counter the belief that Park was attacked and murdered, asserting
that he was instead dashed upon the rocks in the rapids below
Boussa, or to affirm (though with variation) that Park was indeed
slaughtered by malicious natives (Lupton 234-37). But Boyle does
not need to adhere to either theory; he instead treads the area
in between and, through the use of Ned, offers an unique
explanation. Ned is the only one to survive the battle at
Boussa, and in the Coda to the novel he "rises" for the third and
final time, becoming a musical messiah to the pygmy natives who
find him. In short, by allowing Ned to be the sole survivor,
Boyle makes fact of the rumor that a lone white man was alive in
the interior of Africa, thereby countering the suppositions that

it was Mungo Park.

With Water Music, Boyle has challenged and congquered the

mysteries of history. 1In a literal sense, what "truly" happened
to Mungo Park, and who was with him at the time, will never be
known, for the historical record is greatly lacking. éut for his
reinterpretation of reality, Boyle chooses to make the fictional
élements work dramatically for him: the central protagonist

(Park) and antagonist (Dassoud) of Water Music, along with the

ultimate survivor in the novel (Ned), are all brought together

into a climactic confrontation that might never have taken place.
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In short, through fiction, Boyle has provided an alternative
‘trqth that is as viable as any offered by the purportedly non-
fictional work of biographers and historians.

Such alternatives are possible because for Boyle, as well as
other postmodern historical novelists, the historical record
embodies no singular past reality or truth, only conflicting
versions and possible truths. By exploring these "gaps" in the
historical record, postmodern historical novelists can reveal,
~through fiction, what documentation cannot. Thus, Boyle strives
to foreground uncertainty in his novels, forcing us to question
our preconceptions regarding history and literature. The intent
is both to challenge accepted conventions and verities and to
collapse traditional and outdated hierarchies.

The common criticism against>such efforts, of course, is
that literature (fiction) is taking precedence over history

(fact). And in Water Music, it would seenm this is so, since the

fictiona; Ned Rise remains, usurping the heroic pléce of the
historical Mungo Park. But this is not the case. As noted
previously, Boyle is not engaged in an activity that prefers one
form over another; the textuality and unreliability of past is
being stressed, not the privileging of fiction over non-fiction.
Boyle is instead attempting to fuse history and fiction as a
means of exploring the former through the latter, thereby |
providing us with the "truths" of human experience.

Water Music attests to this in numerous ways. Foremost,

through the creation and incorporation of the fictional Ned Rise,

Boyle is able to explbde‘the myths of the great white hero and
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the magnanimous European explorer, as embodied by Mungo Park.
Moreover, through fiction, Boyle is able to recenter individuals
who have been marginalized in history, thereby illuminating the

tradition, in not only American society but Western Civilization

generally, that has systematically excluded the significant roles

in Water Music,

women and minorities have played over time. Thus,

Boyle shows their exclusion from as well as their importance to

the historical record.
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Afterword

Attempts to define postmodernism continue unabated. My
intention in the preceding chapters was not to resolve this
aebate but to come to a fuller understanding of the way in which
postmodern attitudes and characteristics are inextricably bound
to the practice of creating historical fiction. The self-
reflexive, indeterminate, ironic, parodic, eclectic, and
intertextual characteristics of postmodernism lend themselves
readily to the reformation of the obviously tenuous "truths" of
the past because they are methods of approaching history as text.

This, of course, is part and parcel of a pdstmodern world view.

As noted at the onset, writers such as Doctorow, Reed, and Boyle
are not ignoring or negating the past; they are instead embracing
it, appropriating it, and transforming it into their art.

Central to the work of each of the authors presented in this
. thesis is a belief in the textuality of all nérrative and a
serious doubt cénberning both the objective validity of any
%7 narratives and the hierarchical assumptions that would prefer one
é* type (fact/history)vover another (fiction/literature). Doctorow,
‘Reed, and Boyle are all concerned with the articulation of human
{ experience, and to relate such experience they distrust to some
? degree all previous texts which purport an accurate recording of
reality. Truth itself is problematic. |

As I have shown, each author is appropriating history for
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fictional ends, and in doing so utilizes certain similar
techniques, e.g., parody, irony, anachronism, and inventive
expansion upon the "dark areas,” or gaps, in documented history.
For each author, history is a series of fictions that must be
scrupulously questioned, re-evaluated, and transformed in order
to ke understood. Nothing is accepted at face value. Doctorow,
Reed, and Boyle are also seen making full use of intertextuality
by appropriating and reformulating a past body of literature,
thereby celebrating a rich literary heritage while simultaneously
expunging the superiority of a literary canon.

The degree to which each author appropriates both history
and literature, however, differs somewhat: homage to a literary

tradition is more evident in Doctorow's Billy Bathgate and

Boyle's Water Music, whereas the critique of‘history and literary

hierarchies is more pronounced in Reed's Flight to Canada. The
greater the difference between the author's views of human
experience and the historical record that has preserved it, the
more evident his flouting of the historical record. Reed is in
many ways more radical in his approach, blatantly employing
parody and anachronism for the sake of social critique. He is
also more personally concerned with his specific project, the
reclamation and reappropriation of the African-American
.experience. Doctorow, on the other hand, is in many ways more
traditional in technique, adhéring to many of the conventions of
historical fiction and, in large part, suppressing any blatant
violations of the historical record. He is also somewhat more

detached from his subject matter, taking a rather objective look
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at the role the cultural myths of the immediate past play in
contemporary American society. Boyle, however, combines in his
writing aspects of both his fellow novelists: his work neither
adheres to realism to the degree that Doctorow's does nor
subverts conventionality as self-consciously as Reed's does.
Boyle's method is deceptive, for it merges a self-conscious and
humorous approach to narrative with the structural conventions of
the medium. The result is a novel that confounds our distinctions
between fiction and non-fiction and manipulates its reader's
expectations. Nevertheless, by exploring the past through the
present, Boyle succeeds in making commentary upon both the
misrepresentation of history‘and the marginalization of those who
significantly contributed to it.

‘'For postmodern historical novelists, the past is textually
defined by its narratives. These are inescapably subjective
interpretations of past events; they can not and do not embody a
singular historical truth, but only numerous and conflicting
possible truths. Therefore, historical'narratives must be
questioned and reinterpreted, and postmodern historical fiction
lends itself réadily to the task.

Postmodernism may or may not be the predominate literary
practice in the future; But, as has been shown, a postmodern
approach to both history and literature is more than viable--it
is necessary to an understanding of the attitudes and practices
of postmodern historical novelists. Moreover, postmodern
historical fiction, through its re-examination of the past, may

be a major contributor to our understanding of the present.
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