The Text as Cadaver

Katherine Doig, Université Paris-8 Vincennes-St Denis/ CERC Paris 3 Sorbonne Nouvelle Nature can produce living beings, but they are indifferent; Art can only produce dead people, but they are meaningful. (Ricoeur 1984, 118, on Goethe) One of literature's great difficulties is the meaningful representation of death. This state is reputed unknowable, at least in the first person: as Epicurus expressed it, "When we are, death is not come, and, when death is come, we are not" (1910,169). . But aporia and paradox are literature's first currency, and there exist multiple mechanisms -from Orpheus and Dante to Levi or Beckett -through which to claim and express knowledge of the unknowable. One such mechanism which has largely escaped analysis is the structure of the text itself.

My investigation into this subject is a reading of three contemporary works of fiction.

The first is J. M. Coetzee's Age of Iron (1990), 1 an early novel which contains the seeds of his more famous works such as Disgrace; the narrator, Mrs Curren, is a classics professor recording her death from cancer during the last, violent days of South African apartheid.

The second, Marguerite Yourcenar's Memoirs of Hadrian (1951), 2 fictionalizes the secondcentury Roman emperor's chronicle of his life and reign as he slips towards death; the third, American author Marilynne Robinson's 2004 novel Gilead, 3 follows John Ames, a 1950s preacher, meditating on his imminent death on a backdrop of family drama. The three texts begin with the narrator's traumatic discovery of imminent death, and end with death itself; they also share a formal structure, that of a single long letter from the dying protagonist to their child. The unmistakeable parallel between these two aspects establishes a relationship between the narrators' dying and the textuality of the epistolary form.

What, then, is the nature of this relationship between death and the text? We will firstly examine the narrators' ideas as they are expressed both through explicit analysis and 1 Hereafter AI. 2 Hereafter MH, and MH R for Yourcenar's "Reflections on the Composition" which traditionally accompany the text. 3 Hereafter G.

implicitly, through the construction of their text. Familiar humanist uses of narrative as an emotional and analytical response to mortality are joined by hints of more complex relationships between death and writing. We will therefore next examine the texts not solely as narrative, but taking into account their shared use of that rarest of forms, that of a single long letter: a material thing, whose objecthood and passivity suggest those of the corpse.

Finally, the metapoetic nature of the epistolary form will lead us to read death as a symbol for fiction-writing: perspective which could be damning for literature were it not for its own particular modes of survival.

Coming to Terms. Writing as response to death.

Death and writing are coterminous processes in these three novels. Each text begins, for the narrator, with the traumatic discovery that death is imminent and inevitable; this prompts the character to write. "This was the day when I had the news from Dr Syfret," says Mrs Curren as she puts pen to paper (AI 3); "I told you last night that I might be gone sometime," begins John Ames (G 3); Hadrian describes visiting his physician, explaining, "I begin to discern the profile of my death" (MH 16). Each novel ends with the narrator's implied death. Gilead suggests this through the metaphor of sleep, Hadrian by declaration: "Let us try, if we can, to enter into death with open eyes" (MH 247). Age of Iron is the most problematic, suggesting that death has occurred ("the breath went out of me in a rush", AI 181) while maintaining, albeit briefly, the fiction of the continuing letter. This perfect concomitance between dying and writing suggests a link between the two; let us begin by exploring how this link is analyzed by the narrators.

Writing is firstly an attempt to understand death, and life under its threat. Yourcenar describes Hadrian's death as "the moment when the man who lived that existence weighs and examines it, and is, for the briefest span, capable of judging it" (MHR 270). The use of writing to construct this coherence is a topos to which her Hadrian unapologetically adheres: "I strive to retrace my life to find in it some plan, following a vein of lead, or of 2 gold, or the course of some subterranean stream" (MH 32). Mrs Curren shares his aim, although her strategy is based on networks of symbols rather than linearity; thus she insists on seeing her maternal, nourishing instinct as the precursor to her breast cancer (AI 7). In all three cases, writing is an means to find some overarching significance which links the coming death with the life lived.

It appears that writing also represents a genuine attempt to experience death -both the moment and the state -before its arrival, firstly thanks to imagination. Mrs Curren depicts different afterlives ("I imagine heaven as a hotel lobby with a high ceiling and the Art of Fugue coming softly over the public address system," AI 22) or experiences of deadness: "A fly settles on my cheek . . . It walks across my eye, my open eye" (AI 24).

Hadrian similarly gives himself over to fierce contemplation of "the hollow void where Epicurus' disdainful laughter resounds" (MH 243). Ames, while admitting that "piety forbids [him] to try" (G 65), nonetheless cannot resist imagining Heaven's "great and general incandescence" (G 282).

The physical act of writing is also instrumental in this attempt to experience death.

In one episode, Ames, writing in his upper-floor study, sees his family downstairs, "blowing bubbles at the cat . . . too intent on the cat to see the celestial consequences of your worldly endeavors. They were very lovely." (G 10.) The inference is clear: Ames, writing, is already detached from the world, looking down on it but unseen. Similarly, Yourcenar chooses as epigraph the only poetic trace of the historical Hadrian, a pre-emptive attempt to experience death: "Little soul, gentle and drifting, guest and companion of my body, now you will dwell below in pallid places, stark and bare..." (MH 247). The Latin opens the text, and this translation constitutes its final paragraph; our first and last images of Hadrian are those of a character for whom the rhythm of poetry offers the possibility of entering into his own death. Mrs Curren's metaphor is the starkest and the most explicit; "Day by day," she says, "I render myself into words and pack the words into the page like sweets . . ." (AI 8). This unsettling image conveys the material rendering-down of herself as a direct conversion into words.

Writing thus appears as a synonym of reflection, imagination and action, a familiar response to the imminence of death. English scholar Frank Kermode identifies, in his famous The Sense of an Ending, "our deep need for intelligible Ends" (1967,8), and our persistent belief that these are obtainable -in particular thanks to interpretation and narrative construction. Our narrators, humanists of different tempers, throw themselves heart and soul into this effort.

The relationship between death and text deepens on analysis of narrative construction. Writing becomes not only a reaction to death's imminence, but a process portrayed as a true parallel to the narrators' dying.

Death in the novels is consistently represented as structure, firstly in itself. While Hadrian comments, "When I consider my life, I am appalled to find it a shapeless mass" (MH 31), death assumes the stark shape of "the granite peaks of the inevitable" (MH 32); Mrs Curren similarly refers to death as "the wall" (AI 23). This materialization of the End recalls the shape of the written text, whose physical structure manifests its finitude -we can measure the approach of the final page. Indeed, death is a traditional tool with which to close a narrative, and Kermode suggests a true parallel between the two: "The End is a figure for their own deaths. (So, perhaps, are all ends in fiction [...])" (1967,8). This very parallel is evidenced in the texts: three of the four central episodes of Hadrian's life (each represented by a chapter with a schematic title) are closed by death, respectively those of Trajan, Antinous and Lucius. Similarly, the two structuring episodes of Age of Iron are the deaths of the two boys Bheki and John.

Death may be structure, it also retrospectively imposes structure on life: it is both reductive and unifying. The narrators foresee death as a transformation of infinite potential into something finite, then finished. Hadrian provides an analysis of this replacement of ramification by linearity:

A man may be alive at any hour, but a sick man knows that he will no longer be alive in ten years' time . . . The chances of ending by a dagger thrust in the heart or by a fall from a horse are slight indeed; plague seems unlikely. . . I shall die at Tibur or in Rome, or in Naples at the farthest, and a moment's suffocation will settle the matter. Shall I be carried off by the tenth of these crises, or the hundredth? That is the only question. (MH 16) This image of the reduction of life's possibilities is joined, in Gilead, by a corresponding totalization of life's realities. The final pages are filled with images of unity related to death, like the whimsical evocation ("I'm thinking here of hot dogs and marshmallows," G 280) of a funeral pyre for Ames' collected writings. Dying is thus expected to create life as an entirety, determined and complete. These notions are echoed in theoretical texts on death: the work of Maurice Blanchot, from his autographic novella The Instant of my Death to his eventual astonishing assertion of the consubstantiality of literature and death, is an obvious starting-point. In death, says Blanchot, "life has become immobile, has found its final appearance . . ." (2007,634). He in his turn refers the reader to Sartre's analysis of death's finalizing effect:

Thus appears clearly the difference between life and death: life decides its own sense, because it is always suspended, it possesses, by nature, a capacity for self-criticism and selfmetamorphosis which allow it to be defined as a "not-yet", or means that it is, if you like, always in transformation of that which it is. A dead life . . . is done . . . this is not only an arbitrary and definitive totalization; it's also a radical transformation. (Sartre 1995, 624-626) We can see here both the reduction of possibility and the creation of unity evoked by the narrators. I do not mean to imply that unity is synonymous with univocity (or indeed any intrinsic meaning); simply, from the narrators' perspective, the presence of death ensures that life will soon be dealt with as one unified, structured, limited block. This portrayal of death echoes eerily Aristotelian qualities: ends, certainly, but also unity and totality. Like death, narration represents restriction, selection between life's possibilities; one of the narrators' first questions is how to fit a fractally infinite life into the finite limits of a letter. This is particularly interesting in the context of epistolary fiction, known for, and sometimes defined by, its tendency to meander; all three narrators count on some sort of linear narrative to avoid falling into "a kind of moaning, now high, now low" (AI 8). Ames, after a spate of meditative fragments, struggles to write in a structured fashion: "Well, then. What should I record for you? I, John Ames, was born in the Year of Our Lord 1880 in the state of Kansas... And what else should I tell you?" (G 10.) Hadrian forces his text into three large sections corresponding to a beginning, a middle and an end: his youth, the golden age of his empire, and his decline. But the text, like death, is not just a restriction of life's possibilities; it also shares death's totalizing effect. The narrators, rightly wary of this idea, cannot entirely escape the belief that such a thing is possible; Hadrian, in particular, uses his last chapter to sum up his life's achievements, suggesting that -even if "there is still much to be done" (MH 236) -all has now been said. We might interpret this with an extra step of distance: like Sartre's dead life, finished, whole and definitive, the text is constituted as a finite, single unit, whose end, consubstantial with the death of its narrator, precludes any ulterior modification.

Hadrian makes a temple to the god Terminus a symbol of his reign, but it could also stand for his text and that of our other narrators. They see writing as a construction in the name of their own End, a reaction upon learning of their impending death. The reader's initial instinct is to adopt this chain of causality, which does yield some matter for analysis.

However, the structure of the text itself rapidly suggests that writing is more than a simple reaction, but rather develops into the appearance of a true parallel with dying. This development takes place somewhere between the narrators' conscious point of view and that of the text overall,4 an ambiguity which requires the reader to take a more distanced point of view. The narrators indeed stand at a hazy crossroads between humanism and wishful thinking; if they believe writing allows them to create some idea of death, we must nonetheless acknowledge that this belief remains clouded by the human tendency to create narratives. Sartre's analysis leaves us no exit from this epistemological difficulty: his approach to death is based on perception, indissociable from the omnipresent desire to construct structure and meaning.

The structural parallel between writing and dying remains nonetheless inescapable; in order to escape the trap of natural desire for narrative, we must thus move beyond the point of view of the narrators and attempt to analyze the structure of the text itself.

"The Dying Envelope": The Letter and the Corpse

Could it be that (letter-)writing is not just an attempt to experience death -but rather that death is an adequate metaphor for epistolarity? In order to examine this possibility, let me turn to another aspect of structure -physical structure, as in the case of the letter. When art and death are presented as concomitant, "art" often signifies the nature or experience of the Poet;5 this is not the case in our novels, as little emphasis is placed on the narrators' inspiration or on their everyday, sober prose. What is underlined is the structure, physical and enunciative, of the letter. This has the advantage of releasing our analysis from the difficult question of the omnipresence of narrative; formal structure, rather than content, is the aspect of textuality which we are invited to compare with death.

The letter is, as the narrators consistently remind us, a physical object: "this writing" (AI 5), "these tablets" (MH 246), "this letter" (G 4). "I will make them up into a parcel with the right stamps on it. All you will have to do will be to hand the parcel over the counter at the post office," insists Mrs Curren (AI 28). To create such a physical structure is, the narrators hope, to recreate one's presence upon reading: "I feel I am with you now, whatever that can mean," (G 22) says Ames; Mrs Curren agrees, "I am with you across the seas, hovering." (AI 160) The letter is a paper self -even if this replica is finished and essentializing. But it is also an object in the etymological sense: something separate from oneself in space, time and ontological qualities. This object is radically other than the self, and nonetheless too close for comfort.

In the context of death, this transposition of the self into an inanimate object can only recall becoming a corpse. The dying narrators somewhat paradoxically acquire more physicality than they had previously: bodies, painful and inescapable, represent an everincreasing part of their reality in which "everything will contract to the slow thudding of a heart" (AI 144). Hadrian sees himself through the eye of the doctor Hermogenes as "only a mass of humors, a sorry mixture of blood and lymph" (MH 15); Ames is defined only by his failing heart (e.g., G 85); Mrs Curren by the cancers spreading into her breast, hips, knees and bones. The narrators are suddenly incapable of the Platonic duality in which they all believed; Mrs Curren exclaims, "there is no mind, there is no body, there is just I, a creature thrashing about, struggling for air, drowning" (AI 121). Dying, it seems, is not leaving a body, but rather -playing on our double interpretation of the word -becoming a body. 6 Death completes this transfer into objecthood: Yourcenar offers us the most explicit analysis of this upon the suicide of Hadrian's favourite Antinous, whose corpse is consigned to mummification. "All the metaphors returned to their meaning," declares Hadrian: "I held that heart in my hands" (MH 170). 7 In death, it is deprived of its attendant ideas and symbolism, becoming a powerful demonstration of our transformation by death into thinghood.

It seems to me that these two processes -that of writing and that of dying -engage similar reflexes concerning physicality and becoming an object. Mrs Curren even calls her body "the dying envelope" (AI 118), directly relating her own materiality to that of the letter. Ames similarly creates a semantic link between his life's writing, which he wishes to see burned, and his body which will "smolder away the time until the great and general incandescence" (G 282). Certainly the corpse and the letter share the same powerful mix of identity and alterity. The narrators cling to the idea that their soul will live on, past the death of the body, in their writing; the physical letter would then be the prime candidate for a new body; Mrs Curren even calls her letter a "body of truth" (AI 119). But this is perhaps too hopeful: the comments that come to mind -the letter is too flat, too black and white -have meaning despite their flippancy, as the letter has less dimension, less room for modification, than a person. It is hard not to see the envelope as a little coffin, and Hadrian's "tablets" recall even more the funereal inscription with which they are loosely juxtaposed. Perhaps the letter -and perhaps any text -rather than embodying the soul, encorpses it.

The second meaning of becoming an object is also worth considering in this light: renouncing subjectivity and agency. All three novels explore the notion of death as passivity, providing an echo of the state of the letter-object.

6 Similarly in the French text, corps can be either [living] body or corpse.

7 The French gives "toutes les métaphores retrouvaient un sens." Grace Frick's translation does not fail the text often, but I have modified it here.
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Once finished, a letter is a passive object par excellence: letters are cast into the sea, stolen, lost, misdirected, delayed, torn to shreds, to name only a few of the tropes that surround them in literature. The narrators choose their addressees, but this is the end of any deliberate agency. Nothing guarantees delivery, and even if letters arrive, their fate is dependent on the receiver: "you might find these letters of no interest. Or they might never reach you, for any of a number of reasons," Ames reminds us (G 22). There is also the threat of deliberate sabotage; Ames records, of one received letter, "I dropped it right in the stove" (G 7). Mrs Curren has similar fears: "Are you, at this very instant, flinging the page away from you in disgust?" (AI 179). Many things may be done to letters, but they, as objects, retain no agency of their own. Death is similarly a state of passivity. The last chapter of Memoirs of Hadrian, which sums up Hadrian's voyage towards death, is even entitled "Patientia," in all its polysemy: the patience of waiting, the suffering which would once have been called passion, and the passivity of undergoing, which interests me the most. He has "passed from the rank of sacrificer to that of victim," and comments "Verily, it is my turn" . Like Hadrian also, Mrs Curren embraces passivity and acceptance by refusing to commit suicide, "getting used to what [she] cannot stand" (AI 175). In Age of Iron, this passivity shares a complex but fundamental relationship with shame, thanks to which we come full circle: "Shame. Mortification. Death in life." (AI 78.) For each of the characters, this long acquisition of passivity is an essential stage of dying. The last phrase of Age of Iron bears linguistic witness to this: "From that embrace [Vercueil's] there was no warmth to be had" (AI 181). The absolute lack of semantic or grammatical agency twists this phrase away from all rules of elegance, but also corresponds to the profound reality of the corpsehood that it implies. In Gilead, textual hints link the text more explicitly with a corpse: Ames wonders if his letter may not be burned (G 46), as he did to another letter he received -and as he hoped his body might be. Another pile of letters is buried (G 90).

"Got down first corpse of TV piece," noted Beckett (Nixon 2009, 24); our three novels provide fodder for the analysis of this seemingly off-hand comment. The narrators saw narrative as a response to death, or perhaps the two as concomitant structuring forces. I am interested in pushing this suggestion towards a reading of writing not as a semiautomatic cultural response to death, but as an equal experience, with parallels that beg for analysis. It seems to me that this point of view is borne out by the characteristics of the letter-texts. The writing-down of the letter occurs in parallel with a new awareness of physicality, inspired by death; both involve the creation of a physical object combining form and content. But if the letter can indeed be seen as a body, it is rather as a dead body, and the construction of the letter as a mirror image of the experience of mortality. The text is finite, and eventually immobile, passive, having found its final structure, having been sent, packaged, finished. This immobility smacks of death: is it possible that the structuring force of writing is nothing other than a form of rigor mortis, and that the passivity that it entails is the beginning of the text's decline? This would be a damning conclusion for all literature. Fortunately, there's a final aspect to consider, the notion that death is perhaps not the end: nor, of course, is the finalization, sending or publication of a text.

"The Triumph of the Point of View of the Other": interpretation and survival

The texts have moved towards the disappearance of the self as agent: but even if, as Sartre said, nothing more can be put into it from the inside, we as readers and lovers of text must hope that does not signify a full stop. So far we have considered finiteness and structure, objecthood and passivity; but perhaps an object can remain involved in a dynamic process even when its own input is null. Its passivity may not mean immobility or stagnation, but a transfer of agency, the beginning a state defined by outside input; a state where memory and interpretation allow for gradual change, and perhaps soften the notion of text as cadaver into a less negative judgement. Outside participation as a key factor is a characteristic shared by novels and the dead, their only chance for memory, interpretation, and the possibility of a life -as symbolic as that word may be -beyond death.

The choice of the letter-form suggests that the end of writing is not the end of these texts' lives: a letter exists for its transmission to the addressee and their reading of it. This is 10 a paradox of epistolary writing: the texts seem meandering and spontaneous, but may be the most teleological of any writing form. As opposed to journals, memoirs or confessions, a letter implies an addressee who is a co-diegetic character, individual and other. This second, hidden protagonist haunts our texts; most poignantly in Ames' son, often present, although barriers of age and understanding -often symbolized by a door or a window -separate him from his father's dying. The letters, once sent, are subject to the addressees' whims; but interestingly, the texts are unanimous on this question: this loss of control is a source, not of despair, but of hope.

The first reason for this is the narrators' belief that one's life is perpetuated in one's children. Mrs Curren has a daughter in political exile; Ames, a very young son; and Hadrian adopts not one but two generations of successors. Mrs Curren calls the child "my best self" (AI 95), Ames "a more cherished self" (G 215): a child represents their first hope of surviving death. "Mommy should not be sad," says Mrs Curren to her daughter, "for she will live on in you" (AI 5). It is also, more simply, transmission through memory. Hadrian analyzes the rôle of this exteriorization of the judgement that bears on oneself in perpetuating life for Antinous: "I preferred to offer the chosen one a city . . . where his name would be repeated in the casual talk of the evening, where youths would toss crowns to each other at the banqueting hour" (MH 171). His dead are not trapped in the fixation, the immobility hereto associated with death; they develop and evolve again once a different subjectivity engages with it. Sartre expresses this, albeit less positively:

Death is the triumph of the Other's point of view over that which I am concerning myself . . . Hence we see clearly the difference between life and death: life decides on its own meaning . . . Nothing can happen to it from inside, it is entirely closed . . . it will henceforth undergo changes for which it is not responsible. (1995,(624)(625)(626).

Or indeed, put more casually into the mouth of the Garcin of his No Exit, looking back from Hell at gossiping acquaintances: "I have fallen into the public domain!" (Sartre 1947, 82) Now, the definition of this perpetuation as survival is clearly not literal. I use it in terms of Derrida's deconstruction of the life-death opposition; his idea of survival describes forms of quasi-existence, such as memory and legacy.

Naturally, all three letters are written to the narrator's child: this choice means that the generational handover, the hope of self-perpetuation, is given physical form in the shape of the letter. The narrators do as much for their parents; Mrs Curren recounts stories of her own mother and brother, Ames of his father and grandfather. Parts of the story, such as Ames' grandfather's idiosyncratic dialogue, are transmitted unchanged, others are subject to appropriation and interpretation. The narrators know that the same is true of their letters: the self will die, as will their capacity for self-definition and self-determination; but some continuation is possible, beyond first-person experience, through others' interpretations.

Ames' phrasing is significant: "I hope you will find me explained a little by what I am telling you" (G 81). The keyword of the phrase is you, not I; meaning does not reside in the telling, but in the finding. This can only recall developments in twentieth-century literary theory, especially given the metapoetic nature of the texts. The trio of letter-writer/ letter/ addressee shadows that formed by the author, the text and the reader; and indeed, the addressees are characterized by such blankness that it is easy for the reader to fill their shoes. In Sartre's description, we could swap in the word text for finished life to give a perfect description of the literary text. Although the writing-down of a text is an entry into a state of perfect thinghood and passivity, meaning is not fixed; sending, or publication, is the beginning of a series of metamorphoses which no longer depend on the intentions of the text's creator. This idea has an illustrious pedigree, beginning with Plato's grumpy criticism in the Phaedrus:

You would imagine that they [written art-forms] had intelligence, but if you want to know anything and put a question to one of them, the speaker always gives one unvarying answer.

And when they have been once written down they are tumbled about anywhere among those who may or may not understand them, and know not to whom they should reply, to whom not: and, if they are maltreated or abused, they have no parent to protect them; and they cannot protect or defend themselves. The most famous modern incarnation of this idea -more positive -is from a 1969 text by Roland Barthes, which asserts:

Writing is the destruction of every voice, of every point of origin. Writing is that neutral, composite, oblique space where our subject slips away, the negative where all identity is lost, starting with the very identity of the body writing . . . a text is made up of multiple writings, drawn from many cultures and entering into mutual relations of dialogue, parody, contestation, but there is one place where this multiplicity is focused and that place is the reader . . . text's unity lies not in its origin but in its destination. (Barthes 1977, 142-148) The text's title at once brings us back to our starting-point and confirms the relevance of this analysis. It is, of course, The Death of the Author: starting-point for the birth of the reader, and the lively dynamism of polysemy and interpretation.

But this transmission to the next generation, with its promise of survival and interpretation, is not as simple nor as immediate as the narrators -and Barthes -hope. At the heart of the single-letter novel is crushing uncertainty. The absence of a response ensures that the single letter remains without context, and it is thus impossible to tell how, or indeed whether, the missives will be or were received, read, shared, interpreted or forgotten. This uncertainty plagues the characters; it is represented -and indeed exacerbated -in Age of Iron by Vercueil, the unreliable vagrant to whom Mrs Curren confides her letter to be posted after her death. His character manifests this doubt, which entrenches itself as a condition of the reading of the entire novel. This brings difficulties to our reading and interpretation. Responses and reactions provide consensus, critical distance, balance. Even one character who sees the letter-writer from the outside can balance out the reader's judgement of the narrator and his story: this is the case in Balzac's Le Lys dans la vallée or Mauriac's Le Noeud de vipères, both of which include very short letters from another person at the end of the main epistolary text. Our books deny the reader this distance, and the entire weight of any interpretation must lie on our shoulders. This end also refuses catharsis or closure to the text. The reader perceives a double story, composed of the narrative alongside the metanarrative of the voyage of the letter; while the first is resolved, the second remains in abeyance, with no resolution, no satisfying or consonant end.

The letter, permanently in the limbo of some metaphorical postbox between sending and reception, exists in what Barthes calls "the unbearable present . . . a moment of pure anguish" (1977,21). This characteristic forges some of its most important links with both the passage into death and literature in general. This moment of anguish is the one time in which the texts correspond to a more contemporary idea of death: post-Shoah poetics rarely conform to the largely phenomenological approach we have adopted so far.8 Poetics based on non-communicative hermetism9 or logorrheic meaninglessness10 attempt to represent death in all its ferocious paradox, as something ungraspable, unspeakable, unshareable -in Heidegger's terms, a non-epistemic object -and yet still profoundly terrible and requiring speech. In our text, this unknowable death appears not in the microstructure of words, phrases and paragraphs, but in the overall structure of the letter whose fate and status are both unknowable and full of anguish.

Reading and interpretation, then, are not just joyous continuation of life from a slightly different angle; they pass through this anguished gap, this death, in order to be able to begin their work of resurrection. This uncertainty is perhaps a fundamental tenet of any literary text offered up to the reader by an author who cannot know or control its fate. It is perhaps the moment in which the Death of the Author is the best represented, and our novels' best claim to literature providing that fundamental, anti-Epicurian paradox, an experience of death. But it is also in this anguish that the reader can make the text live: any interpretation depends on having space, blankness, room to move. Paradoxically, it is this experience of death that allows the text to retain and develop some form of dynamism. This subtly changes the way in which we compare the text to a dead body: it still contains information, meanings, which are interpretable, some still to be discovered, some to be brought up to date; an inspiration for artists and collectors; vulnerable to outside additions, subtractions, attacks; but in itself, fixed now, and passive. The text has passed through a state of unknowable indeterminacy that is the best comparison for death we can have, and any new life must come from the outside. Within the novels, this is parental transmission; for the letters, printing and sending; on the level of literary theory, the death of the author. But if the text is indeed a cadaver, a representation of the experience of death, this is nonetheless not necessarily negative. This analysis shows to what extent our first observations may be universalized, and why seeing the text as cadaver may be an interesting proposition outside of this corpus of texts, or of narratives which close with death. By setting up this long and involved metaphor, our three novels permit us as readers to experience and appreciate the notion of the Death of the Author -and its consequences for us as readers.

A Conclusion on Conclusions

These novels bring into apparent conflict two essential elements of twentiethcentury reflection: the wide acknowledgement of some experience of death, that most nontransferable of experiences, and a reading ethic based on alterity, movement and openness.

We could consider that the liveliness of the letter, its promise of survival and meaning thanks to the Other, is mismatched with the texts' central premise of death. I am more inclined to think that death is a fundamental part of any text's continued survival, and that its presence in these texts as metaphor for writing is fully justified by this need.

The structure of a text, its linearity and limits, its unity and finality, all seem to me to be ways of refiguring the ended life. The narrators laid claim to the elements of order, finality, objectification and passivity as an experiential approach to death; this idea could be envisaged as a light shed on memoirs, final letters, etc., which perhaps represent an attempt not only to preserve life, but to experience or prefigure one's own death. The idea of the constitution of a textual object also echoes the passage towards corpsehood -becoming an object, losing agency and subjectivity. But this renunciation is only a transfer of agency, a change of perspective; focus shifts towards the idea of metaphorical survival and dynamism based on memory and interpretation. But in order to come out the other side, to begin this new life, a real passage is required through something that seems like Death, or the best representation we can imagine of this paradoxical object of study; uncertainty and anguish.

Without uncertainty, no interpretation. I would like to suggest that the moment of absolute unknowingness undergone by the text is as close as we can come, firstly to a new interpretation of the Death of the Author, and secondly to any literary experience of death

Coezee in particular forces the reader towards a permanent critical distance from his narrator. The two other texts allow a much higher level of sympathy and identification between reader and protagonist.6

See Alphonse de Lamartine's Poet Dying Young, Orpheus' underworldly inspiration (in any version), Margaret Atwood's analysis of writing entitled Negotiating with the Dead, etc.

I describe one clear trend, with no pretense to universality. Counter-examples are myriad, including Primo Levi's sober prose, or the gentle neo-humanism of Art Spiegelman's Maus.

For example, see Theodor Adorno's analysis of Paul Celan's poetry in his Aesthetic Theory.

For example, Samuel Beckett, and his reading by Georges Bataille in The Silence of Molloy.14

in the first person. It is perhaps thanks to this that the analysis of the text as cadaver takes on any generalizable importance. Even the humblest theoretical musings carry this metaphor of death, I discover as this essay draws to a close; may it be useful, and live.