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Al.t-h-:}ugh Ronald Sukenick, like many innovative writers today, exists on tho margins
of the literary establishment in America, he has managed to publish so far four novels
{Up, Out, 8.6, Long talking bad conditions bluez) and a collection of short fictions (The
death of the novel and other stories). He has also written & critical study of Wallace Ste-
vens poctry (Musing the obscure) and a hook of easays on contemporary literature (In
Jorm), Apart from creative writing itsclf Sukenick hos been at the very heart of such
projects as Fietion Collective and The American Hook Review which for soveral years
new have been educating tho reading publie to the intrieacies of New Fiction. His writing
1z characterized by formal audacity, linguistic exuberance, general playfulness and, most
important, a deliberutely disquieting narrative voice which is at all times heard “testing,
probing and imagining the ways in which wo construct and organize the werld for cur-
selves’™. The formal oecasion for the present interview which took place in New York
on Muy 4, 983 was tho completion of Sukeniek’s new hook of fiction (The endless short
story}; still, like roach of his own writing, the Interview begins and cnds “pretty much for
no reason’’.

~ For me one of the most troubling of wour fictions is the fope-recorder
prece “Roast beef: a slice of life”. I simply find 1t buflling. What's the basic
wdea bohand i}

— Well, it’s not baffling if you think of Klinkowitz's theories in his
The sclf-apparent word manuseript. It's a kind of equivalent of photorealism.
As fur as 1 can see it's the best example of what Klinkowitz is talking about.
“Roast beef’”” is an attempt to show the fact that realism is just a set of
literary -.conventions about the way we observe things. “Roast beef” is a kind
of minimalist pieéce. But I think that my version of that kind of realism
that’s been popular for the last five or eight years in the art-world, especially
in painting and sculpture (replicas, plastercasts), is a little bit more sophistic-
ated by being a little more naive — intzntionally, What I'm trying to show
16 not that you can pick up actual reality with the recording medium —
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I'm trying to show that you ean't, trying to show that they are completely

different levels. First there’s the level of the original act, then there's the

level of the sonic snapshot as I sometimes call it, of the taperecording which
is missing all the cues of reality that are visual for example. '

— And what happens if you combine it with the visual medial

— If you combine it with the visual media you still have the big distinc-
tion — you can reverse it, time ean go backwards. And then, to return to the
original situation, you have the further distinction of the page, and you
can talk about it on the symbolic level. You find that things are meodificd
by cach medium — progressively. The way people hear themselves on tapeo
or even see themselves on film, they’ll say it doesn’t sound, it doesn’t look
like me. It’s because people have an internal image of themselves and then
other people have other images of them, and then the recording medium
picks up yet another image. Actually that might be a good point to stop
right there, because where’s the reality of all this? Photographs, for instance,
look often very different from most people’s perception of a given subject.
Thet’s why photography is an art. The difference between phenumena and any
kind of man-made version is what makes art actually, I think. There are
various peculiar things that come out. For example a good dialogue in actu-
ality, even if it’s witty and concise, when you record it exactly and get down
on page might not be a good dialogue in literary terms. All this leads to various
things. First of all it shows that realism is heavily conventionalized, theretore
other conventions are possible and may be better — given the purpose, given
the time, given the context. The other thing all this immediately lcads to is
what the critics of my school of fietion call “self-consciousness’ and what
I just call “increased consciousness’” or “hightened consciousness”. What
we've been talking about makes you inevitably aware of the act of percep-
tion and of the media one uses for perception. It makes you immediately
aware of what is by now a familiar analogy with modern sciences, espccially
nuclear physics where it hbecomes evident that the instrument of observation
affécts the observation, becomes part of the sitvation observed. And I think
the analogy is becoming more and more persuasive at the level of normal
perception. -

— So how does the taperecorder function in “Roast beef”, what does 1t do
fo that story?

— Let’s put it this way, the “Roast beef” type of story is a kind of de-
mystification of ‘“realism”. The presence of the recording medium- as an
entity in the story ends up showing the importance not of “realism” but
rather the importance of consciousness. And it’s not a particular artistic
medium that makes you self-conscious but it’s the whole thrust of post-
-industrial eivilization. It might be expressed in the cliché “feedback”. Any
kind of presence or entity that might give you information is capable of
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making you more conscious. Everything in a culture has a mirroring effect,
has feedback, tends to make you think about not enly what you see but how
you see it and how you should respond %o it. This process of making one
inereasingly self-conscious, as I did in “Roast beel™ by placing a microphone
there ag an entity, demonstrates that the general civilized thrust is towards.
conseiousness. It may be that there is always some resistance to ib, it may
be that there are things that have to be given up for this increased conscious-
ness. Maybe it makes life seem more diffienit to be aware of more things.
What the “Roast beef” kind of story does is 1. makes you aware of the
conventional nature of the received ideas of literature, 2. it leads directly to
the perception of consciousness and to the fact that you can work with con-
sciousness as opposed to simply accumulating data.

— Does this story, then, pass in effect “the death sentence” on the novel
featured in the title of the collection tn whick i appearst

— Well, it’s a kind of ironic title. It's The death of the novel and other
stories, in other words the idea of the death of the novel is just part of the gene.
ral cultural narrative that will continue; so it doesn’t matter much whether
any particular -narrative falls by the wayside.

— In general, now that we know that there is no way to adequately caplure
reality in literature, don't you think we should try to move begond this tantalizing
and frustrating reality/realism debabe? People have always thought they have
{o define fiction against some kind of understanding of reality and realism n
literature. Would it be possible to define ficlion in its own right as il were?

— Yes, it’s true that people think of the novel as “realism”, especially
in this country. I think it’s a part of the American trust in the empirical
and the pragmatic as oppcsed to what comes directly out of cogitation,
There's also distrust of introspection, what you see instcad is placing trust.
in information, data, statistics, facts. And yet at the same time the whols
idea of empiricism has been called into question by modern science. Jt scems
to me that one of the directions you must take is “in”’, to investigate the nature
of consciousness. You have to know the instruments that are being used to
observe if you are going to make valid observations these days. The problem
with fiction is that in our tradition the novel is very much wedded to a partic-
alar kind of novel, to the realistic novel.

— So shouldn't the New Fiction be called something else? Many of these
books don’t read like novels and some of them don’t even look like what we've
known to be novels.

. Tt would be a great blessing if one could think of some other category
that would take hold of the public mind or at least the critical mind, It’s
funny, but labels do have an enormous infiuence. It would be a great.
liberation to find a label releasing fiction and narrative from certain obliga-.
tions. The idea of the novel is held in place by the way the publishing industry
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works. This new term would probably have to come out of the area of narrative.
Also, we need a category that would include the possibility of poetic techni-

ques. Actually, there have appeared some altcrnatives, like the term “romance”
which T don’t like much, or “fabulation” which I hate.

s Basically, what we're talking about is imaginative writing. Romance
L:ﬁ. -rn:.fn-:r-:race as a postmodern form, is, I think, acceptable as a term. Af least ﬂ:‘
dissocintes fiction from the trodition of the realistic novel. But then it’s only one
of the many tendencics in contemporary ficlion. .

= The.thing I know i3 that if I presented a manuscript to a publisher
a8 “narrative” it would be put in the novel category anyway.,

— To get back to the idea of seff—mw..sciausne'ss, you said somewhere, as did
Blay Ferderman, that there’s more emphasis in fickion now - ;
rather than the “self”. Could you elaborate on that?
= First of all, to talk about the artist’s seif is rather pointless bécause
it's nothing you can know, nothing you know about from the text. Books
and authors are very different things, even if it is the author th; writes.
the book. It’s certainly interesting, for example, to bring whatever (ight
you can to bear on D: H. Lawrence’s career hut finalty D. H. La.wrenfe’a

books are 1ot important because of D. H. Lawrence but the other wa
round. .

on *‘consciousness’

-

B But then with some texts you're more aware of urtistic or ecrealive ron-
scrousness behind it rather than the teaxtual consciousness of the merﬁum ?z't;:reU
antd you natwrally associate it with the real author, ¥
= I'd like to bring Henry Miller into tiis, especially that I was influenced
by him a:t the beginning of my career. You can talk about scll-consciousness
here but it’s because he’s using himself consciously as a character in his novels
But it obviously isn’t Henry Millor, the roal Henry Miller. It's true, it js1:1’1;
hil?l, that’s the point. Even that kind of Se]i'-ccm;ciﬂusneaﬂ, i.c. thej author
referring to fiimsclf, even that is textual. In my case, tn Up I was doin
pseudobiography; I was using some elements of my own biography mixecgl
with fictional elements. And that wus a cor npletely new _iﬂt.(—}ﬂ‘]'ﬂt._i:;n il RUH'lid
Sukenick. So from the very beginning what migh;ht seem zer}r Eulfu(}::}ﬂﬂﬂiﬂilﬂ
even narcissistic, was a very objective use of a specific technique. |
— Bul why would you insist on using the name “Ronald Sukenick”
fiction? Is this some kind of exercise in provocation]
= That’s a parallel to what I was trying to do in The death, of the novel.
It s.ﬂ.s if to say to the American audience — ook, what we're aftor here is
reality _:md I'm trying my naive hest to arrive at that reality to the point
even ot writing only about myself which is one thing I should know about
and which you have to trust me about because I'm thoe only one who kIIGWE;
about it. But the faect is that it’s impossible, this realism. The closer vou
get to the actual person or the actual event in life. the more evident, :r;he

in your
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more glaring the difference becomes. There is some kind of eritical point,
there is actually geometrical increase in the distance between life and art —
the closer yon get to life.

— Is it something that you discovered in the course of your career?

— T can’t remember whether 1 discovered it belore or during my writing
carcer. But I remember that 1 kind of stumbled on it in my writing, There
arc stories in The death of the novel, like “Momentum”, where I mado a real
effort to capture everything and then 1 had to think about it and I added
marginal notes (on the margin that is) and in that story you can see this
process actually happening: trying to got things as they happened and discover-
ing that you can’t. But you also have to remember that at that time there
was o general breakdown of the distinction between att and life at the cutting-
edge of the American art. The most obvious example was happenings, it was
like removing a frame, trying to have art actually move out into life. That’s
what cubism began, in a way. Instead of receeding back into the imagination,
as in traditional Western painting, art projocts itself into life, physically
becoming a part of it. But in those stories I was trying to preserve this dis-
tinetion between art and life, because at least in America it can be lost at the
great expensc of art. The immediate reaction, popular reaction, will be: if
life is art, who noeeds art In that case? So my idea was to push realismn into
“real realism™, if you want, into sonic realism or photo realism, or hiographieal
roalism, and then showing finally that yvou ean’t make that equivalence,
that there always remains distinction between imagination and reality. And
it's o heneficial distinction. The basic difference between art and Tife 8 the
difference between phenumena and reflection. And the American impulse
has always been to get rid of reflection — whieh means consciousness, intro-
spection and so on. In some ways this imp'ulse is hcalthy as a cotrective to
abstraction. [ think it's a great advantage of the American mentality but
ot the other hand we don’t want to lose the other pole. Bo my effert at that
time was seemingly driving towards a kind of naive realism, but in fact it
was a pretty sophisticated attempt to retain the idea of art in the face of it
obliteration, ic. obliteration of the distinction between life and art.

— Talking about the idea of @ frame, your first novel doesn’t scem to have
one, and the end of it — with all these real characters, your real-life friends
you tnvite to celebrale the completion of the book — “Up” seems to project ibself
tnto fuctual reality. Also, given all the diffsrent styles and norrative L:chniques
you employ there, the novel uppeurs to be struggling with itsclf. But then 1 find
it a very bghtly contained narrotive, The clue to of, I Lhonk, 4s what one of the
characters says about “Ronald Sukenick”: “The problem with you s thal you
don't fit anywhere”. Was your idea to write a book thal wouldn’t fit arniywhere,
was it deliberate? O

— D' definitely a formalist. For me all my novels have a very distinet
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form, and I think Up has one, I don’t think there’s any question about that
It’s just that it isn’t a standard form, that’s all. For me the point is to pughl
form to the point where it breaks new ground. I want to reach formal prop-
erties that are not yet categorizable and therefore not yet recognizable. And
the reason for that is simply that this way you arrive at information that’s
not yet categorizable, not taken into consciousness yet. I think that you need a
jfurmal_ releaso in order to take in new information. And then you need to
In¢orporate the information in a form dictated at least in par{; by the in-
formation, and it will be a new form. That seems to me the most interesting
thjn_g — to be able to work with form that is not a form yet. It’s a fairly
obvious movement of modern art in its reloase from.tradition. The problem

18 that modern art has gotten frozen in its own formalism because the forms

of release, of liberation, are even harder to tight against now than the forms of
traditicn which are more identifiable. Some pevple try to solve this problem
by g{fing back to the old forms, but you can’t go back to the Austro-Hungarian
Empire, so that’s a dead end. The thing is, there isn’t a permanent liberation
you've got to kecp working on it. So it’s very difficult to retain the m:}den;
spirit but at the same timo to go beyond the modern achievement. You got
to break this connection with modernism and I think even the connection
:Witlh the avant-garde. I don’t like the idca of avan(-garde very much; because
it’s traditional already, it has too many associations, it’s too stha.ckling.
Apywa,y, I think the most acute problem is not the idea of form but the idea,
of elosure which is something like a frame, though not exactly. Given that a
frame has to exist, what kind of frame is it going to be? Briaj};he: 1t's a totully
new kind of frame, a more dynamic kind of frame. There’s another dimension
added to framing. I think of it as a sort of tunnel-form in which some kind
of tube is defining the form but there’s no beginning nor end, like in my
new short story ceollection. The disturbing thing for people who have read
it is that there’s no sense of closure, things just sort of go on and on, there’s
no end-point; these stories do stop but preity much for no reason, just as
| they begin for no reason. That’s something typically American about this
endless forward motion, it's like driving on one of those long highways.

= How is “The endless short story’’ organized as a book? I've read g couple
of pieces from it that have been published endependently earlier and I've noticed
that they are quite different from one another.

— I think of it as a kind of mind that goes through space and that changes
shape us it moves. All the stories are in fact connected by little bridges. And
the n}ain idea 15 that of transition. So there’s this alphabet soup shape, and
then it gets shaped like 4 column and then there’s a story in the shape of l;oxEB
and a story that looks like a conventional story; there’s also a story that
looks like an essay.

— 1 like especially the story “Five and ten” from that collection. And this
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ts where I would apply my understanding of the term “self-apparent fiction”.
The topological design of the story is one thing, but a more important thing I find
wn it is the way you wuse or handle language there. It's immediately recognizable
as maginative writing. Deliberate pronominal confusion, unseltled or unfinished
statements, somelimes outright agrammatical utterances — this is where you open
wp language to a new response, not unlike poctry.

— I don’t see why fiction should be denied identification with the poetic,
I think there’s a big confusion between the idea of poetry and the idea of
verse, actually the distinction seems to be breaking down now. I don’t write
verse, I don’t want to write poetry in that sense. But beyond that I believe
fiction can utilize the technigques of poetry. Basically, however, “narrative”
is the idea or term that is becoming more and more important for me; at the
beginning I didn’t think much about it, I just thought I was writing fiction.

— Bwen though i's basically a neutral term “narrafive”’ is quile meaningful.
First of all it implies progression, and once we dissociate it from the obligation of
describing things as an end in tlself we gel the movement of language, language
as an tmaginative process, or simply language happening on the page.

— I think “narrative”, whether it’s langusge happening or characters:
happening or plot happening, implies movement in time, implies some kind of
dynamic progression that I think poetry does mot have. A way to distinguish
between poetry and narrative would be to make a distinetion between stasis
and movement. In that way it leaves poetry with its dignity and uses as
contemplative art; that’s what seems essential to it — kind of reformula-
tion and reformulation in an illuminating way. And it can be part of narrative,
but narrative is also about the way things happen, if only about the way
language happens. And it seems to me that’s precisely what poetry is not
about, it may be about the way we perceive things happening. Even in that
story “Five and ten” there’s progression, movement. It is development of
language but there’s also the system of the story developing. There’s also a
progression of mood and other things happening. It’s definitely not a con-
templative story. That’s why poets’ novels fail, because they tend to be con-
templative and not dynamic. ' )

— In “Long talking bad conditions blues” you say that the important thing
18 “not what it [fiction ] is buf that it 18", and all your books are certainly “there”
as concrele objects in the world, so to speak. Also, the main character in that
novel “didn’t believe in ideas abstraction went against his nature”. I take these
two stafements to be a kind of self-definition of your writing. Still, there scems
to be some kind of private mythology emerging from your fickion — all these
references to astrology, cult or religious figures, even the occulf. And it seems
to be developing info an esoferic system of sorts. How does it go along with your
preference for concreteness and this declared dislike of abstraction?

— T'm groping towards a reinstitutionalization of the idea of the sacred.
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Since T. S. Eliot the attempt has heen to demystity, to desacralize language
and I'm, interested In reinstituting a sacred use of langvage. By that I don’t
mean religious use of language, what T mean is that there should be uses of
langnage veserved for the spiritual, the reflective,

— So that doesw’t mean thal you're trying to create or get af a body of ideas
or heliefs.

— No, nothing like that. Maybe the best example of what I'm trying
to get at is Gertrude Stein’s writing, although I den’t particularly like it.
I think she was using a sacred language. I don’t think she thought she was
doing it, but I don’t care what she thought she was doing. The main thing
i8 that her writing moves out of the realm of the vulgate, in the sense of common
language. Her language is & special linguage that is used for sacramental
purposes, I would say.

~ But does it stay with on the level of language?

— Yes, it does. The idea is to tear language away from its referents
and return it to its sources. It’s using language in a very self-conscious manner.
When T say “sacramental” I mean it puts you in touch with the sources of
language as opposed to specific uses of language. The idea is to turn langunage
back on itzelf, that's how it gets in to the realm of repetition, chant, prayer.
Especially repetition, it’s a basic linguistic break that you can make with

ordinary language. It's like that second level of tape-recording where vou

can repeat things. And once you repeat something it’s not in the realm of
happening, i.e. common happening. That’s why (ertrude Stein is interesting
here.

— There are a couple of specific things I'd like to ask you about. One of
the most memorable thematic elements in “Up’” are rats. They add quite a bif
to the story but then at one point you pun on the word and it becomes ““stars’.
13 4t connected wilh the astronaul’s flight whereby you get the novel up amony the
stars and then you bring it down, so to speak, and you have everybody fighting
rats agasn? Can the novel be seen as a kind of flight of imagination — up and
down — a cosmic travel but within these two poles, the stars and the down to earth
reality? ' |

— Yes, very much so, Up is an imaginative flight where things are trans-
muted, rats into stars, and so on. '

— There’s also this very interesting kite flying scene.

— Oh, yes, it's a kind of mini repetition of the movement of the hook.

— And then you have another kite flying scene in “Out” which 1s, however,
differents It reads like a dream, a little bit out of control and very tmaginative.
And while “Up” is very tightly contained, you let “Out” Literally out. For me
the two respective kite scenes inform the structure and movement of these novels.

— You've got a point there. The kite scene in Out was certainly more
out of control, in fact it was a dream I had. |
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— Actually, I think that particular scenc informs much of your writing
which I often find to be an imaginative flight of fantasy, notwithstanding the strict
forms or designs you impose on if. :

— In fact the forms I use are sometimes on the cdge of what I know,
I allow my media mystie functions — olten full reign. Talking about kites,
the idea there is that you sort of have to catch the wind as something that
comes from the outside, like a mediuvm you have to react to, somcthing that
doesn’t totally depend on you. That's maybe why the wind has been a tradi-
tional romantic image for the imagination, like Shelley’s “West wind” for
example. You're a receptor of forces beyond your control. _

— You have two similar characters in “Out” and “Long talling”, t.e. their
names are svmilar: Derrekfer, the film director, and Drecker, the dentist. First
of all, there’s the obvious association with the idea of “dreck”. Also, Derrekker
literally “wrecks” the movie shooting. But then Drecker — althought he's outside
the main stream of events in “Long talking’’ and is the only one with a steady
job (tn this sense he’s o negative character) — has the all-important message: |
“Ekeep talking [...] if you stop lalking youw're in trouble”.

~- You get the same message in Ouf. Now I can’t remember who says it.
Actually it doesn’t matter in that book because all the characters are just
minds for the central mind of the novel. And the same applies to Long talking.

Besides, negative characters are not necessarily all-negative.

— Now that “Oul” has been filmed il's interesting to note all these references
lo movie shooting there.

— Well, I think the real function of fiction is not. to record but to predict.
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