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ABSTRACT 

 

 Postmodern theorists and authors have long argued that history is a constructed 

system of knowledge, and therefore prone to error. Yet, despite memory‟s connection to 
history, postmodern authors have continued to utilize it as a stable narrative device, tying 

their characters to a past that continues to emotionally and even physically harm them. 

Characters in such novels often turn to their memories in order to understand their past, 

believing that it offers a truthful view of what has already occurred. Denis Johnson‟s 
novels shift away from this modernist usage of memory, and develop a truly postmodern 

use. Characters in his novels recognize that memory is flawed, and despite occurring 

organically is in part a constructed system of knowledge. Due in part to its constructed 

nature, memory cannot be trusted, and Johnson‟s fiction emphasizes a departure from 
relying solely on memory as a fact-based source to the past.  
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INTRODUCTION 

 
Memory, specifically autobiographical memory, is imperative to forming identity, 

in addition to an individual‟s ability to function in everyday life. Autobiographical 
memory works on three different levels: to guide present behavior, to enable social 

connections through shared experiences, and create a narrative that shapes identity. For 

all of these reasons and more memory is necessary in order for the self to not only 

survive, but also succeed. Yet in literature, particularly those novels comprising the latter 

part of the twentieth century, memory is overly abused as a trustworthy connection to the 

past. Characters turn to their memories in an effort to understand events that have already 

transpired, and in some instances change them. In these cases, an obsession with memory 

hinders the individual from living life in the present, and suffocates them through history. 

Late-modern novelists such as William Faulkner utilized memory as a narrative 

device in order to create a bridge to the past. In their attempt to understand their present, 

characters in Faulkner‟s novels do not turn to the past and their memories so much as 
drown in it. Faulkner was particularly interested in how the individual functioned in time, 

and The Sound and the Fury reflects this by enveloping Benjy and Quentin, two of the 

four narrators, in their memories to the point where they bleed into the present and create 

emotional anguish and distress. Even though memories are instrumental in life, cognitive 

psychologists often warn of the dangers when it comes to relying too heavily on memory 

as a fact-based source. Memory, at its very core, is unreliable because of multiple factors 

including emotional biases and misinformation, so by turning to the past through memory 

for answers, characters only confuse themselves even more.  

Yet, even with the move to postmodernism when theorists such as Linda 

Hutcheon and Hayden White began challenging history‟s flawed, constructed nature and 
modernists‟ reliance on the supposed inherent validity of past, they hesitated to question 

memory, the very shaky bridge to that unknowable history. Postmodern authors such as 

Toni Morrison, Philip Roth and Don DeLillo all appear reliant on memory, and continue 

to use it in much the same way Faulkner did: as a narrative device which relates their 

characters to their past, despite negative physical and emotional consequences. The 

protagonists in Morrison‟s Beloved, Roth‟s American Pastoral and DeLillo‟s Falling 

Man are all haunted by their history, and turn to their memories in order to understand 

how they have arrived in the present. They find no healing grace in those recollections, 

however, and instead fall into a fixation with the past, which only hinders their ability to 

function in the present.  

On the other hand, Denis Johnson‟s fiction moves away from modernists‟ 
obsession with and reliance on memory to create a truth-based view of the past. Linda 

Hutcheon explains that postmodern novels question liberal humanist concepts “not to 
deny them – only to interrogate their relation to experience,” and in a very similar way 
Johnson questions memory‟s account of experience and the past, as well as how often it 
serves to barricade individuals rather than release them (57). In his novels, the characters 

that choose to look back frequently or submerge themselves in their memories suffocate 

at the hands of the unknowable past. At the same time, the characters that release 

themselves from their memories, either by choice or accident, manage to function in a 

world that grows more confusing every day.  
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As my thesis argues, by privileging those whose memories are erased, Johnson‟s 
fiction directly contradicts what cognitive psychologists and even literary critics argue is 

a necessary element of identity. Jonathan Clark has studied memory during the modernist 

period and says of how important remembering is, “To forget our history is not to be free, 

but to be mad” (15). Even postmodern theorists like architect Paolo Portoghesi feel it best 
not to forget memory; keeping in line with what postmodern authors espouse through 

their narratives, he states, “It is the loss of memory, not the cult of memory, that will 
make us prisoners of the past” (quoted in Hutcheon 30). Despite warnings to the contrary, 
Johnson‟s fiction provides postmodern literature with a new use of memory, one that 

truly reflects the period‟s unique attention towards constructed human systems. 
Postmodern memory, as I have termed it, is late-twentieth century‟s remarkable 
separation from the past as seen through memory; one that advocates not a complete 

erasure of that past, but a wary eye trained at all times to the faulty nature of the mind‟s 
recollection of history.  

This study will begin with a brief background on autobiographical memory, and 

its associative connection to emotion and history. I will then move into examining late 

modern and postmodern fiction‟s use of autobiographical memory. By first focusing on 
the novels The Sound and the Fury, Beloved, American Pastoral, and Falling Man, I will 

present the typical function of memory in literature today – that of an unhealthy 

obsession with what cannot be changed. In order to best explore postmodern memory, I 

intend to move chronologically through the portion of Johnson‟s novels I am including in 
this study; he begins by drawing upon the ways in which his contemporaries have used 

memory while at the same time acknowledging the dangers intrinsic in focusing too 

much on the past, before building towards an extreme use of memory loss in subsequent 

works. Even though all of Johnson‟s novels deal with memory in some way, I intend to 
focus on the four that provide the best examples of postmodern memory: Angels, 

Fiskadoro, The Stars at Noon and Tree of Smoke. I will highlight how these four novels 

of Johnson‟s move away from a dependence on memory as a connection to the past, and 

by doing so provide an interesting move in contemporary fiction to the truly postmodern 

use of memory in literature. 
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CHAPTER 1 

 

MEMORY‟S MODERNIST PAST 

 
In the early 1970s, famed neuroscientist Endel Tulving divided memory into two 

categories that better reflected the different systems associated with it. Tulving 

distinguished semantic memory as the “general knowledge and facts about the world,” 
and episodic memory as that which makes up the “personal experiences and the specific 
objects, people, and events that have been experienced at a particular time and place” 
(Williams 21). Not only is episodic memory the only form of memory exclusive to 

humans, but according to Tulving it “alone is concerned with the past” (Nelson 11). One 
of episodic memory‟s key functions is to help space out time in terms of past, present and 
future so individuals have an organized sense of identity along a continuous period. Petar 

Ramadanovic has studied the representation of memory in literature and maintains, 

“Memory is thus a dimension of the mind which allows the mind to situate itself in a 
temporal continuum and to conceive of itself as a unit of sense…Memory is, then, the 
memory of a consciousness which remembers itself” (15).  

Within episodic memory lies autobiographical memory, a subsystem that 

comprises personal experiences related specifically to identity. Autobiographical memory 

is drawn from one of three levels that make up the autobiographical knowledge base. 

These three levels are divided by “event specific knowledge (sensory details, facts, and 
images), general events (categories of events linked across relatively brief time periods or 

organized by shared theme), and lifetime periods (large units of time in individuals‟ lives 
that reflect particular overarching goals and activities)” (Singer 127). Many cognitive 
psychologists believe that autobiographical memory is retrieved cyclically when a cue is 

given to search the corresponding autobiographical knowledge. Martin Conway argues 

that autobiographical memory is not stored in the long-term memory of the brain, but is 

instead transitory and susceptible to constant change and revision, proof that memory is 

not the reliable source of information many think it to be (76).  

The brain processes autobiographical memories differently by using two kinds of 

awareness to signal where each type of memory will be stored: noetic and autonoetic. 

Noetic awareness, like semantic memory in many ways, recognizes facts and information 

regarding a person‟s past. Autonoetic awareness on the other hand gives the individual an 

understanding of past events beyond facts, and allows them to emotionally re-experience 

the memory (Nelson 11). Autobiographical memory, specifically the autonoetic 

awareness within that type of memory, is directly linked to emotion, and since it is 

through this lens that memory is often coded and stored, it becomes increasingly 

susceptible to error. Although it might appear that emotional memory would contain a 

greater level of accuracy, it appears to be quite the opposite. If an individual is highly 

emotional during an event – whether the emotion is negative or positive – they are more 

likely to misremember specific facts. Conway explains, “…knowledge is only selectively 

encoded and, consequently, autobiographical memories are never “complete” accounts of 
an event (87). Memory‟s inability to offer any conclusive record of an event further 
points to its fallibility as a means of access to the past.  

Despite its faulty tendency towards emotion, autobiographical memory does 

perform three key functions in life labeled directive, social and self. The directive works 
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to “guide and shape current and future behavior,” the social allows individuals to relate to 

people and share their common experiences, and the self creates the “database from 
which self is constructed” (Williams 24-5). Yet, when an individual is obsessed with the 

past these functions no longer operate properly, and memories can overload the 

individual with incorrect information about what has already taken place. Memory also 

enables organization by separating and distinguishing time in general terms like past and 

present, and more specific labels such as precise dates. However, it seems that besides 

emotion, this distance from the original event permits yet another flaw of memory to 

occur – reconstruction. While it is necessary for an individual to achieve some distance 

from the event because “memory is constructed after the fact,” they also gain the time 

necessary to reconstruct what actually occurred, and therefore impose potentially 

inaccurate interpretations on it (King 2). This is not to say that every memory is incorrect, 

but that at any given time memory can contain false pieces since, “New versions of the 
past are continually reconstructed” (Williams 75). Memory does not perform “as if it 

were a passive video recorder. Rather, its content is influenced by our self-

conceptualization at the time the event occurred, changes to our self-concept over time, 

as well as our self-concept at the time we are remembering our past selves” (Howe 45). It 
would appear, then, that memories can never exist in a pure state of truth when it comes 

to a reliable source to the past, because they are continually influenced by new 

information or hindsight, in addition to being biased towards our conception of self. 

Moreover, the characters that choose to fixate on the past offer examples of the dangers 

inherent in relying too heavily on memory for answers to the past.  
Interestingly, even though memory is most often equated as a binary to history, it 

seems more appropriate to speak of it in terms of myth, further supporting my theory of 

its constructed, flawed nature. Conway found in his experiments that individuals often 

viewed their memories as a sort of personal myth. Beyond narrative, their stories were 

often rehearsed and heavily edited, but more importantly could be entirely fabricated. 

“For the nonpathological individuals…the personal myth was subject to fairly constant 

change and updating in the normal course of everyday experience (75). As individuals 

receive information in the present that in turn influences their understanding of past 

events, it alters the memories associated with those specific incidents. In defining myth 

and history, Karin Andriolo explains that myth is often associated with a cyclical version 

of time, whereas history is often viewed linearly (263). Memory storage and retrieval are 

viewed as “a structured and layered knowledge base…accessed by a complex cyclic 

retrieval process controlled by central processes and a cognitive model of task demands. 

Memories are patterns of activation in the knowledge base temporally created and briefly 

maintained by central control processes and, especially, the self,” further supporting the 
ideal that memory and myth are perhaps more closely connected than originally thought, 

and giving further evidence to memory‟s faulty nature (Conway 90). Obsessing over 
memories and the past, then, yields no positive results since it ties the character to their 

biased interpretation of the past, rather than the truth.  

 
If, as Mary Ann Gillies argues, it is true that “few concepts so preoccupied the 

twentieth century like time,” then Faulkner‟s The Sound and the Fury provides a key 

example of the kind of American modernist fiction embodying this fascination (101). 

Faulkner‟s view of time mirrored that of Henri Bergson‟s, who believed time is not 
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separated into the past and future, but instead occurs as one. Faulkner wrote of his own 

philosophy: “There is only the present moment, in which I include both the past and the 
future, and that is eternity” (quoted Nalbantian 92). Gillies claims that the most evident 

use of Bergsonian time within literature is the use of the stream-of-consciousness 

narrative device (102). Perhaps the most extreme case of this can in turn be seen in the 

man-child Benjy‟s past literally conjoining with his present; his memories flow in and out 
of his mind so smoothly and rapidly that he is unable to distinguish time, and moreover 

becomes physically distraught by the recollections he fails not only to understand, but 

simply recognize as memories.  

Faulkner also appeared interested in memory and the wide-range effects it could 

have on an individual‟s sense of time. “In the face of the development of the state 
between the mid-nineteenth century and the beginning of the twenty-first, we have 

witnessed a growing obsession with memory” (Ladd 86). So it appears that Faulkner 
worked with memory as an extension of Bergson‟s theory of time. Suzanne Nalbantian, 
who has studied memory in modernist fiction, argues, “Faulkner creates the mentally 
retarded character Benjy in order to depict the uncontrolled intrusion of memory which 

completely breaks down rational barriers between the present and the past” (93). Due to 
Benjy‟s limited mental capacity he does not obsess over the past like his brother Quentin, 
yet the type of memory he experiences (free-flowing recollections intertwined with the 

present) in many ways speak to a fascination with the past. Ramadanovic explains, “If a 
being has a memory, it follows that this being has a capacity to register time‟s passing in 
some way, and, vice versa, if a being has a sense of time it is also endowed with the 

capacity to remember” (15). Despite having memories that the reader eventually comes to 
recognize as such, Benjy has no concept of time. In fact, until the pattern of the narrative 

is discovered, the reader is thrown into the chaos that is Benjy‟s world, experiencing for a 

moment the confusion that comes when memory is not an organizing factor in life.  

More than an individual unable to care for himself, Benjy‟s incapacity to 
recognize time cripples him emotionally, and he constantly wails for Caddy, never 

realizing that she exists only in his memories. Benjy, then, still falls victim to what occurs 

when the past is allowed to invade the present too often and too intensely despite his 

mental handicap. Benjy moans and cries after each memory even though he is unaware 

that what he has experienced is a recollection of the past. While he does not realize he is 

doing this, Luster, the housekeeper‟s grandson and Benjy‟s caretaker, does, and often 
questions Benjy‟s sudden emotional distress. When both Benjy and the narrative return to 

the present from a memory involving Caddy, Luster asks him, “What are you moaning 
about” (Faulkner 6). Moments later, after Benjy has again fallen victim to his 
recollections and reemerges in the present whimpering and whining, Luster questions, 

“What is the matter with you…Can‟t you get done with that moaning and play in the 
branch like folks” (Faulkner 19). Benjy never appears aware that he is physically upset, 
and the reader must rely on Luster‟s response once Benjy resurfaces from a „flashback.‟ 
Benjy‟s physical reaction to these memories, even though he believes they are taking 
place in the present, is an example of the problem of being tied too closely to one‟s past, 
especially to something as unreliable as memory. The obsession with history through 

memory hinders rather than helps, and Benjy offers an extreme example of what happens 

when an individual is too entwined with his memories, purposefully or not.  
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While Benjy provides a unique example of memory due to his mental handicap 

and inability to recognize time and therefore memories, his brother Quentin, a Harvard 

student, still falls prey to the dangers in memory. Nalbantian compares Quentin to Benjy 

in her argument on memory, and calls the former “time-obsessed” and “not free from 
present time” (95). Even though Quentin can distinguish the past from the present, it does 

not stop the memories from overwhelming him. As Quentin rides in a car with his 

friends, he is suddenly overcome with a memory of the time he tried to fight Caddy‟s 
lover, Dalton Ames. The memory appears in fragmented sentences and without 

punctuation to signify the complete spell Quentin has fallen under. During the 

recollection Quentin asks Ames, “did you ever have a sister did you,” to which Ames 
replies, “no but they‟re all bitches,” thus spurring Quentin to attack him. Quentin awakes 
from the memory to find himself injured because his friend Gerald beat him up. 

Quentin‟s roommate Shreve asks him why he provoked Gerald, and it comes to light that 
while caught up in the past, Quentin attacked Gerald thinking he was Ames:  

“Say,” he said. “What did you hit him for? What was it he said?”  
“I don‟t know. I don‟t know why I did.”  
“The first I knew was when you jumped up all of a sudden and said, „Did 
you ever have a sister? Did you?‟ and when he said No, you hit him. I 
noticed you kept on looking at him, but you didn‟t seem to be paying any 
attention to what anybody was saying until you jumped up and asked him 

if he had any sisters” (Faulkner 166).  
Quentin‟s memories have become uncontrollable, and history with Caddy invades his 

present when he attacks the wrong person during a recollection.  

Regarding Benjy and Quentin, Nalbantian argues, “Memory controls the 
workings of their minds in a variety of ways that create a continuous interchange with the 

past” (78). Despite her interesting explanation, Nalbantian fails to argue whether such an 
obsession is positive or negative. Even though Faulkner may not recognize this as a valid 

question, it becomes a topic Johnson will address in his fiction. I believe it is be entirely 

negative, though, given the physical and emotional pain it causes both subjects, coupled 

with the fact that it does not provide them with any positive insight or knowledge. 

Faulkner has explained that he feels there is much to learn from the past in order to 

understand the present, but this is a prime example of modernists‟ fascination with 
history, and what postmodern authors and artists have attempted to move away from 

(Nalbantian 92). Although it may be true that there is something valuable to be had from 

turning to the past for insight into the present, doing so solely through a faulty device 

such as memory only inhibits the three functions of autobiographical memory from 

working properly. Quentin is so caught up with his memories that they fail to perform a 

healthy function in his life. While the directive aspect of memory is meant to influence 

the individual‟s present behavior, it works so negatively in Quentin that he feels he must 
commit suicide in order to escape.  

Besides the three main functions of autobiographical memory, there is also the 

importance of forgetting. Jonathan Clark examines the use of history throughout the 

modernist period, and argues that it has two functions. The first adheres to 

autobiographical memory‟s directive function, but the second is somewhat different in 
that it emphasizes the importance of forgetting in relation to memory: “History‟s second 
function is…not to remember the past for present advantage, but to forget it (Clark 14). 
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Faulkner‟s characters are far too concerned with their memories to fulfill the second 
function of history because they idolize the past too much, and are unwilling or unable to 

forget. Barbara Ladd has studied the way Faulkner uses memory in his novels, and 

although she doesn‟t include The Sound and the Fury in her study, her argument can be 

applied to the novel: “Many of Faulkner‟s protagonists…are less devoted to living 
memory than to monumentalizing and memorializing the past; they are characters for 

whom the past does not cease to exist in the present, for whom forgetting is impossible” 
(91). Forgetting is especially imperative when it comes to emotionally negative or 

traumatic events, and in this instance their fascination with the past only serves to hurt 

Benjy and Quentin. “Proust claimed that it was impossible to understand memory without 
some attention to forgetting. Nietzsche claimed that no life in any true sense was possible 

without forgetting. Mourning has as its goal a degree of forgetting that enables one to 

adjust to loss and to continue with one‟s own life” (Ladd 89). The one thing neither 
Benjy nor Quentin are able to do is forget. Benjy is incapable of separating himself from 

the past because of his limited mental ability, but Quentin, who has the means to let go, 

chooses instead to suffocate himself in his memories only to find he is so haunted by 

them that there is nothing for him in the end but to commit suicide.  

 
Even though Faulkner‟s main concern appeared to be time, the way his characters 

obsess over their memories illustrates what will continue to be a trend into postmodernist 

fiction. Morrison‟s postmodern novel Beloved builds off of how Faulkner uses memory, 

despite her postmodern questioning of history as a constructed system. The majority of 

the characters suffer a traumatic past, having escaped from slavery at a terrible cost, yet 

they continue returning to their memories of the plantation, Sweet Home, in order to find 

some kind of salvation in the present. Arnold Weinstein explains, “Beloved thrusts you 

into a human landscape that seems post-nuclear,” and like a post-nuclear society they 

must rebuild (423). Indeed, Sethe, Paul D. and even Baby Suggs have all come out 

reeling from the past; while they attempt to move forward with their lives, they cannot 

since they are still physically tied to their history. Philip Page concludes in his study on 

Beloved, “For Sethe and Paul D., bittersweet memories of Sweet Home, the killing of 
Beloved, and Alfred, Georgia cannot be reconciled with their present lives in Cincinnati” 
(133). It seems, however, that Paul D. is better able to separate himself from his horrific 

memories than Sethe. Even though Sethe‟s life after escaping Sweet Home seems like a 
new beginning and a chance to break away from the terrors of her earlier life, Sweet 

Home follows her in the corporeal presence of the schoolteacher. Her subsequent actions 

create further tragedy when she kills her daughter, Beloved, in an attempt to save her 

children from slave life, which the schoolteacher wants to take them back to. The 

presence of Beloved‟s ghost in Sethe‟s home years later becomes the physical 
representation of the memory Sethe and her family cannot escape. “The past is not dead: 
it lives, and it hurts” (Weinstein 436-7). Sethe especially continues to hold on to Beloved 

(her past), and in turn Beloved wreaks havoc on Sethe physically and mentally. 

Page argues, “for the surviving characters to endure, they must bear the truth of 
that past, by remembering, recounting, and/or listening to it – in any case by accepting it” 
(134). In Sethe‟s case the past has been particularly devastating, and even though she 
tries not to let her memories overwhelm her, she ends up doing just that when her dead 

daughter returns, thereby sinking into a life of waste and ruin. While Sethe is different 
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than Benjy and Quentin in that she does not initially obsess over her memories, she does 

come to obsess over Beloved, thereby embodying Faulkner‟s use of memory. Page 
continues, “The characters take advantage of this separation between the past and the 

present and the associated fragmentation to engage in extended and intensive reworkings 

of the past that lead toward their recoveries” (133). Page‟s reading seems flawed, though, 
since Sethe refuses to extricate herself from the past, and instead becomes increasingly 

entangled with Beloved. Morrison appears to be replicating the ways in which Faulkner 

used memory, believing as he did in its sound connection to the past; her characters suffer 

because they are unable to recognize the flaws inherent in memory.  

Beloved continues to capsize Sethe‟s body, home and life because Sethe cannot 
move away from her memories; she welcomes her baby‟s presence with open arms, 
believing that she can change what happened because Beloved has “come back…of her 
own free will and I don‟t have to explain a thing” (Morrison 236). This grasping at 
memories retards a person‟s growth - in this case Sethe‟s when she gives of herself 
physically and mentally so Beloved can grow stronger. Sethe‟s past no longer merely 

haunts her, but envelops her in such a way that she cannot move towards the future, and 

instead coops herself and Beloved up in her house, ignoring life itself. Paul D. puts it 

best, “Me and you, we got more yesterday than anybody. We need some kind of 

tomorrow” (Morrison 322). Paul D. recognizes the detrimental effect relying heavily on 
the past can cause, but is unable to inspire the same revelation in his friend. As Beloved 

grows increasingly more attached to Sethe, the memories – both good and bad – begin to 

resurface more intensely: “Sethe smiled then, at the memory of it. The smile broke in two 
and became a sudden suck of air, but she did not shudder or close her eyes. She wheeled” 
(Morrison 188). Instead of ignoring everything, as she originally did, Sethe begins to let 

her memories wash over her, and slowly recalls life with Beloved before the horrible 

murder. What Sethe really needs to do, like Faulkner‟s characters, is forget.  
Interestingly, it would appear that Sethe‟s house is as haunted by memories as her 

mind. When the women of the community arrive to intercede on behalf of Sethe, they 

find themselves face to face with their memories of the afternoon before Sethe 

slaughtered her daughter:  

When they caught up with each other, all thirty, and arrived at 124, the 

first thing they saw was not Denver, sitting on the steps, but themselves. 

Younger, stronger, even as little girls lying in the grass asleep…They sat 
on the porch, ran down to the creek, teased the men, hoisted the children 

on their hips or, if they were the children, straddled the ankles of old men 

who held their little hands while giving them a horsey ride. Baby Suggs 

laughed and skipped among them, urging more. Mothers, dead now, 

moved their shoulders to mouth harps. The fence they leaned on and 

climbed over was gone. The stump of the butternut had split like a fan. But 

there they were, young and happy, playing in Baby Suggs‟ yard, not 
feeling the envy that had surfaced the next day (Morrison 204) 

Memory pervades the area around Sethe‟s house, and affects everyone who comes into 
contact with it. By coming together as a community for the first time since Sethe‟s 
terrible deed, the people face their own memories and intercede on behalf of Sethe, who 

is too engrossed in the past to let go. Although entranced by the memories that haunt 

Sethe‟s house, the women automatically understand the past‟s presence as evil.    
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  Sethe does not willingly let Beloved go, but eventually she does manage to move 

forward from her dead daughter‟s influence. Yet her experience with memory leaves her 
devastated. When Paul D. comes to visit he finds her “lying under a quilt of merry colors. 
Her hair, like the dark delicate roots of good plants, spreads and curves on the pillow. Her 

eyes, fixed on the window, are so expressionless he is not sure she will know who he is” 
(Morrison 319). Sethe even admits to him, “I‟m tired, Paul D. So tired” (Morrison 320). 
Sethe misses Beloved, and if read as an allegory, misses her memories as well - at least 

the parts before the tragic events occurred in her life. Sethe describes Beloved as her 

“best thing,” so it seems that even after all the harm her memories have caused, she still 
does not want to let them go. Sethe provides further proof that the past, when viewed 

through memory, can become a fixation which does not cease and will eventually destroy 

the individual. Therefore, Morrison, as a postmodern author, has not broken with the 

modernists‟ use of memory, despite having already questioned the same flaws in history.  
 

This trend continues in Roth‟s novel American Pastoral, which relies on memory 

as a viable reference to the past. Towards the end of the 1980s, cognitive psychologists 

saw an alarming rise in the number of adult patients who began to “produce completely 

false confabulated memories of events that never occurred at all” (Williams 76). More 
than mere misinformation, which can lead to specific fact details becoming either blurred 

or confused in a memory, this new idea of creating a completely false memory that 

patients feel is totally true speaks to memory‟s unreliability, and the brain‟s uncanny 
capability to dupe individuals into believing in a fictional past. This occurrence 

eventually came to be labeled False Memory Syndrome (Williams 76). While 

psychologists argue that these fabricated memories are usually the responsibility of 

therapists who lead and prompt their patients with the types of questions or suggestions 

that cause their development, it seems possible that an individual completely obsessed 

with their past, especially one who questions the events that have shaped their life, could 

also create these false memories without an outsider prompting them on.  

The main character of Roth‟s American Pastoral exemplifies this tendency 

towards revisiting memories to the point where it becomes possible that his memories are 

fictionally constructed versions of the past he wishes to escape. Perhaps of all the 

literature I have examined so far in the postmodern period, American Pastoral contains 

by far one of the most memory-obsessed protagonists. Comparable to Quentin in terms of 

letting his memories overtake his daily activity and interfere with his life, Seymour “the 
Swede” Levov consciously examines the past in order to understand where his daughter, 
Merry, went so very wrong. The Swede‟s daughter finds herself more and more 
enmeshed in the politics of the Lyndon B. Johnson era as the novel progresses. Once a 

happy, free-spirited girl, if somewhat bothered by a speech impediment – a stutter – 

Merry suddenly turns into an advocate of violent revolution in her teen years when she 

plants a bomb at the local corner store/post office. After the bomb erupts, Merry 

disappears for several years, leaving her family, in particular her father, questioning what 

exactly went wrong in her development: what shift occurred to transform the seemingly 

innocent young child into the angry, murderous teenager? The question haunts Seymour 

for years as he anxiously goes over his past with a fine-toothed comb in an effort to 

discover where he has failed as a parent. In this way Seymour displays what cognitive 

psychologists have come to call a “strong reconstruction view” (Williams 75). What may 
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have remained as original, untainted memories had Merry not become so enraptured with 

politics suddenly becomes tainted with Seymour‟s knowledge of his daughter‟s violent 
temperament, and the agonizing experience of losing her to the world. “People use their 
general knowledge and past experience to make plausible inferences about what might 

have happened. Reconstructed memories are therefore liable to conform to the general 

character of the original event by inaccurate in specific details” (Williams 75).  
In his search for an answer, Swede recalls an innocent moment he shared with 

Merry when she was younger and they were driving home from the beach. Merry, elated 

after having spent the day alone with her father, asks him to kiss her like he kisses 

Mother. Initially Swede resists, but finally relents in order to silence her stuttering mouth:  

Never in his entire life, not as a son, a husband, a father, even as an 

employer, had he given way to anything to so alien to the emotional rules 

by which he was governed, and later he wondered if this stranger parental 

misstep was not the lapse from responsibility for which he paid for the rest 

of his life. The kiss bore no resemblance to anything serious, was not an 

imitation of anything, had never been repeated, had itself lasted five 

seconds…ten at most…but after the disaster, when he went obsessively 
searching for the origins of their suffering, it was the anomalous moment – 

when she was eleven and he was thirty-six and the two of them, all stirred 

by the strong sea and the hot sun, were heading happily home alone from 

the beach – that he remembered (Roth 92).   

What was once an innocent enough moment shared with his daughter becomes a possible 

reason why Merry turned into a raging, violent teenager: his present knowledge colors the 

lens through which he views memory in this instance. Throughout the novel, Swede 

looks for reasons why Merry went astray from the sweet, darling child who behaved so 

well to the outraged sixteen-year-old who chose violence. Swede‟s memories eventually 
begin to envelop him, and throughout the course of his day he finds himself drifting off 

into other recollections of his past life that only bring about pain. He believes that 

somewhere in his memories lies the answer to Merry‟s erratic departure from a beloved 
child, and so begins analyzing every instance that may have led to his family‟s downfall. 
Much like the traumatic event that Sethe emerges from in Beloved, Swede deals with the 

loss of a daughter and the “pastoral” life he has worked so hard to achieve. The very man 
who has tried his best to be a neutral figure in life, not offending anyone and succeeding 

at most everything he tried, is shocked to find himself “transport[ed] out of the longed-for 

American pastoral and into the everything that is its antithesis and its enemy, into the 

fury, the violence, and the desperation of the counterpastoral – into the indigenous 

American beserk” (Roth 86).  
Along with Swede, Nathan Zuckerman, the initial narrator of American Pastoral 

who later comes to write the novel that deals with Swede‟s tragedy, finds himself 
growing more obsessed with memory as he grows older. In the beginning of the novel, 

Zuckerman is attending his 45
th

 high school reunion, which he labels an “agitated pot of 
memory” (83). Zuckerman‟s inability to rectify the current identities of his classmates 
with their past selves is due in part to the unreliability of memory. Zuckerman cannot 

help but go over the day‟s events while driving home from the reunion:  
I was…memory to the marrow of my bones…Perhaps if I were thirty or 
forty, the reunion would have faded sweetly away in the three hours it 
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took me to drive home. But there is no easy mastery of such events at 

sixty-two, and only a year beyond cancer surgery. Instead of recapturing 

the past, I‟d been captured by it in the present, so that passing seemingly 
out of the world of time I was in, fact, rocketing through to its secret core 

(45).  

As Zuckerman ages he remembers more than he would like, and tries to make sense of all 

that has taken place. Yet, this nostalgia for the past, in the physical form of the high 

school reunion, only seems to hurt Zuckerman, who cannot believe how many of his 

fellow classmates are now either afflicted with prostrate cancer or deceased.  

Through the Swede‟s younger brother, Jerry, who fails to follow the conventions 
his older brother is so willing to go along with, the reader glimpses a fragment of what 

Johnson will later expand upon in his own fiction – a character that chooses to cut 

himself off from the past at all costs. Roth describes Jerry as “unseared by memory; To 
him all looking back is bullshit-nostalgia, including even the Swede‟s looking back, 
twenty-five years later, at his daughter before that bomb went off, looking back and 

helplessly weeping for all that went up in the explosion” (72). Jerry‟s approach seems 
overly harsh and cold in American Pastoral, but Roth does not pay him much attention, 

focusing instead on Seymour and his ordeals. There is something to be said about a 

healthy skepticism about memory, though, a thread which Johnson will explore in his 

novels. 

 
DeLillo‟s most recent novel, Falling Man, deals with the postmodern event 

September 11, 2001, yet continues utilizing memory in much the same way Faulkner, and 

later his contemporaries do. For postmodern authors history exists as a convention to be 

reconstructed through narrative, but such is not the case with memory. Kerwin Lee Klein 

writes that memory “appeals to us because it projects an immediacy we feel has been lost 
from history,” yet this immediacy appears to be a false sense of truth obtained from a 
constructed system (129). The estranged husband and wife at the heart of the novel, Keith 

and Lianne Neudecker, replay their memories over and over in an attempt to understand 

the fateful morning in September that reunited them. Falling Man concerns an event that, 

for many, created a „flashbulb‟ memory in their minds, and deals with the divide between 
the „before‟ and „after‟ self. A flashbulb memory is a type within autobiographical 
memory that refers to “the exceptionally clear and detailed recollections people seem to 

have for singular, emotional, and consequential events they have experienced” (Reisberg 
5). Flashbulb memories can be tricky, however, because while they may seem like 

reliable sources of memory given the extreme vividness and confidence often associated 

with them, cognitive psychologists warn that they are “in some circumstances…wrong, 
making it plain that we cannot equate memory vividness with memory accuracy or 

memory confidence with memory accuracy” (Reisberg 5). This becomes evident in the 
novel when Keith experiences the Towers collapse in person and Lianne witnesses it on 

the television, yet both misconstrue what they see. 

The novel begins with Keith, a corporate lawyer who works in the North Tower. 

Stunned and bloodied, he stumbles away from the Towers as they collapse, taking in the 

events around him but not fully understanding what is happening. His shock is evident to 

the reader, and despite his shortcomings as a subjective narrator, the reader is all too 

aware of the situation due to their own memories of that day. DeLillo fails to name Keith 
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for some time, instead choosing to rely on pronouns to narrate the story. This will 

continue throughout the novel as the majority of the sections begin through the 

impersonal „he‟ or „she,‟ thereby implicating the reader in the events and making the 

characters less specific to the situation. The characters struggle with their memories of 

the horrendous events of that day, and the reader becomes a part of this obsession – it 

seems impossible to read the novel without remembering one‟s own recollections. 
Even though Keith is the one to have physically experienced the Towers 

collapsing, he is unable to process the memories associated with the traumatic event. 

Rather than obsess about the past through memory as we have seen Quentin do, Keith 

finds himself in too much to want to remember what happened. As emergency and clean-

up crews struggle to work through the Towers‟ rubble, Keith returns to his apartment in 
the Financial District to gather clothing and a few items he needs since relocating to 

Lianne‟s apartment. Keith finds himself unable to piece together the person he was before 
the attacks with who he is now: “He saw the place differently now. Here he was, seen 
clear, with nothing that mattered to him in these two and a half rooms, dim and still, in a 

faint odor of nonoccupancy” (DeLillo 26). Keith‟s altered self represents what often 
occurs when an individual undergoes a traumatic event; the memories of the earlier self 

no longer match up with the present self. DeLillo writes, “He looked in the refrigerator. 
Maybe he was thinking of the man who used to live here and he checked the bottles and 

cartons for a clue” (27). Keith appears, for the moment at least, to have the opposite 
problem of Benjy and Quentin – his lack of memory prohibits him from being 

overwhelmed with recollections of the tragedy that claimed friends‟ lives and altered 
New York City. As the novel continues, though, Keith will find that despite physically 

escaping New York City for Las Vegas, his memories only come back stronger so that 

he, too, falls victim to memory‟s obsessive tendencies.  
Keith‟s wife is far more obsessed with memory than her husband, and shows the 

continued use of modernist memory in the late twentieth century. Her concern with 

memory is mainly wrapped up in her father having committed suicide after discovering 

he had senile dementia. Lianne begins working weekly with early onset Alzheimer‟s 
patients partially to help those like her father, and partially to prevent her own mind‟s 
demise. They write down their memories, cognitively mapping their own lives. In this 

way they embody how memory comes to be reconstructed into a narrative form, further 

warranting caution when relying on memory as a bridge to the past. By working with her 

patients Lianne also performs a cognitive mapping of the events of 9/11, and how that 

day turned her world upside down: besides the fact that it changed life for residents of 

New York City, it also returned her estranged husband to the family. “Much of our 

waking mental activity and our dreams, may be concerned with our efforts to cope with 

unhappiness and conflict, to digest it, to forget it by achieving a correct understanding of 

it,” and it seems that Lianne is attempting to gain that understanding, but she never will 

because she is so consumed with trying to remember. (Clark 14). Lianne‟s obsession 
extends beyond memories in this instance, and she tries to gather as much information 

about September 11
th

 as possible, admitting that she reads every obituary, every article 

printed on the attacks, so that she comes to adopt others‟ memories as her own.  
Lianne‟s obsession with her past and September 11th

 eventually begins to break 

her down, and instead of helping, her autobiographical memory only negatively affects 

her by tying her to the past. Since Lianne works with Alzheimer‟s patients, she realizes 
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how necessary memory is to an individual‟s ability to function, “Sometimes it scared her, 
the first signs of halting response, the losses and failings, the grim prefigurings that 

issued now and then from a mind beginning to slide away from the adhesive friction that 

makes an individual possible” (DeLillo 30). Yet, as important as memory is to life, 
Lianne‟s obsession with maintaining her memories consumes her. DeLillo gives the 

reader no indication that Lianne was ever a violent woman in the past, but the shock she 

has endured since September 11
th,

 and the subsequent strain her mind has been under, 

pushes her over the edge. In the days following the attacks, Lianne begins to hear Middle 

Eastern music being played in another tenant‟s apartment:  
They lived on the top floor of a redbrick building, four-storied, and often 

now, these past days, she walked down the stairs and heard a certain kind 

of music, wailing music, lutes and tambourines and chanting voices 

sometimes, coming from the apartment on the second floor, the same CD, 

she thought, over and over, and it was beginning to make her angry 

(DeLillo 67). 

Infuriated that the tenant should be so callous to the victims of 9/11 by playing music she 

assumes the terrorists would have enjoyed, she begins to fixate over memories of 

September 11
th

 until she suddenly decides to confront the woman one day. “Lianne 
mashed the hand into the eye and the woman took a swing at her, a blind right that caught 

the edge of the door. Lianne knew she was going crazy even as she turned and walked 

out, slamming the door behind her and hearing the dog bark over the sound of a solo lute 

from Turkey or Egypt or Kurdistan” (DeLillo 120). Lianne is aware that her infatuation 

with the past has gone over the edge and admits that she is going insane because of it, but 

still cannot draw herself away from remembering. It seems, then, that even though as a 

postmodern author DeLillo is aware of history‟s constructed nature and the need to call 
attention to a faith in the narrative of history, he fails to recognize the same flaws in 

memory, and continues to work with it on the level that Faulkner did.  

One particular rumor that circulates after the Towers collapse is that of the 

„falling man‟ -- a man trapped above the impact site in one of the Towers who decides to 

jump rather than burn to death. Keith sees a version of this as he runs to China Town the 

morning of the attack, “There was something else then, outside all this, not belonging to 

this, aloft. He watched it come down. A shirt came down out of the high smoke, a shirt 

lifted and drifting in the scant light and then falling again, down toward the river” (4). 
This memory comes to stand for the „falling man‟ in Keith‟s mind, and the “false” 
memory is supported by the rumor his wife heard that the „falling man‟ is Keith‟s friend, 
Rumsey. At the end of the novel, the narrative flashes back to September 11

th
 and the 

moment the planes hit the tower; the reader finds Keith searching for his friend Rumsey 

directly after the crash, and finally learns that Rumsey was not the „falling man.‟ Keith 
crawls towards Rumsey‟s office, discovering his friend trapped and severely injured from 
the ceiling‟s collapse. The diction DeLillo chooses for Keith‟s recollection mirrors the 
images of the „falling man‟ that circulate after the collapse, and it becomes easy to 
understand how Keith could reconstruct this event:  

The man jumped in his grip. There was a noise in his throat, abrupt, a half 

second, half gasp, and then blood from somewhere, floating, and Keith 

turned away, hand still clutching the man‟s belt. He waited, trying to 
breathe. He looked at Rumsey, who‟d fallen away from him, upper body 
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lax, face barely belonging. The whole business of being Rumsey was in 

shambles now. Keith held tight to the belt buckle. He stood and looked at 

him and the man opened his eyes and died (243).  

Words like „jumped,‟ „floating‟ and „fallen away‟ surround Rumsey, so it seems 
logical enough that given the trauma of the situation, Keith has simply rearranged 

information from two different memories to come to the erroneous conclusion that 

Rumsey was indeed the „falling man.‟ In the end Keith‟s memories are false, and offer no 
valid answers to a past that remains hidden through memory.  

So, even though postmodernism broke with modernism‟s fascination with history, 
it failed to do the same with memory. Being an unreliable constructed system, however, 

memory proves that if an individual seeks truthful answers concerning the past, they are 

not to be found through their own personal recollections. Memory is flawed, and deserves 

to be questioned in the same way that postmodernism has questioned history as a human 

construct. Moreover, an obsession with memory does not yield any positive results, as 

can be seen from the protagonists from The Sound and the Fury, Beloved, American 

Pastoral and Falling Man where each experiences a physical and emotional demise. 

Johnson appears to use memory in a more postmodern way, accentuating how damaging 

an obsession with a constructed system such as memory can be. 
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CHAPTER 2 

 

THE BEGINNINGS OF POSTMODERN MEMORY 

 

Richard Terdiman has studied the way the modernists used memory, and 

postulates, “Memory stabilizes subjects and constitutes the present” (8). While the latter 
part of his statement may be true because memory does help to formulate a sense of 

„now‟ versus „then,‟ the first part leaves much to be desired. As we have seen in both 
modernist fiction as well as the transition to postmodern fiction, memory does not 

“stabilize subjects.” Instead, it does quite the opposite. By obsessing over the past and 
turning to memory as a means to that past, characters often become overwhelmed by their 

inability to discover the truth about what has actually occurred. Richard Thompson has 

studied memory and offers, “remembering and reliving traumatic events can exert 
disruptive effects on people for years” (24). Emotional memory appears for the most part 
to be the aspect of autobiographical memory that suffocates these characters in their 

attempt to gain an understanding of their past. While pieces of their memories may offer 

these characters some answers, the past as a whole cannot be entirely known, especially 

when viewed through the fallible form of memory. “The problem is not so much being 
able to remember such traumas but instead being able to forget them” (Thompson 24). 
Characters in postmodern fiction do not forget, but instead turn to their memories for 

answers they will never find. Denis Johnson‟s fiction begins to move away from this 
obsession with the past, and towards a future that has an eye trained on memory‟s 
unsound structure. His fiction questions constantly turning to the past for answers when 

the business of living already takes up so much time and effort. Johnson works with 

memory much in the way that postmodernist theorists and novelists have done with 

history and other constructed systems of knowledge.  

Hutcheon takes a page from W.B. Yeats and writes, “The centre no longer 
completely holds,” however, such a statement does not fit with her study on 
postmodernism, since it seems arguable that there no longer appears to be any center at 

all (12). In postmodern fiction, as I have been arguing, memory is no longer the center 

around which the accessible past pivots. “We say, in a now-familiar formulation, that we 

construct the past. The agent of that construction is what I term “memory.” Memory is 
the modality of our relation to the past” (Terdiman 7). If we use memory to construct the 

past, and even use memories to construct an understandable narrative of our history, then 

it follows that memory is in part a constructed system of knowledge, and one that 

deserves the same critical attention postmodernism has given to other systems. Linda 

Hutcheon‟s two main studies on postmodernism and its various manifestations in art, 
literature and architecture have conclusively shown how the movement has changed 

contemporary views of constructed systems of knowledge. Her only major weakness 

seems to be that she has failed to question memory as among those constructed systems 

she examines. Hutcheon only admits that memory “is central to this linking of the past 

with the lived,” but goes no further to examine the association between memory and the 

ways in which humans construct history (29). On the one hand memory is organic in that 

it naturally occurs as an organizational system in the human brain, but on the other hand 
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in order to be understood memory must be reconstructed, oftentimes as a narrative, 

because it is composed of fragments of the past.  

Hutcheon defines another element of the postmodern, saying that it recognizes 

that “all repairs are human constructs, but that, from that very fact, they derive their value 

as well as their limitation. All repairs are both comforting and illusory” (8). In discussing 
„repairs,‟ Hutcheon means the systems of knowledge that humans create in order to 
organize society and time, and establish meaning. Memory in many ways seems to repair 

the past to the present, and falsely appears to help individuals reach a true understanding 

of their history. Memory operates under the assumption that through knowledge of the 

past the present can be better understood – this would seem to fall under one of memory‟s 
three functions, that of past behavior influencing present. In fact, Terdiman states, “The 
past invests the present because of its paradoxical inaccessibility” (23). Yet, Hutcheon 
argues a shift occurs in postmodernism away from this obsession with the past 

influencing the present: “What postmodernism does, as its very name suggests, is 
confront and contest any modernist discarding or recuperating of the past in the name of 

the future” (Hutcheon 19). It is erroneous, however, to assume that past knowledge will 

always impact present behavior. Memory is a flawed medium unable to record the past 

exactly as it happened; therefore to rely solely on it in order to gain insight into the 

present is a dangerous undertaking, as it does not necessarily offer up the truth.  

By reconstructing their memories from past experiences and knowledge, 

individuals become what Derrida, in his theory of deconstruction, calls “bricoleurs” 
(285). Bricoleurs perform an act of “bricolage,” which he defines as an “intellectual 
activity but also…a mythopoetical activity” (285). Memory, then, could be seen in many 
ways as myth, moving away from the idea that it is essentially true because it pertains to 

the lived past. Derrida continues to explain “bricolage,” stating that it is also “the 
necessity of borrowing one‟s concepts from the text of a heritage which is more or less 
coherent or ruined” (285). If the text in this case is memory - that which the individual 

has experienced on a personal level - then it follows that it is both coherent and ruined: 

coherent in that it is understandable in the segments which often flood the mind, but 

ruined in its inability to ever offer a complete representation and explanation of the past. 

This is not to say, however, that memory is essentially myth, but on a certain level it 

accesses the myth of the past, that which forever remains unknowable to the individual 

who has experienced it. History, as Derrida explains, “is always a unity of becoming, as 
the tradition of truth of the development of science or knowledge in consciousness-of-

self. History has always been conceived as the movement of a resumption of history, as a 

detour between two presences” (291). Since history is always in the process of 
“becoming,” as Derrida argues, it never arrives at the final moment of meaning. So, too, 

does memory constantly strive for absolute meaning, but never reaches that moment 

because it constantly changes based on an individual‟s fluctuating sense of recall, and 
present information, which works to inform the past.  

In moving closer to a definition of how postmodernism now interacts with 

history, Hutcheon argues a similar aspect of what Derrida found with history: “final 
meaning” becomes “impossible” to reach because there is no longer one “master 

narrative” but multiple versions (15, 13 respectively). Along with other systems of 
knowledge, memory also comes close to, but never achieves, final meaning. Aside from 

the cold hard facts that comprise history, eyewitness accounts and first-person narratives 
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help add a humanist perspective to what has already occurred, but are subject to error 

given memory‟s unreliability. Hayden White argues, “The existence of the past is a 
necessary presupposition of historical discourse, and the fact that we can actually write 

histories is a sufficient proof that we can know it” (1-2). The second part of White‟s 
statement seems flawed given that writing histories does not always assume a mastery of 

the subject; in fact history will always remain incomplete since it can never be known 

entirely. Even Hutcheon admits that while “the past was real…it is lost or at least 

displaced, only to be reinstated as the referent of language, the relic or trace of the real” 
(146). If anything, White‟s argument is merely circular logic – we know the past because 

we write histories about it and we write histories about it because we know it. Once the 

past has passed, it can never be known in its entirety because everything that presents that 

past does so through a representation. Terdiman explains, “Whenever anything is 
conserved and reappears in a representation, we are in the presence of a memory effect” 
(8). If memory is always limited to a representation, it never accesses the reality of that 

which it represents, although it may get close. Perhaps aspects or certain facts that 

comprise historical narratives have truth to them, but since the past is seen through 

memory it will never be a complete or completely accurate account, and therefore a 

person can never get at the “final meaning” of what has taken place. Given memory‟s 
fallible nature – ranging from emotional biases to the misinformation that can inhibit the 

truthful recording of an experience – it seems logical that it works to create a barrier 

thereby making it impossible for the individual to gain any final, valid meaning. 

Furthermore, any attempt on a character‟s part to constantly question the past through 
memory will only frustrate them.  

In addition to the previous definitions of postmodernism, Hutcheon adds that 

another aspect is its “contesting of authority” (57). This, too, may be applied to memory, 
further warranting a new investigation of the medium in the postmodern light. As can be 

seen in Faulkner‟s narratives and moving further on into the postmodern works of 
Morrison, Roth and DeLillo, their characters‟ inability to relinquish their memories and 
their continued efforts to seek valid answers to the past in an invalid form undermines 

their authority. They no longer function properly because their knowledge of their past 

becomes confused and unorganized with what they experience in the present, and they 

themselves become emotionally unstable – leading some to commit murder or even 

suicide. Moreover, as narrators they become unreliable to the extent that the reader 

constantly questions the information they present, further working against their 

credibility. Hutcheon explains, “this interrogative stance, this contesting of authority is 
partly, at least, a result of the decentered revolt” (57). If this is the case, then postmodern 

memory, moving as it does away from this concept of the center that has been held on 

high during the modernist period, exemplifies both of Hutcheon‟s results: the 
“interrogative stance,” and the “contesting of authority,” simply by “interrogat[ing] their 

relation to experience” (57). Memories are formed from experience, but the fact that they 
hide the complete truth means they always work to contest one‟s authority. 

The form memories take both in fiction and reality is that of narrative. Hutcheon 

explains that fiction and history, “have both been seen to derive their force more from 
verisimilitude than from any objective truth; they are both identified as linguistic 

constructs, highly conventionalized in their narrative forms, and not at all transparent 

either in terms of language or structure” (105). This plays back into the idea that 
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memories are only representations of what has already happened, and will never be the 

real thing once the brain has structured and organized the past. Yet, the way individuals 

recall memory, and especially that of a character‟s returning to the past through memory, 
transforms itself into narrative in order to create a fluid story. The fragments that make up 

memory must be reconstructed into a narrative in order for it to be somewhat 

comprehensible to the individual. As can be seen in Fiskadoro, the facts of history mean 

nothing to the new inhabitants of the post-apocalyptic world because they have no 

narrative context from which to gain meaning (Parrish 236). Nor do fragmented 

memories of the past make sense when placed outside of an overarching narrative that 

attempts to establish meaning. Hutcheon acknowledges, “the human urge to make order,” 
but the move to postmodernism has “point[ed] out that the orders we create are just that: 

human constructs, not natural or given entities” (42). Memory is a naturally occurring 
entity, but the way in which it is reconstructed as a narrative is unnatural; it becomes an 

individual‟s desire to make order out of chaos, and in doing so construct a system which 

postmodernism wishes to highlight as created and subsequently flawed.  

Given the connections between the theory of postmodernism and memory, it 

follows that memory‟s use has changed since the days of modernism. Jeanette Malkin has 
studied postmodern drama‟s trend of utilizing memory through theatrical and narrative 
devices, and she argues, “the irrationally experienced past only becomes significant once 
it is recollected through time, in all its detail, and organized into a cognitively convincing 

shape” (7). This certainly moves away from what Terdiman would argue is the modernist 
view of memory: one where the past influences the present. Unlike Terdiman, Malkin 

theorizes that the present influences the past, which is similar to what cognitive 

psychologists have found in terms of present circumstances and knowledge dictating 

what is remembered about the past. Only after the memory has been created does the 

individual gain any meaning of it; the memory will no longer serve to guide and shape 

current behavior because the knowledge gained after-the-fact is then applied to the past. 

Characters in Faulkner, Morrison, Roth and DeLillo‟s novels turn to the past for 
explanations, seeking meaning from a past-to-present timeline, rather than Malkin‟s 

present-to-past.  

Although Malkin‟s study finds postmodern drama distancing itself from the 
modernist use of memory, she still insists that memory is an imperative function, despite 

the fragility of the medium: “We remember to forget what we would do better not to have 

in consciousness – that is: repression has its advantages, although its cost may be psychic 

wounding” (34). Johnson‟s fiction makes the opposite claim - it is the remembering that 

creates “psychic wounding,” if only because turning to the past so frequently prevents 

any time to live in the present. Interestingly, though, Malkin writes, “Where once 
memory called up coherent, progressing narratives of experienced life, or at least 

unlocked the significance of hidden memory for the progressions of the present, this kind 

of enlightenment organization has broken down in postmodernism” (4). While this idea 
of memory‟s disintegration follows closely with the postmodern agenda, it does not 
appear to be new to narrative fiction – modern or postmodern: Benjy experiences a 

wealth of fragmented memories in The Sound and the Fury, as does Lianne in Falling 

Man. Rather, what Malkin argues has in fact been around for some time, and only 

highlights the need to move away from memory‟s constantly crumbling structure. So 

even though Malkin has made advances in the directional influence of memory her 
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progress ends there, and despite the fact that she investigates postmodern works, her 

findings closely follow the modernist belief in memory: “to evoke erased memories” 
rather than leave them erased as Johnson‟s fiction will explore (3).  
     

Johnson‟s first novel begins with a similar use of memory as compared to his 
predecessors, but he appears far more aware of how detrimental memory can be to an 

individual. While one of his characters turns to his memories and ends up suffering a fate 

similar to those characters examined in the first chapter, another manages to survive once 

she relinquishes the past. Johnson begins to slowly separate himself from his 

contemporaries in Angels, working with memory on a level that will continue to reflect a 

more postmodern view. Linda Hutcheon writes in her second major study on 

postmodernism, The Politics of Postmodernism, that the “structuring process imparts 
meaning as well as order” (62). While Hutcheon is primarily discussing historians‟ desire 
to “render their materials coherent, continuous, unified – but always with an eye to the 

control or mastery of their materials, even at the risk of doing violence to them,” that 
same desire to find meaning in memories so as to make sense of the past is equally 

problematic (Politics 62). Postmodern authors have often turned to the past through 

memory in order to gain an understanding of their history, and as “an act of cultural or 
personal renewal,” but Angels begins to move away from this convention (Parrish 235). 

Angels realizes that because of memory‟s flawed, constructed nature meaning cannot be 
made after-the-fact, and it plays with memory by pointing out the past‟s inability to help 
answer questions regarding the present. The majority of the central characters in Angels 

never fixate over the past through memory as characters in Faulkner and even Roth do. 

Instead, they find that the past infiltrates their mind without their even knowing or 

wishing at times, and memories flood their consciousness despite an unwillingness to 

participate once more in their traumatic past. Those who inhabit the world of Angels lay 

claim to a traumatic past similar to the other characters I have explored, but unlike those 

characters they seek to forget their histories, not nostalgically recuperate them for an 

explanation of the present moment. When it comes to postmodernism, “The past is 
always placed critically – and not nostalgically – in relation with the present,” and 
memory, as a connection to that critically viewed past, must also come to be seen through 

the same lens (Hutcheon 45). 

Those attempting to recover meaning from the past end up acting more like 

historians who “establish a relationship between the past they write about and the present 

in which they write”  (Politics 70). Hutcheon continues, explaining that “it is the 
historians‟ task…to order this fragmented experience into knowledge,” and that the point 
is not to provide an objective eyewitness account, but to deduce meaning and apply it to 

the event (Politics 71). In a similar way individuals act like historians when it comes their 

memories, ordering them into a narrative in order to impart meaning on them. Even 

though memories are recorded as a personal, eyewitness account of the past, people are 

inclined to extract meaning after time has passed and a relationship to the present can be 

established. If anything, though, the present only serves to corrupt the past because it 

imposes a meaning that was not there in the first place. “The past exists for us – now – 

only as traces on and in the present. The absent past can only be inferred from 

circumstantial evidence” (Politics 73). 
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Memories often resurface in the novel in a non-linear order of sorts that mirrors 

the stream-of-consciousness from which they spring in reality. The characters do not 

reconstruct a narrative of their past willingly, and if anything attempt to escape it and its 

connection to the horrors they have all experienced. Angels instead shows the reader that 

memory is a confusing, muddled entity that does not always bind the individual to a 

knowable past, and therefore should not be obsessed over in the hopes that a valid answer 

can be found. The majority of Johnson‟s characters are actually not memory-obsessed, 

save Bill who begins to question the choices he has made towards the end of the novel, 

but even though there is an innate desire to escape the memories of their traumatic pasts, 

they seem unable to forget. Unlike other postmodern characters, those in Angels 

recognize that moving forward and away from the past is their only chance of survival, 

and while one manages to do so, another cannot stop questioning his history and suffers 

for it. 

The novel begins with Jamie, a young housewife attempting to physically escape 

her past even though for the moment she is still mentally tied to it. After discovering her 

husband cheating on her with her best friend and neighbor, Jamie boards a Greyhound 

bus bound for her sister-in-law‟s, accompanied by her two young daughters, Miranda and 

Ellen. It is here that she will encounter the other central character, Bill Houston, oldest 

son of the Houston family, who comprise the majority of the other characters. Mentally 

and physically exhausted, Jamie recalls random moments of her recent past not with a 

nostalgia or desire that is readily seen in Faulkner and Roth (despite the traumatic pasts 

characters in those novels face), but as a collage of images she is clearly trying to move 

away from. For Jamie, “one moment goes to the next,” leaving her no opportunity to 
establish meaning or order her memories in a coherent fashion, even though it appears 

that she would rather not do either (Angels 6). Even though the events with her husband 

have taken their toll on her, and memories of life with him overwhelm her: “He choked 
her close to death twice,” and, “slept almost every minute he was at home,” she does not 

turn to the past, but rather finds her memories assaulting her (Angels 6). As she feeds her 

infant daughter and watches the landscape pass by, so, too, do her memories pass in her 

mind, but unlike postmodern characters before her, she places no stock in what has 

already occurred, and even though she ends up crying on Bill‟s shoulder in a brief 
moment of exhaustion, she continues to shift away from her life and history in Oakland.  

If anything, Jamie seeks to throw away the past. While doing laundry with her 

two daughters in between stops, she begins to dispose of pieces of their clothing rather 

than wash them. “Every time she did the laundry she threw away some of the clothes. 
One of everything: less to wash, less to carry, less to know about. She threw four pairs of 

socks into the trash. One of her bras didn‟t look right: she threw it away” (Angels 29). 

Jamie discards her laundry as she does her past: quickly and without much emotion, 

yearning only to carry less weight in her mind. Within two weeks of meeting Bill, she has 

tossed aside all thoughts of her husband and started dreaming of a new future with him. 

Jamie finds herself no longer tied down to her husband through memory; when she and 

Bill detour to Pittsburgh for two weeks, she begins to imagine her new lover in her 

husband‟s place, taking “pleasurable drives through the suburbs with Miranda Sue and 
Baby Ellen behaving nicely in the back seat, and the breezes of the new spring, not yet 

arrived, coming in through the windows of the car” (Angels 17). With no mere thought to 

the pain of her past life, Jamie appears to accept the situation and move forward. Later, 



21 

 

after an argument with Bill causes them to separate, Jamie attempts to earn a few dollars 

by donating plasma. As the nurse begins to put the blood back into her body, now minus 

the plasma, the man one table over informs her, “They‟re putting new memories into us 

right now” (Angels 33). Memory, then, becomes something physical that can be picked 

up and discarded. Jamie willingly submits to the idea of disposing of her old memories; 

when the man notifies her once more, “New memories is what‟s inside that bag,” she 
merely responds, “Great…I was sick of the old ones” (Angels 33).  

Yet, the effortlessness with which Jamie initially appears to dispense of her old 

memories grows much harder after she is raped attempting to find Bill in Chicago. At the 

Greyhound station she encounters Ned Higher-and-Higher, a man in an “absolutely, 
absolutely red” suit who claims to know Bill and promises to help deliver Jamie to him 
(Angels 45). Weary from travel and slightly bewildered by her situation, Jamie assents 

and follows Ned back to his apartment where he and his brother-in-law proceed to rape 

her. The event has an “intensely sadistic nature” to it, which only becomes revealed when 
Ned‟s brother-in-law pulls out a knife (Giles 120). Jamie finds herself incapable of 

remaining in the moment, and “trade[s] away her soul,” in order to make it through 
(Angels 55). Afterwards, she finds herself unable to function because she is continually 

haunted by the horror of being sexually attacked. Weeks later, having reunited with Bill, 

they depart for Phoenix, Arizona where his family resides. Even still, the slightest 

thought of Chicago sets her off: “Suddenly she thought of how the light off the snow in 
Chicago turned the white buildings pink in the later afternoon. With a trembling hand she 

turned off the radio” (Angels 106). In this instance, she does not even have to remember 

details specific to the event, but only those about the city in which it happened and she 

becomes physically affected. Even though it is an incident Jamie would be better off 

forgetting, the hideousness of that night continues to pursue her, so to keep those 

thoughts at bay she turns to drugs and alcohol. Again, as with Sethe and the Swede, the 

past continues to haunt the present, but unlike those two characters Jamie does not seek 

an explanation from the past in hopes of redemption, but wishes only to run from it since 

it offers no hope of a better life.  

Her addiction eventually gets so out of control that Jamie is committed to Arizona 

State Hospital, where the majority of the wards are named after famous women. James 

Giles has studied the violent spaces in Angels, and states, “The various wings of the 
hospital are named after famous women, and Jamie‟s time in the institution is marked by 
a steady descent into increasingly repressive spaces” (Angels 120). Jamie‟s mental state 
disintegrates to the point where she can no longer separate the past from the present, but 

instead believes “everything [is] happening over and over,” in a sense putting her on 
Benjy‟s level (Angels 153). Similar to memory‟s constantly fluctuating nature, she 
realizes in the midst of her breakdown that “Nothing was ever definite, and once she was 
done counting anything, if she wanted to know how many, she had to count again” 
(Angels 155). The impossibility of final meaning surfaces during her breakdown; Jamie 

can never find the answers to make sense of what has happened to her and the only 

chance she has to survive is to let the past stay in the past. Eventually, the shock 

treatment the facility puts her through seems to bring her back around to a fragile stability 

wherein she begins to piece her life back together. On her first trip outside of the hospital, 

she passes by the mountains that had at the time of her breakdown seemed more like 

monsters, however, “It was enough for them now to look like mountains” (Angels 197). 
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Having come out on the other side, Jamie understands that she cannot allow the past to 

overwhelm her, and the only way she will be able to endure life is to remain in the 

present. 

Bill Houston, the other central character in Angels, also helps to highlight 

memory‟s fallibility. Unlike Jamie, however, he succumbs to the susceptibility of 
attempting to find meaning in his memories; Johnson uses him to highlight the dangers of 

fixating on memory. After arriving in Phoenix, Bill agrees to help his two younger 

brothers, James and Burris, along with one of James‟ friends, Dwight Snow, rob a bank. 
The plan goes awry, though, and Bill ends up shooting and killing the security guard after 

Burris screams for vengeance, having seen the security guard attack James. Bill lands in 

prison shortly after where he finds the atmosphere reminiscent of his time in the Navy. 

For a brief moment Bill confuses the two: 

The noise of heavy shoes and the cries of prisoners, the screech of buckets 

on the catwalk, the whanging of steel gates, the slosh of water against 

bulkheads - men swearing and ruining mops against iron bars - all of this 

was so like the atmosphere of a large seagoing vessel that the two 

experiences, penal and naval, blended for a moment in Bill Houston‟s 
perception and he tried to cling to the idea that he might only be assigned 

temporarily below decks (Angels 137-8).  

His memories trick him briefly, and lull him into a false sense of hope that he is not really 

in prison. Even though Bill wishes desperately for his memories to be true in this 

instance, they only offer pain in the end once he realizes that “They had him this time. 
After this time there would be no other” (Angels 138). Yet Bill does not actively seek up 

his memories; they merely flow over him as one situation blends into another, similar to 

Jamie‟s realization, “one moment goes to the next” (Angels 6). Bill‟s confusion is normal 
given the rapid changes occurring in his life, yet this confusion that memory expresses, 

this blurring between past and present that takes place throughout the novel, further 

serves to underline the problems inherent in memory as a meaning-making structure.  

As his time in jail progresses, and Bill learns that the district attorney plans on 

seeking the death penalty in his case, he begins to think more closely on the shooting: 

“What Bill Houston couldn‟t shake was the remarkable power in the subtle difference 
between pulling and not pulling the trigger” (Angels 163). He begins not so much to 

revisit the events that lead him to his jail cell, but question what the slightest difference 

might have made, seeking meaning in his actions and what he chose to do:  

He watched his trial from behind a wall of magic, considering with 

amazement how pulling the trigger had been hardly different – only a jot 

of strength, a quarter second‟s exertion – from not pulling the trigger. And 

yet it had unharnessed all of this, these men in their beautiful suits, their 

gold watches smoldering on their tanned wrists, speaking with great 

seriousness sometimes, joking with one another sometimes, gently 

cradling their sheafs of paper covered with all the reasons for what was 

going on here. And it had made a great space of nothing where Roger 

Crowell the bank guard had been expecting to have a life – a silence that 

took up most of Bill Houston‟s hearing (Angels 163). 

Bill cannot fathom that the tiniest action (“a closing it together of half an inch”) has 
managed to spark the events that have taken him down a completely different path than 
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the one he set out on when he first met Jamie (Angels 163-4).  “Throughout Angels, the 

alienated and frightened central characters seek…some message that meaning exists in 
their world, but they are always frustrated (Giles 121). Finding no answers to his past 

actions, Bill begins to fantasize different scenarios in which he backs out of the robbery 

at the last minute, thereby changing the course of events. Interestingly, this is the first 

case in all the novels I have investigated where imagination takes over when memory 

leaves off. Sethe, the Swede and even Lianne all question the past, as does Bill, but he 

goes even further by imagining a different future, one where he does not rob the bank, 

does not shoot the guard, and does not find himself in a jail cell awaiting his execution. In 

this instance, it seems as if the “impossibility of final meaning” extends beyond the past, 
and now applies itself to the future; with each imaginative turn Bill creates a new 

meaning, albeit a fictional one. Like Thomas Pynchon‟s V. where Hutcheon finds the 

“ultimately futile attempt to form experience into meaning,” Bill is attempting to change 
the meaning of the past instead of finding meaning in the past to apply to the future 

(Politics 68). 

 A few days after Bill is transferred from CB-6 to the Death House, Richard Clay 

Wilson joins him. Wilson is a child murderer who has “been on Death Row, and then its 
successor CB-6, for little more than thirteen years” (Angels 183). Wilson is renowned for 

his crazy behavior, often “climbing the bars like an ape,” or “howling at the moon,” but 
Johnson writes that “isolation and solitary intimacy with his memories had given him a 
shaky purchase on self-control” (Angels 186). Being left alone with memory in Wilson‟s 
case has been a negative thing as it has served to destabilize his mind. Since Wilson is a 

child murderer, it stands to reason that his memories are too horrific for any man to 

maintain his grip on reality long, but it also provides further evidence of what memory 

can do to a person when they choose to intently focus on it. Bill notices how “Richard by 
day was expressionless. His movements were at all times spacy and languid, as if he 

operated under an oppressive tropical torpor” (Angels 186). Bill, as his fantasies about 

not shooting the guard reveal, is beginning to tread down this path, and it seems that if he 

is left alone with his memories for as long as Wilson has been, he will suffer the same 

fate. Like most characters before him who turn to memory for some kind of answer, Bill 

will eventually suffer a tragic fate. As opposed to those characters, however, Bill cannot 

help his death in this instance, as his fate was sealed when he pulled the trigger, therefore 

there is no positive reason to go back and search the past for clues in hopes of making 

meaning out of the present.  

 Hutcheon posits finally that through the multiplicity of experience and voice, “the 
past still resists complete human understanding,” and it seems possible to in turn apply 

this to memory (Politics 68). Memories change slightly with each act of remembering, 

themselves becoming multiple voices in the personal narrative of every individual, and 

through their multiple versions of an event make it impossible to gain any “final 
meaning.” Bill, in his own way, chooses to imagine or even “remember” his shooting the 
guard differently: in one instance he tells the group that he doesn‟t have a good feeling 
about the guard, in another he flat out refuses to be a part of the plan, and in a third 

nobody wants to go through with the idea. Hutcheon argues is a “theoretical self-
awareness of history and fiction as human constructs,” which has, “made the grounds for 
its rethinking and reworking of the forms and contents of the past” possible, which Bill 
appears to attempt (5). Morrison, Roth and DeLillo all seem to understand that history is 
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a human construct that cannot be relied upon, but fail to comprehend the same error in 

memory. Johnson does not, though, and so Jamie begins to move away from relying on 

memory as past characters have. While Bill does get caught up in the past, it is only 

because it forces itself upon him and not vice versa. With his next novel, Johnson will go 

even further and erase the main character‟s memory entirely, but allow him to survive 

because the past holds no answers necessary to living in the present.  

 
  In Fiskadoro the three main characters display varying fixations with memory, 

which Johnson condemns unlike those authors before him. Set in a post-apocalyptic Key 

West renamed Twicetown because “during the End of the World it had been saved 
twice,” Johnson‟s second novel deals with a civilization in which collective memory has 
been erased, and the search to rediscover it becomes a futile one (Fiskadoro 202). The 

inhabitants of Twicetown and the surrounding areas in southern Florida under the 

mysterious Quarantine face the kind of reality caused when a “Nuclear holocaust shatters 
everything, including cultures, ideas, myths, and languages” (Lenz 114). While Mr. 

Cheung, one of the central characters, concerns himself with piecing together what 

limited evidence he finds in order to regain some sort of collective memory, he does so at 

the risk of losing his own autobiographical memory. Fiskadoro does not privilege Mr. 

Cheung‟s attempt to make meaning out of the past, and instead criticizes his “habit of 
trying to keep the world in his mind, the whole world, to keep it turning in the space of 

his brain, from the start of time to the last day” (Fiskadoro 127). Mr. Cheung suffers 

from seizures, usually brought on after a particular attempt to recall and understand the 

past. As Timothy Parrish posits, “the novel assumes that America and the memory of 
America must be destroyed before the regeneration of its descendants can occur” (238). 
Rather than recuperate the past in order to understand how civilization has gotten to its 

current state, Fiskadoro champions separating oneself from a memory that connects 

people to what has already passed instead of what is currently taking place.  

   Eva Hoffman, a New York Times book critic, wrote of Johnson‟s novel, “The 
past…must not be forgotten, but it doesn‟t save.” While Hoffman is correct in saying the 
past provides no salvation for those seeking answers, I disagree with her claim that it 

“must not be forgotten,” because for the citizens of the post-apocalyptic world, the past 

has already been forgotten by everyone save one and it seems to be for the best. As the 

oldest living woman, Grandmother Wright is the only person to remember the world 

before the nuclear fall-out, but remembering creates more problems for her than it solves. 

Even though there are those who seek answers about what caused the End of the World, 

the novel undermines their desire for answers at every turn. Mr. Cheung subverts his own 

personal memory in order to try and rebuild the former collective memory: “Although 
she meant nothing to him anymore…he generally spent a little time each day 
remembering his first love, a young girl whom he now thought of as The Fifty States in 

Alphabetical Order” (Fiskadoro 11). By remembering certain sayings or memories 

associated with this girl, Mr. Cheung is able to reconstruct the names of the fifty states: 

“fixing in his mind the blurry image of her face and telling himself, It just went blam!” 
helps him remember „Alabama,‟ which is then followed by an image of “himself falling 
on his knees before her, which brought to mind the phrase I‟ll ask her,” in turn causing 
him to remember „Alaska‟ (Fiskadoro 10-11). He sees no reason to keep his personal 

memories because he is so obsessed with discovering the collective memory that 
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disappeared with the End of the World. While Mr. Cheung is not as consumed with his 

own memories as other postmodern characters have been, he still “believe[s] in the 
importance of remembering,” and it is this belief that will be his undoing (Fiskadoro 10).  

  For Mr. Cheung, the past is an elusive, tantalizing puzzle that must be solved in 

order to decipher the events that devastated life on earth. Cheung desperately desires to 

construct meaning from the past, because he finds it endlessly frustrating that he cannot 

remember what “sixty years ago…any little child could have told them” (Fiskadoro 155). 

Furthermore, there is also the sense that if Mr. Cheung can unearth the answers to the 

past, the current residents of the Quarantined area will not be doomed to repeat history. 

“Cheung exhibits an historical…consciousness. He seeks meaning and coherence in the 
attempt to recover historical knowledge” (Lenz 116). Yet, Mr. Cheung‟s pursuit of the 
past and attempt to recover lost memories does not uncover any helpful meaning. If 

anything, the new civilization appears to be concerned only with living in the present. 

When Mr. Cheung walks the former “pocket of industry,” he passes “the bottle factory 
and the candle factory,” but although he appears to understand that there were “forces 
that took the machines away,” he fails to comprehend the entire picture of the past and 
therefore whatever minor relevance the pieces he does find have, they mean nothing 

because they do not add up to the whole (Fiskadoro 158, 121 respectively).  

 As a member in the intellectual group, the Society for Science, Mr. Cheung comes 

to think of their meetings as  “history class,” but for “history” the group reads All About 

Dinosaurs and The Sun Also Rises, one a children‟s book the other a work of fiction, 
because they are the only books their area has discovered. Mr. Cheung even admits to 

himself, “The dinosaur tracks in England all went from west to east, the book said. By 

what light was this fact called “knowledge?” Wasn‟t it just one more inexplicable thing to 
mystify them, didn‟t it subtract from what they knew, rather than add to it?” (Fiskadoro 

47). Their investigation yields only useless facts to a civilization living in a world that has 

managed to survive the apocalypse, and gaining any meaning from these facts remains 

ineffectual. “Fiskadoro…shows that absent a structuring narrative that compels belief, 
historical facts mean virtually nothing” (Parrish 234). Narratives provide the organization 
necessary to understand the past – both in terms of memory and history – and yet this 

kind of assembling often incorporates meaning that was not there originally.  

 The second book the Society reads creates a chain reaction throughout southern 

Florida when certain inhabitants begin renaming themselves after the protagonist, Jack 

Barnes. Names make up one of the central themes in the novel, and the new civilization 

places a certain importance on having one since those with no last name are often 

spurned. By discarding their “old” names and replacing them with “new” ones, even if 
they don‟t understand the significance, some inhabitants recognize the importance of 
continually moving forward without being weighed down by what they were in the past. 

Fiskadoro recalls a man who worked on the same fishing boat as his father:  

This man wouldn‟t tell anybody his name. Instead he started that stuff they 
were all doing over in Twicetown these days, putting his face out and 

saying, “Jake Barnes, private eye!” Fiskadoro wanted to tell this Jake 
Barnes to leave his father‟s Captain‟s house, but the person was red-faced 

and danced in an almost violent way (Fiskadoro 39).  

Another man who works with Fiskadoro‟s father knows of another incident: “I heard all 
about Jake Barnes, only es another Jake Barnes who put on a woman‟s shift and sat on 
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benches out by la bottle fabrica” (Fiskadoro 39). While certain aspects of the original 

Jake Barnes seem to have carried over in terms of the excessive drinking, the name has 

been recreationally appropriated, leaving its literary significance lost to the time before 

the End of the World. In this way it might seem that the people‟s lack of collective 
memory hurts them, but Fiskadoro emphasizes how useless this type of knowledge is in 

the new world. Parrish aptly suggests, “their discussion of The Sun Also Rises 

undermines the value of secular literature for anything except entertainment” (238). At its 
most extreme, Fiskadoro reasons that the past offers nothing worth knowing to a post-

apocalyptic civilization whose concerns and lifestyle are far different than that of the 

previous civilization. 

  As I mentioned earlier, Mr. Cheung attempts to supplant his own memories with 

those facts and official papers that made up the world before him. Mr. Cheung memorizes 

documents as one might the dialogue of a play, and her performs them for his wife. 

Before he launches into a recitation of the Declaration of Independence he explains to 

her:  

In the time when it was cold, we, my family, we burned our copy of the 

Constitution to get the fire going one day. Everybody was in despair, the 

children were coming out brooked, every tide left dead poison fish, 

nobody put out the boats, nobody could get together and say, Let‟s keep 
the fires going in our stoves – I remember this, my father told me and I 

remember a little bit. Our family burned a copy of the Constitution and all 

the books to stay alive, but first they memorized the Constitution, 

everyone took two paragraphs, they clung to the ways they knew – they 

did this, Eileen, because it would keep them going, step by step 

(Fiskadoro 128).  

No autobiographical memory appears to exist for Mr. Cheung without it being somehow 

tied to the pre-apocalyptic world. Through his recounting he admits that his family “clung 
to the ways they knew,” but because they only memorize the words and fail to take into 
account the context the document was written in and its meaning to the previous 

civilization, its significance becomes lost, thereby frustrating Mr. Cheung‟s attempts at 
finding “final meaning” in the past. History remains elusive and confusing when the 
characters attempt to adopt the previous people‟s past to their own lives. Eileen, Mr. 
Cheung‟s wife, mistakes what he recites from the Constitution as pertaining to her own 

time:  

He was coming to her favorite part, the part about the capital-I, capital-S 

Indian Savages. “…and has endeavored to bring on the inhabitants of our 
frontiers, the merciless capital-I, capital-S Indian Savages, whose known 

rule of warfare, is an undistinguished destruction of all ages, sexes and 

conditions…” These Indian Savages had eventually warred-out almost 

everybody (Fiskadoro 127).  

Having heard that the “Indian Savages” nearly destroyed the majority of the inhabitants 

of the New World, Eileen mistakes them for causing the End of the World. The historical 

documents are transformed into performance pieces just as fiction becomes 

entertainment; Mr. Cheung may repeat the words emphatically enough, but they have no 

meaning for him because there is no way to identify why these words are worth 

remembering in the first place. What Mr. Cheung fails to realize, however, is that his 
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memory of the past is full of such useless facts that it is best to simply cease the effort 

and work to build a new future rather than searching for meaning in the archaic past.  

  Cheung continues to confuse and blend his personal memories with that of the 

previous society‟s history when he and the Society for Science visit the Marathon Society 

of Knowledge. Marathon‟s intellectual group “traded a boat for a book” that supposedly 
reveals the answer to the End of the World, and they invited surrounding groups to come 

to the first reading (Fiskadoro 144). The book turns out to be an account of the bombing 

of Nagasaki, an event that could be easily confused with what may have happened to 

cause the End of the World. Oddly enough, Cheung, who was not present for either 

Nagasaki or the End of the World, begins to remember being a part of what he hears: “I 
was there. My eyes burned up. It was the only thing I felt. I remember” (Fiskadoro 153). 

In his desire to find facts and truth, Cheung begins to mistake what he hears for his own 

history, and actually believes he remembers the event. While this might be an example of 

“false memory syndrome,” it seems more likely that Cheung‟s desire to remember what 
happened before he was born overwhelms him at the moment when he believes the 

answer to be revealed, and in his excitement he adopts it as his own experience. His 

memory in this particular instance is false, however, and further reminds the reader that 

turning to the past through memory for meaning is pointless, especially when the past‟s 
actions have caused its downfall.  

  As Lenz argues, “Cheung‟s presence in the book accents the tragedy of having to 
sever oneself from the nightmare of history; he comes to believe that the memory of the 

lost past, so dear to him, must be extinguished in order to retain sanity” (Fiskadoro 117). 

Cheung, as one form of Johnson‟s representation of memory in Fiskadoro, deeply desires 

the knowledge and understanding history cannot give him. “For Mr. Cheung, memory 
cannot be, as it was for modernists such as William Faulkner and Marcel Proust, an act of 

cultural or personal renewal” (Parrish 235). After Mr. Cheung‟s protégé Fiskadoro loses 
his memory he initially finds the prospect frightening, “Surely it would break a person. 
Surely it would main the soul” (Fiskadoro 190). He realizes shortly afterwards, though, 

how freeing the experience would be, admitting to Fiskadoro, “you don‟t have the 
memories to make you crazy. It isn‟t sleeping under the moon that makes a crazy person. 
It‟s waking up and remembering the past and thinking it‟s real” (Fiskadoro 217). Mr. 

Cheung seems to realize towards the novel‟s end how fruitless his search for past 
collective memories has been. He admits that the past, both the previous civilization‟s 
and his own, can unhinge a person who chooses to look back excessively instead of 

focusing on the present. Ironically, Mr. Cheung lives with the one woman who could tell 

him about the past, but unfortunately his grandmother has come to physically represent 

his recent revelation. 

  Unlike her grandson, Grandmother Wright, known also as Marie, has a strong 

voluntary connection to the past through memory, so strong that she cannot function in 

the present. Grandmother Wright fails to come to grips with the apocalypse, and instead 

chooses to sink into her memories of her previous life in Vietnam, therefore remaining in 

the past. Her memories function as a “canopy” that in turn shades her from the present, 
because in her mind “It [is] better to recall in her mind a terror that was finished,” than 
deal with the destruction of life as she knew it (Fiskadoro 220, 206 respectively). Lenz 

explains, “Grandmother Wright, half Chinese, half British, and now over 100 years old, is 
the only person alive who remembers the pre-holocaust civilization. Her muteness 
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symbolically represents the silencing of historical memory” (Fiskadoro 115). For all 

intents and purposes, Grandmother Wright could share history with the post-apocalyptic 

civilization and help end her grandson‟s questioning, but she is unable to escape her 
memories. In this way Johnson ends the cycle of telling associated with collective 

memory; “Where once we spoke of folk history…or oral history we now employ memory 
as a metahistorical category that subsumes all these various terms” (Klein 128). Wright‟s 
memories could help future generations gain some sense of understanding and insight 

regarding the past, but because her ability to speak about them has been silenced, so too 

does the knowledge of the previous way of life.  

  Johnson places Wright physically in the present but mentally in the past, thus 

highlighting the error of looking to the past too much whether for answers or meaning. 

Cognitive psychologists argue that too little memory can be detrimental to a human‟s 
psyche, but they also warn that too much memory is a negative thing as well. 

Grandmother Wright can no longer function in the every day; she spends her time sitting 

in front of the fire remembering her past life: “She was recalling these things on purpose 
– flinging herself onto these memories as onto a solid place” (Fiskadoro 206). Memory is 

not solid, though, because it constantly shifts in terms of what is remembered each time 

the mind reconstructs it: “A…way in which autobiographical memories can be unstable is 
across repeated retrievals of the same memory” (Conway 79). Grandmother Wright‟s 
memories are fallible, and should not be depended upon as an entirely truthful connection 

to her past. After her father‟s death, she flees the city and heads to Saigon‟s airport with 
her mother where she remembers seeing her father in a limo attempting to enter the 

airport with another family. Earlier, as she walks the streets of Saigon, she believes she 

sees “her father, tall and pale and caressed by a white shirt. He was sipping a cocktail 
among onlookers in a streetside bar…Remembering the moment these many decades 

since, she couldn‟t tell it from a dream” (Fiskadoro 76). Grandmother Wright admits to 

herself that her memories have become blurred with her dreams so that one is 

indistinguishable from the other, and she can no longer keep track of what is fact and 

what fiction. While her age obviously factors in to certain memories fading, her 

confusion only adds to the fact that memories are not to be trusted and relied upon for 

answers or as an escape, as her case may be. Rather than face the present and help the 

new civilization understand their origins, Grandmother Wright chooses to spend her days 

remembering a past which cannot help her. Her history, no matter how often she recalls 

it, still gets muddled because of the difficulty in truly knowing the past as it actually 

happened, untainted by memory and reconstruction. Grandmother Wright has 

transitioned from an active to a passive individual; she is so weighed down by her 

memories that she cannot move from her chair to go to the bathroom and so wets herself. 

Therefore, she provides further evidence of the damage too much memory can cause: 

leading one from a dynamic to a static life. 

  In terms of what caused Grandmother to turn to her memories in the first place, 

Fred Pfeil argues the death of her father “end[s] in a loss of memory and identity so 
complete as to constitute simultaneously a life lived absolutely in a pure present tense and 

a death of the self” (68). It is the End of the World and not her father‟s suicide, however, 
which causes this shockwave of memory, leaving her unable to break free from her past. 

Furthermore, it does not leave her in a “in a pure present tense,” but sends her running to 
her past for events she has already survived, rather than face those she has not. After 
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fighting her way on board a helicopter leaving Saigon on the day the city topples, it 

crashes over the Pacific Ocean and she spends two days floating in the water to survive. 

By the end of the second day “she was only a baby, thinking nothing, absolutely adrift” 
(Fiskadoro 216). Having gone through a rebirth experience, Marie recovers and goes on 

to live a fruitful life in America; Johnson writes, “Marie had no idea she would pass 
through much more – including a happy marriage, a long widowhood, and even the end 

of the world” (Fiskadoro 94-5). So it is not her father‟s demise nor the subsequent trauma 
she endures trying to escape Saigon that causes her present condition, but rather the End 

of the World:  

Whenever she imagined, against her will, that triumph of death over the 

world, the hordes of skeletons dragging their sacks of skins behind the 

through the flaming streets, the buildings made out of skulls, the empty 

uniforms coming inexorably through the fields, the bodies of the children 

stuck full of blast-blown knives and forks – the bottom of everything, the 

end of the world, a grey blank with nobody to remember it, the vision 

described, passed on, preserved by no one – it was in that city that she saw 

it, in the city of her father‟s death (Fiskadoro 71-72).  

Grandmother Wright chooses instead to remember another sad time in her life, but one to 

which she knows the ending. Johnson quite cleverly makes the end of the world akin to 

what Grandmother Wright experienced in Vietnam so that she is often unable to tell them 

apart, but still would rather turn to her memories of Vietnam because it is easier than 

facing the horrors she saw after the apocalypse. Grandmother Wright may see the events 

of the end of the world as taking place in Vietnam or vice versa, but once again she 

confuses her memories, and further supports Fiskadoro‟s argument to move away from a 
human construct that serves no positive purpose. 

  The final character to represent memory in its most extreme form in Fiskadoro is 

the title character himself. A young teenage boy who enjoys life in the Army, the area 

where the fishermen have settled, he must grow up quickly when his father drowns at sea. 

The news reaches Fiskadoro through several people, being passed down to him as though 

it were history:  

He met a man on the beach. “Your father is dead.” Near the pit where sand 
and flies blew around amid the garbage, two old men, naked except for 

belts of rag, moved upwind towards him with the secret, evil sorrow of old 

age on their face. “Your father is dead,” they told him…In the dark shade 
of the Army, among the intense palms, he began running on the paths 

between the rows of huts. A fat woman with tremendous dropping breasts 

and a face drained of all happiness squatted in front of her house. She was 

wiping her mouth with the bunched hem of her skirt, and as he passed, she 

called, “Your father is dead,” and except for the tiny children who pursued 
their mindless adventures near the level of the ground, everyone he met 

had the same news for him (Fiskadoro 57-58).  

In the way that Grandmother Wright cannot pass down her memories of the past to the 

people, the news of Fiskadoro‟s father‟s death reaches him as though it were history 
being retold through the ages to form a type of collective memory. His memory of the 

event comes from the strangers, similar to what Mr. Cheung desires. Fiskadoro has no 

memory of the event because he was not on the boat with his father, nor was he at home 
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when the news reached shore, but he gains his memory through others. Shortly after 

returning home, a distraught Fiskadoro runs away to Mr. Cheung‟s house, and on the way 
encounters members of his father‟s crew on the beach. Reclaiming the right to the 
information, Fiskadoro tells them, “My name Fiskadoro…My father is dead” (Fiskadoro 

60). Fiskadoro puts an end to the telling by asserting the fact there and then, and reclaims 

a piece of collective memory as a personal one. 

  Jimmy‟s death sends Fiskadoro into a downward spiral, and he drops away from 
his daily activities; rather than tending to his mother and brothers because he is the oldest, 

and continuing his clarinet lessons with Mr. Cheung, he idly spends his time partying and 

attending the “fuel-oil” fires held in radioactive barrels on West Beach (Fiskadoro 96). 

The thought of the “things his father would never see again,” holds him back from 
participating in life in any active way, and like Grandmother Wright his memories begin 

to negatively affect his previously active nature (Fiskadoro 66). His father‟s memory 
haunts him everywhere he goes, and pulls him away from growing in any positive 

manner. More and more he begins to focus on the past, and dreads that he, too, will end 

up like his father: claimed by the sea. While he is still able to function in terms of the 

every day, the mere thought of his father brings on a fresh wave of tears, and it is quite 

obvious that memory in this case is having a detrimental effect on him. Eventually, 

though, no matter what he does to divert his attention from his memories, they still come 

back in full force once the distractions stop: “Things took him away from his father, 
stories and dancing carried him off, but every time, he seemed to land at the border of 

this black country where his father lived” (Fiskadoro 112). The sea continues to haunt 

Fiskadoro and remind him how his father died, “He was afraid he‟d find something here 
at the Ocean‟s edge one day, a lump of something he couldn‟t make out. He‟d go closer 
and see that it was a man, closer and see that the man was dead, closer and see that the 

dead man was Jimmy, his father (Fiskadoro 112-3). These fears are linked to his memory 

of the way in which his father died, and until he starts to move away from that 

recollection it seems impossible for him to move forward and regain a normal life.  

  Finally, when Fiskadoro follows a young swamp woman over the dune that 

separates the primitive swamp people from the seemingly more civilized inhabitants of 

Twicetown in the hopes of having sex with her, he accidentally ends up back at her tribe. 

It is here where he will finally manage to free himself of his memories and move 

forward, although not willingly at first. Even though he does not make the decision to 

forget consciously, he goes along with the primitive rituals that remove his memory 

readily enough, and comes out on the other side like a blank slate. When Fiskadoro enters 

the darkness and crosses over to the Quraysh‟s tribe, “whatever he knew about the world 
was useless. He had to start over. Each day he learned something that was obvious” 
(Fiskadoro 170). While in the swamp, his influences take over and emotion no longer 

holds a place in his mind: “He had no thoughts. Every time he started to think about 
something, there came another overpowering idea – he was hungry, hungry, hungry” 
(Fiskadoro 170). Fiskadoro does not think or reason as a developed human might and as 

he once did, but reverts to a primitive nature where his instincts guide his daily actions. 

The Quraysh tribe mistakes him for a returned member of their clan who recently 

drowned; the soul is the same, they tell Fiskadoro, but the body is different - he still has 

perfectly formed genitalia. The male Quraysh all have “self-inflicted sex wounds,” and in 
order to be a true member of the tribe Fiskadoro must go through the same subincision 
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ceremony (Lenz 116). As the tribe draws Fiskadoro into the final act of becoming a 

member, his memories return and flood over him:  

Every word was in his mouth, and in his mind was his whole life. In his 

head a long tunnel had been opened, down which he could see all the way 

back to the moment he‟d been born in hunger and fear onto a wall of light, 
and had awakened in this world between the mountainous thighs of his 

mother Belinda, and had been carried in her hands as if by two great 

clouds through an otherwise empty sky toward the comfort of her breast. 

He saw his father handing a china plate, a shawl, and a jug of brandy to 

the midwife. He smelled his father‟s hair and his parents‟ bedding, and 
recalled their conversation as they stood above him the first night he slept 

away from them on his own blanket, in a box (Fiskadoro 183).  

His true memories of life before the swamp return to Fiskadoro at the very moment he 

cuts himself off from that history forever. Yet the insight with which he recalls the 

moment of his birth and even manages to comprehend language is extraordinary, 

occurring at a time in his infant life when he would not have had those abilities. Lenz 

writes, “Fiskadoro‟s transformation of consciousness…[is] bought at the price of his 
individual identity,” and while Fiskadoro does lose his previous sense of himself after 
completing the ceremony, he appears to be emotionally free from the memory of his 

father‟s death and is able to continue on with his life once he returns to the Army and his 

family (Fiskadoro 116).  

  When he arrives back home after being accompanied by a white man who visited 

the tribe in the hopes of finding out what they use to cause memory loss, Fiskadoro 

cannot remember his identity: he exists in an erased state, acting only on his primal urges. 

Fiskadoro is so devoid of memory that even his understanding of social taboos has been 

wiped clean, and he attempts to sleep with his mother in the middle of the night. After 

many warnings from both Belinda and Mr. Cheung, however, he eventually stops. It 

seems, then, that while he retains basic information about the world, the learned specifics 

about culture and family have been cleared along with his personal memories, and he 

must relearn civilized behavior. This initial blank state eventually gives way as Mr. 

Cheung starts collecting information to help Fiskadoro function in the world. While 

Fiskadoro remembers enough about life to get by in a survivalist fashion, he has no idea 

who his family is or where he is, and has trouble recalling new information only minutes 

after learning it. Although Mr. Cheung works with Fiskadoro hoping to help him regain 

his memory, Fiskadoro protests saying, “I don‟t wanna remember who I am. Es me 
already, right now today. If I remember, then I gone be somebody else” (Fiskadoro 195).  

  Fiskadoro seems to support the idea of existing from day to day, because of the 

past‟s dramatic and negative influence on an individual‟s ability to function properly in 
the present. When people begin to look to the past and focus too intently on it that they 

forget to operate in the future, memory becomes a problem. Lenz writes, “Fiskadoro can 
now play the clarinet beautifully, like a musical idiot savant, tapping the melodies buried 

in the collective unconscious of the race” (118). Where before he stumbled along, he now 
excels at learning the instrument because all prior inhibitions - all memory - has been 

erased: “As soon as he tasted the reed with his tongue, he forgot himself and turned into 
music” (Fiskadoro 207). Johnson cannot marry the past and the present; they are two 

different and separate times that negatively affect how people exist in the world. The 
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Continuum Encyclopedia of American Literature quotes Johnson as saying, “To go on 
living in and to understand the past is like taking up another life.” Fiskadoro seems to 

reflect this by championing living in a present state without turning to memory for 

meaning about the past; the constructed nature of both memory and history suggests that 

they will only prevent growth. Even the futuristic civilization that appears to be narrating 

Fiskadoro, and taking time to look back at the years during the Quarantine explain, 

“Thinking about the past contributes nothing to the present endeavor, and in fact to 
concern ourselves too greatly with the past is a sin, because it distracts our minds from 

the real and the current blessing showered down on us” (Fiskadoro 12).   
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CHAPTER THREE  

 

TOWARDS THE FUTURE OF POSTMODERN MEMORY 

 

Whereas in the previous novels Johnson dealt with characters who were either not 

obsessed with the past and their memories, or those who were before realizing the futility 

of their endeavor, his third novel separates itself slightly from his previous rhetoric by 

containing a character with no known background or memory, and no desire for one as 

well. While characters from Angels and Fiskadoro each began with a past that was at 

least in some ways known to the reader, the unidentified female narrator in The Stars at 

Noon does not explain her past and does not appear to be obsessed with it in the least. 

Instead, she is conscious that her past exists and has led her to Nicaragua, but goes no 

further to interact with it; she moves about the present as if she had no ties to a history 

that haunts or affects her, and she does not attempt to seek answers in her memories. 

Johnson moves even further away from the previous use of memory in postmodern 

fiction by playing with the reader‟s expectations. Having received no information about 

this woman in terms of facts or emotional experiences, the reader comes to find that even 

though she remains ambiguous, this lack of knowledge does not hinder their ability to 

understand her current circumstances.   

The Stars at Noon is ripe with memory, albeit a completely fragmented, erroneous 

memory, quite unlike what can be seen in Johnson‟s past two novels. Like his previous 
novels, however, the American does not obsess over her memories; instead she continues 

to highlight how ineffectual looking to the past is in terms of finding anything worth 

applying to the present. With The Stars at Noon, the narrator‟s memories are so 
convoluted and prone to error that she does not even bother seeking answers or meaning 

in them because she understands there are no answers to be found. Jamie was slightly 

aware of this at the beginning of Angels, but being raped so traumatized her that her 

memories overwhelm her. This is not the case in The Stars at Noon, the memories neither 

flood the narrator, nor does she submerge herself in them in order to find some coherent 

significance in the past. If anything her memory does not work, and further underlines the 

impossibility of gaining any real truth from such an unstable, constructed medium.  

Written in the first person point of view, and set against the backdrop of the 

declining Sandinista government in 1984 Nicaragua, The Stars at Noon focuses on a 

thirty-something American female who remains unnamed throughout the novel. Having 

been in Nicaragua for roughly four months, she relates her remaining few weeks in the 

country to an ambiguous audience – often addressing a „you‟ that is never conclusively 
discovered, and adding an air of report to the narrative. The American moves about in a 

world peppered with members of the prevailing government FSLN (Sandinisto National 

Liberation Front) and the rebel Contras thus providing a note of historicity to the setting 

of the novel, yet not one that Johnson interacts with on a critical level as other 

postmodernist authors have before him. The American eventually becomes involved with 

a Watts Petroleum Oil Corporation employee - an Englishman - accused of disrupting 

“the balance more knowledgeable people are trying to maintain” (Stars 131). The 

Englishman finds himself in great danger having traded information with the Nicaraguans 

regarding an oil well they were unaware they shared with the Costa Ricans. Since the 

American insists on involving herself in his affairs and assisting him in evading the Costa 
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Rican government and eventually the C.I.A., she becomes enmeshed in the situation. 

Indeed, the Englishman‟s “altruism wreaks greater damage than the country‟s routine 
corruption” (Reitenbach 31).  

The majority of the novel is steeped in ambiguity, and it remains unclear who 

exactly this American is and her exact purpose in Nicaragua. Johnson never explains why 

the American is in Nicaragua, finding this information to be as irrelevant to her as to the 

reader. Throughout the story, no stable knowledge can be gained about the American 

because she fails to describe herself in detail, saying only, “I‟ve never been beautiful. 
Currently I was too thin, but whenever I gain weight it goes on in uncoordinated bulges. 

My face is appealing although I have bad teeth” (Stars 53-4). She never reveals anything 

more about her looks. She lies about anything pertaining to her identity, and keeps hidden 

as much as possible, preferring to whore out her body rather than her self. We receive no 

mention of her name, and even when pressed to give it she immediately evades the 

question by changing the subject. In many ways it is as if she is on the same level as 

Fiskadoro after he emerged from the ritual that claimed his memory. Unlike Fiskadoro‟s 
first few days back in the Army, though, the narrator is aware of who she is, but fails to 

share that information with anyone on or off the page, thereby undermining typical reader 

expectations regarding narrative background.  

The narrator‟s memory is absolutely terrible, and continues to subvert the 
previous use in fiction as a legitimate, trustworthy connection to history. In many ways 

she could be construed on Benjy‟s level, even though Faulkner gives the reader more 
background information. While she does mention small details about her past, they do not 

warrant further investigation on her part, so the reader never acquires a stable 

understanding, although Johnson does not seem to think one necessary. Furthermore, she 

constantly admits that she is unable to remember certain details such as names and 

places, and confuses events with one another further blurring what she does remember. 

While it might seem at first that such a lapse in memory might be detrimental to her 

ability to survive, she is the one character - least lucid of all - who does manage to escape 

her situation. She makes no attempt to question what has already occurred in order to 

explain her current position, and does not rely on memory to provide useful knowledge or 

solutions for her present. Instead, she separates herself from those postmodern characters 

that continually question the past only to find no meaning there. So it seems that once 

again Johnson‟s fiction does not privilege those who turn to the past seeking “an act of 
cultural or personal renewal” as Parrish argues Faulkner and Proust did, even though 
Johnson‟s contemporaries carry on this tradition in their fiction as well (235). She does 
work in contrast to Johnson‟s previous characters that first turned to their memories only 
to discover how pointless it was to sink into them. The American does not examine her 

memories in the hopes of finding salvation, but lets them slip away as if they were 

useless weights keeping her from functioning in the present. In this way she comes to 

mirror Fiskadoro after the ritual claims his memory; he chooses not to remember his past, 

deciding that it will negatively alter his present.  

Even though postmodernist literature has often criticized history‟s constructed 
nature, it has not even sought to question the very thing that links the individual to that 

unstable history. Hutcheon states, “Postmodernist reference, then, differs from modernist 
reference in its overt acknowledgement of the existence, if relative inaccessibility, of the 

past real” (146). The past was more available for the modernists, but that accessibility 
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shifted when postmodernists came to recognize history as a human construct. In the same 

way, memory remains inaccessible as a truthful account of the past because it will always 

be a reconstructed representation and not the actual thing. If memory is a personal 

referent to history, then it follows that the past remains forever inaccessible thanks to 

memory‟s inability to remain fixed and stable. There is no denying that the American has 
a past, nonetheless her memories are so tangled that the reference to her history remains 

purposely unavailable to herself and those she encounters. Although she briefly mentions 

spending time in Costa Rica before entering Nicaragua, and before that Manhattan, she 

does not bring it up in enough detail to comprehend anything of significance, but keeps it 

at bay in the past. This seems an odd reversal given that most characters seek answers in 

the past, despite its remaining inaccessible through memory; the American on the other 

hand wants to keep the past isolated from her mind, recognizing that it offers no positive 

lesson to be applied to her present situation.  

The American never reveals her past in detail, and what she does mention may 

not even be true based on her tendency to lie. While what she reveals seems to have been 

troubling for her, it does not affect her the way other characters‟ pasts have affected 
them. She concocts such a variety of answers to the questions about why she is residing 

in Nicaragua that it is hard to tell what is fact and what fiction, especially when she 

claims certain answers as being true. She appears to be a journalist in the opening scene, 

but one of her government lovers reclaims her press card having learned that she is not 

really a reporter and he can no longer have his name associated with her lie. This card 

seems to be all that separates her from being branded as a prostitute, even though she 

already appears to live the lifestyle of one. The card has protected her to a certain extent, 

because it is a card “that said I was a journalist and not a whore” (Stars 10). Stripped of 

this label, though, nothing changes, and she continues to sleep with men for money until 

she takes up exclusively with the Englishman. Upon introducing herself to him she hides 

the fact that she is a prostitute by telling him that she is Press, but then corrects herself 

declaring, “Merely to confuse him I told him the truth: I came here to be a contact person 
for Eyes of Peace up north in Matagalpa” (Stars 16). Later she twists this seemingly 

truthful statement when she encounters a young American at a bar, informing him that 

she works “with Eyes for Peace. Helping to maintain the integrity of borders in a troubled 
universe” (Stars 115). Whether she does not remember what lie she tells, or she is simply 

trying to cover her tracks by presenting as many different scenarios to as many people as 

possible remains unclear, though.   

As she continues to bond with the Englishman, he asks if perhaps her magazine 

could help them leave the country. Even though she has already modified her backstory, 

he continues to believe she is really part of the press. She informs him, “I don‟t write any 
articles for them… I just talk to them on the phone. Once they sent me money” (Stars 

75). For once she seems to speak the truth, having phoned the magazine she purportedly 

works for earlier in the novel, only to be told, “You are not, and never have been, 
employed by me. Never never” (Stars 28). Later, when she and the Englishman are 

detained at the Nicaraguan/Costa Rican border, he assumes she will be able to help 

reason with the guards because, as he understands it, she worked “with soldiers up in 
Matagalpa,” when she first arrived in the country (Stars 148). Although she informed him 

earlier that she is not a journalist, she answers as though she had not: “I was only up 
north a couple months. Actually it was one month. I was late with my first report, I kept 
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putting it off… When the second one was already due and I still hadn‟t done the first one 
– I don‟t know. I left! Actually I‟d made up my mind before that. I was gone from the 

first day” (Stars 151). Her story changes with every line, so that while she begins by 

stating she was in the northern region for a few months, it quickly changes to one month, 

and then finally to one day within the span of a few seconds; she finds herself trapped in 

her own memory, clawing through what she believes she remembers in order to get to the 

truth, but it remains forever entangled in the mire.  

More than just forgetting her past, or keeping it out of reach to anyone including 

herself, the woman in The Stars at Noon has an incredibly shoddy memory for her current 

situation, comparable to Benjy in many ways. She fails to keep events, names and places 

straight, and although it does not appear to be on purpose, her inability to keep facts 

about her past in order further emphasizes how fallible memory truly is as a secure means 

to the past. Despite her lapse in recall, she is able to function in the present world, and 

appears to have a better grip on the situation in Nicaragua than her English companion. 

Her penchant for alcohol and her supposed psychiatric problems (towards the end of their 

time together the Englishman refers to her as “a sick woman…very ill”) tamper with her 
mind‟s ability to recollect things correctly if at all, and leaves her with a loose purchase 

on reality (Stars 144). In discussing postmodernism, Jean-Francois Lyotard defines it as 

an “incredulity towards metanarratives,” and it seems as though Johnson is working 
within this framework to create a narrator whose voice is so multiple that it is hard to 

think of her as the final meaning on this or any subject (xxiv). Since she not only changes 

her story again and again, but also has a hard time remembering aspects of her time in 

Nicaragua, it is hard to think of her as an authority even on her own life because her 

memories undermine her reliability. Interestingly, even though memory works in this 

way for Faulkner‟s characters and those postmodern authors I examined in the first 
chapter, Johnson is the only one to emphasis this point of view through his narrative. 

Johnson sprinkles the text with examples of memory loss. Since memory is a 

faulty structure to being with, and those who constantly turn to it as a source of truth are 

disappointed to find it offers no such thing, the American‟s inability and perhaps even 
unwillingness to work with the medium could be seen to strengthen her authority. She 

admits what other characters won‟t: memory does not always link an individual to a 
accurate, known past. Her memories are as unstable as the next person‟s, yet she does not 
try to gain any helpful insight from them. When trying to remember the name of her own 

hotel, she only calls it “La Whatsis,” explaining, “I forget the name of this wonderful 
motel. I only know it wasn‟t the Inter-Continental” (Stars 22). Later on she goes to 

TELECOR, the place to make international calls, and when she finally reaches one of the 

telephones after standing in line for some time she forgets why she had to make a call in 

the first place: “Was I calling somebody for money, or what? By the time I was actually 
summoned to my booth, I‟d forgotten what it was all about,” only to remember moments 
later, “…But, of course, I was a journalist, I was calling my editor…” (Stars 27). This of 

course comes directly before her “editor” informs her that she has never worked for him, 
so even in this moment her memory fails her, and Johnson once again calls attention to its 

errant nature. 

She further confuses her memories when she recalls having seen “the haunted 

Negro singer Robert Johnson swinging from his rope by his broken neck,” and launches 
into an intricate story detailing what happened to the body after it was left hanging for 
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three days, only to say half way through, “Or may this is a twisted memory of a hanging I 

saw in Matagalpa” (Stars 21-2). The narrator is completely aware that her memories are 

faulty. “Whatever had happened in Matagalpa was already the discredited past. 
Impossible to prove. And it explains nothing. Nothing explains why I did what I did…” 
(Stars 23). Aware that there is no use searching for meaning in the past, because it is 

already “discredited,” the woman slowly separates herself from memories of her time in 
Nicaragua as she most likely did with memories of her life in Manhattan and her first 

time in Costa Rica. While she does remember bits and pieces from each period in her life, 

she does not turn to her memories nostalgically, but continues to push them away when 

they appear, knowing they will not offer her an answer for salvation. 

As the American becomes more entangled with the Englishman, she moves them 

both to another hotel in the hopes that they can hide out and buy themselves more time to 

figure out their next step. The two find that what began as a purely sexual business 

relationship, “evolves into a love affair, their emotional and sexual intimacy fostered by 
their intimacy as co-conspirators” (Reitenbach 28). During the time they spend in their 
new lodgings, the American says:  

I can‟t remember what we promised one another during that long, fitful 

evening interrupted by a handful of daytimes; I can‟t remember what we 
said, what we dreamed, what we witnessed, who we thought we 

were…But I remember with what passionate conviction I cherished the 
belief that I would never forget…” (Stars 93). 

The last line is an extreme contradiction given that the American fails to recall the details 

surrounding the few weeks she spent with the Englishman, yet distinctly remembers that 

she believed she would never forget. Johnson yet again calls attention to memory‟s 
impermanence. One afternoon when she goes to run errands she acknowledges that she 

cannot recall what she needed to do, and reasons it is because she has picked up “the very 
Latin habit of going over and going over my options without committing myself to, or 

even coming up with, an actual plan…” (Stars 55). This fits into memory‟s use in fiction 
and even in real life: an individual pores over the past never committing to one version of 

it, but never getting anywhere closer to the meaning they sought in the first place.  

Of the two characters, she is the only one to escape to Costa Rica where she 

makes a decent living prostituting herself to American travelers. So it seems that she does 

not need to rely on her memory for answers to her past, in fact she does not even bother 

turning to her memory as those before her have in order to make sense of her current 

situation. The only mind she seems to give her time in Nicaragua occurs directly before 

the couple changes hotels in the hopes of eluding the government officials on their tail; 

she admits, “I‟ve always been curious about the meaning of what followed,” yet never 
manages to investigate further to discover what that meaning might be (Stars 82). The 

only seeming bout of guilt she goes through occurs after she backstabs the Englishman by 

selling him out to men who work for the Costa Rican government. While staying in 

Playas del Coco she has a series of bad dreams where she sees him being tortured; her 

dreams seem so real to her that “she wander[s] the town convinced I‟d seen the 
Englishman somewhere the night before,” despite it being solely in her dreams (Stars 

171). Eventually these dreams stop and she begins to forget the Englishman, proceeding 

instead to carve out a life for herself in Costa Rica.  
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 While it seems that the narrator‟s memory undermines her authority, she still 
recognizes there is no available meaning in the past, and does not turn it to nostalgically 

as those characters in other postmodern works have. Throughout the novel the past 

remains inaccessible to her, but she does not try to remember what she has been through 

because it would make no difference to her present situation. Furthermore, while her 

memory does not function on the level that it does for other characters, this only plays 

into the theory that memory is an error-prone human construction that fails to connect the 

individual to an understandable past. If anything, her inability to remember minor details 

and even major events speaks to memory‟s inability to link her and subsequently other 

individuals to a true history that somehow helps the person in the present. Even though it 

is possible to see the way memory works for the narrator as undermining her authority, it 

actually strengthens her as a character because she grasps memory‟s flawed nature, 
unlike those characters who swear what they remember is true, when in reality it is quite 

erroneous. 

 

Johnson‟s latest novel Tree of Smoke spans nearly two decades and takes place 

primarily in Vietnam, against a historical background much like The Stars at Noon. 

While the novel does not include an example of extreme memory loss like Fiskadoro, or 

even the ambiguous past and unnecessary memories of the narrator in The Stars at Noon, 

there is still a general sense that the past has in many ways been transformed into myth, 

and turning to memories to explain the war and the horrors associated with it does not 

access truth, and furthermore yields no positive results. The characters do not forget their 

pasts entirely as Fiskadoro does, although a portion recognize that moving forward and 

away from their memories of Vietnam is the best thing by far. By choosing not to 

remember the traumas they encountered, the characters continue to lead their lives, 

always conscious of what they experienced, but never turning to willingly examine their 

memories in search of a valid meaning that is forever out of reach. Those who choose to 

live their lives looking backwards, however, find themselves unable to cope with their 

present in any healthy way - physically or emotionally, and represent the typical 

modernist and postmodernist use of memory in fiction, although unlike Roth and DeLillo 

before him, Johnson alone seems aware of its negative side.  

 Michel Foucault posits in his study of representation that “History, as we know, is 
certainly the most erudite, the most aware, the most conscious, and possibly the most 

cluttered area of our memory; but it is equally the depths from which all beings emerge 

into their precarious glittering existence” (219). Although Foucault spoke of memory in 
collective and not personal terms, the area of our memories responsible for storing either 

type (indeed anything related to emotional memory) is in fact cluttered, but it can hardly 

be described as the most aware. As cognitive psychologists have shown memory does not 

act as a video recorder, and therefore often can miss key elements that might be important 

in later recalling a particular memory. Foucault asserts, “History has become the 
unavoidable element in our thought,” which can be seen in the structural nature of 
memory, which adopts the narrative framework history has since taken on in order to be 

more understandable (219). Therefore history (personal or collective) viewed through the 

construction of memory becomes itself doubly constructed, and remains unable to offer 

any final meaning. Tree of Smoke understands personal memory to be a shaky bridge to 
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the immediate past, calling attention to memory as a constructed narrative worthy of 

further postmodern criticism rather than praise.  

Given that memory is a representation of the past, which has come to be heavily 

relied upon as an accurate source, it fits that Hutcheon has found of postmodernism, “It is 
not that representation now dominates or effaces the referent, but rather that it now self-

consciously acknowledges its existence as representation – that is, as interpreting (indeed 

as creating) its referent, not as offering direct and immediate access to it” (34). If what 
has already passed is considered reality, then it seems impossible to understand “how we 
can come to know it” through memory since that medium can no longer be counted on as 
a reliable connection to the past, being itself an error-prone construction. It seems that 

memory (specifically the narrative form in which the mind remembers the past) effaces 

the truth of what has already occurred by constantly tweaking history each time it is 

recalled. Simply by conforming to a narrative structure, memory becomes subjected to 

the individual‟s interpretation of the event, not the event as it really happened. “A plot, be 
it seen as a narrative structure or as a conspiracy, is always totalizing representation that 

integrates multiple and scattered events into one unified story. But the simultaneous 

desire for and suspicion of such representations are both part of the postmodern 

contradictory response to emplotment” (Hutcheon 68). Under the blanket of narrative, the 
mind comes to believe memory links the individual to a well-founded comprehension of 

the past, but as can be seen from specific instances in Roth where the Swede continually 

turns to his memories to find the truth only to discover he is truly lost, it is unreliable and 

oftentimes inaccurate. 

Although there is a veritable slew of characters comprising the cast in Tree of 

Smoke, the three most aware of how unsound memory can be as a link to the past are 

Skip Sands of the C.I.A. who works with Colonel Sands, his uncle, on a mission to 

quickly and efficiently win the war through the power of myth; James Houston, one of 

Bill Houston‟s two younger brothers from Angels who reappears in Tree of Smoke with a 

larger role; and Kathy, a Canadian missionary who ends up working in Vietnam after her 

husband‟s death and briefly becomes Skip‟s lover. Skip is perhaps most overcome by his 

memories compared to the other two, but even he is aware of how easily the mind can 

falter when recalling the past. On the other hand, James in many ways acts like the 

female narrator from The Stars at Noon because he has trouble remembering the 

immediate past and keeping the “fucking movie” in his mind ordered (Tree 272). In the 

end Kathy is the only one to truly move away from her past and on with her future 

because she comes to understand that looking back does no good and will only confuse 

and weigh a person down. The strange and terrifying events she witnessed firsthand in 

Vietnam continue to be unavailable in their entirety and therefore unknown, so it is best 

to leave the past behind, and concentrate on the present.  

No character displays an obsession with the past that previous postmodern 

characters have, and it is this fact that separates them from their predecessors. Even 

though James examines his memories, he still fails to comprehend the savagery he 

witnesses firsthand, and does not desperately seek answers in them like those characters 

in Morrison, Roth and DeLillo. Furthermore, Kathy does not wish to evoke erased 

memories, unlike Faulkner‟s characters, but understands that her mind wishes to overlook 
and mend what it will. Skip on the other hand does not willingly call up his memories, 

but finds that almost like Jamie and Bill in Angels, he cannot help it when his memories 
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flood his conscious bringing him face to face with a past that offers no salvation. 

Throughout the novel Johnson includes references to memory‟s inability to connect an 
individual to a knowable past, let alone a past worth knowing. Skip Sands is housed in a 

former French doctor‟s residence, and among the doctor‟s belongings he finds old notes 
and letters. One missive in particular reads, “Is the mind a labyrinth through which the 
consciousness gropes its way, or is the mind the boundless void in which certain limited 

thoughts rise up and disappear?” (Tree 245). The doctor‟s thoughts eerily predict his 
eventual end - groping his way through a Vietcong tunnel he was destroyed when he 

stumbled over a Vietcong - but the later part of his statement could be seen to reflect how 

Johnson views memory: a useless something that floats to the surface before disappearing 

into the “boundless void.” Additionally, when Colonel Sands drafts an article about the 
problems of analysis in the military‟s channels of communication, he writes, “…data 
from human sources, notoriously undependable, become the support for doubtful 

interpretations of documentary sources, and these interpretations come to be seen as 

shedding light, in turn, on data from human sources” (Tree 251). The Colonel‟s analysis 
aptly fits when read in the context of memory; individual‟s memories are “notoriously 
undependable,” and any attempt on an individual‟s part to understand the past through it 
only sheds light on history, another human construction. In the end, there can be no final 

meaning gained from such an undertaking.  

 Interestingly, of all three characters relating to memory, Skip is the most inactive, 

thereby giving him the time to sit back and pore over his recollections. It would appear 

that the more active a character is, the less likely he will be to examine his memories. As 

with the Swede, who had time to question the past for answers about the present, Skip sits 

around his house in the Vietnam jungle waiting for orders to arrive from his uncle. The 

amount of free time he has allows him to look back on his life and scrutinize his 

memories for important clues as to why things turned out the way they did. He has no 

extreme trauma like the Swede and even Sethe do, yet he still brings up memories that 

were previously effaced. Skip has a particular fascination and admiration for all things 

American, but eventually after months on end of inactivity, he comes to realize that what 

he loves has passed and now exists only in his mind: “He loved and fought for a memory. 
The world inheriting this memory had a right, he couldn‟t help seeing, to make its way 
unbeholden to assassinated ideals” (Tree 330). What he remembers specifically about his 

hometown Kansas, and more generally the United States, becomes idealized since he has 

been separated from it for some time; the emotion colors the memory so Skip cannot look 

at the past objectively. 

For the most part, his mother appears to be the keeper of his memories. She pens 

him a letter about a cherished memory she has of when he first mowed the line by 

himself: “I hope you remember, because I remember so clearly. I hope you remember 

how good you felt, and I will too” (Tree 147). She assumes his emotion and supplants it 

over her own from that particular memory. After she dies, Skip loses his grasp over his 

recollections and admits while staring out the window that he was “Not thinking about 

his mother at all. He supposed he‟d think about her later. He couldn‟t predict the order of 
these emotional events, his mother had never died before” (Tree 382). After her death he 

finds himself unable to recall details about her, and while he has a seemingly ordered 

sense of the past, the emotional tie to his memories vanishes with her passing. Upon 
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learning a few weeks later that his uncle has also passed away, he becomes overwhelmed 

by a particular memory, although it holds no emotional significance to the situation:  

Everything he looked at was suddenly and inexplicably smothered by a 

particular, irrelevant memory, a moment he‟d experienced many years 
ago, driving with fellow undergraduates from Louisville to Bloomington 

after a weekend holiday, his hands on the wheel, three in the morning, 

headlights opening up fifty yards of amber silence in the darkness. The 

heater blowing, the boozy odor of young men in a closed car. His friends 

had slept and he‟d driven the car while music came over the radio, and the 

star-spangled American night, absolutely infinite, surrounded the world 

(Tree 437).  

Skip‟s emotions seem tied up in the associative memory of the America he loved so 
dearly when first entering the C.I.A. The passing of the uncle whose footsteps he 

followed recalls not precious moments spent together, but a night driving from Louisville 

to Bloomington when he felt indescribably American. Skip later concludes that the truth 

to the past is “Unavailable. Obscured in legend,” and while it seems that the truth is 

located in the past, it has been obscured through the legend that is memory (Tree 587).  

The second character to experience memory‟s unstable nature is James Houston. 
Tree of Smoke takes place nearly twenty years before the Houston brothers agree to rob 

the bank in Angels that sends everyone‟s life spiraling downwards. In Johnson‟s latest 
novel it is 1966, and James has just graduated high school; he desires nothing more than 

to enter the Army, but they will not allow him to enlist because he is still considered a 

minor. Thanks to his mother‟s suggestion to “close up the tail on the nine to where it 
looks like an eight,” he fudges his birth year from 1949 to 1948 and receives “instructions 
to report for muster on Monday” (Tree 139). He signs up for reconnaissance at the 

recommendation of a soldier who has already taken part in the war, and joins Colonel 

Sands‟ special forces, working with Echo Reconnaissance to help keep a specific “region 
secure for the LZ established on top of the mountain which we are not allowed to call a 

base for reasons of protocol” (Tree 215). The entire operation is shrouded in mystery, and 

over the course of the book it becomes clear that Colonel Sands does not have the 

authority to direct a mission of this kind. However, for the time being this information 

remains hidden and James enjoys the luxury of not facing combat during his first tour.  

Eventually as time progresses in Vietnam and James and his friends frequent 

prostitutes and enjoy their easy lifestyle working under the Colonel‟s unit, he begins to 
forget about his life back home. At first he writes his girlfriend Stevie, but eventually his 

memory of her begins to fade from his mind when he becomes enwrapped in Vietnam 

life and Vietnamese women. “At first James sent Stevie numerous short, tortured 

messages, mailed her trinkets he picked up in Saigon, cherished her letters to him, tried to 

imagine her face and voice when he read her words. Then one day he couldn‟t seem to 
remember her” (Tree 255). James‟ experience lies in sharp contrast to his fellow soldiers 

who “only grew more obsessed with their girls back home” (Tree 255-6). Whereas his 

friends choose to look back at their past and nostalgically wish for the day they can return 

to their memories, James lives in the moment and subsequently leaves his past behind by 

forgetting about his girlfriend and life at home. James, then, highlights yet another 

example of how Johnson‟s characters do not obsess themselves with the past, and do all 
the better for it. 
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Owing to the fact that he has been assigned to the Colonel‟s unit, James‟ first tour 
is relatively quiet; he does not look back at the past, nor does he look ahead to the future, 

instead he seems to exist in the present. When he phones home one day, Bill asks him 

how things are going over in Vietnam, to which James responds,  “It ain‟t never 
tomorrow, not in this fucking movie. Never ain‟t nothing but today” (Tree 272). While 

things seem to be more of the same for James, he is at least focused with living in the 

present rather than sitting around like his friends, pining for the past. Since he hasn‟t seen 
any combat James decides to sign up for a second tour, assuming it will be better than 

returning home to what he considers to be the past. Unfortunately, just one day after his 

second tour begins the Vietcong launch a major offensive, and James encounters the 

violence and horror of war for the first time. James and two of his fellow soldiers are 

ordered to climb towards the peak of the landing zone they were protecting. “By 
sundown they‟d traversed seven kilometers of mountain full of people trying to murder 
them,” yet James cannot wrap his mind around what has occurred: “I‟m not figuring this 
out,” James said. He still couldn‟t determine whether he‟d just fought a battle” (Tree 

281). When he finally makes it to the top of the mountain, he cannot remember what he 

just went through: “He ordered his memory to produce some sort of history of the 
afternoon. It was all very vivid and disordered. He knew one thing. He‟d never moved so 

fast or felt so certain of what he was doing. All the bullshit had been burned away” (Tree 

282). Unable to recall what has just occurred, James‟ memory fails him, partly due to 
shock, but he does not fight with it to gather an explanation for what is happening, and 

instead continues on.  

Kathy, the third character most associated with memory is also the one to 

successfully move away from it. She accompanies her husband Timothy to the 

Philippines where they work as missionaries before major conflict in Vietnam breaks out; 

unfortunately, Timothy dies during one particular outing, but it takes several months for 

the official confirmation to reach Kathy. She hears of it as Fiskadoro hears of his father‟s 
death – being passed down as though it were a collective memory, which she inherits. 

Kathy decides to remain on in the South Pacific, eventually making her way to Vietnam 

to work with orphans and young children without medical care. She first encounters Skip, 

however, in the city of Malaybalay, before hearing confirmation about her husband‟s 
death. She sees him at a restaurant one night and approaches him, attempting to flirt, but 

the endeavor does not go very well, and Kathy retreats to her bungalow embarrassed. The 

next morning she considers her actions, aware that she confused Skip for her missing 

husband: 

But last night at the sight of him she‟d felt such an ache, such thirst. In his 
Philippine-made apparel, brown slacks, brown sandals, white box-cut 

sport shirt, in the dusk of candlelight, with his shaggy head and mustache, 

he‟d looked so much like Timothy the young arrival, Timothy the bringer 
of good news and bright fellowship. And she‟d thrown herself at this 
American as blindly as she would have done at Timothy if Timothy had 

come back to her out of the blank question into which he‟d 
dematerialized” (Tree 78-9).    

Memory, especially considering the heightened emotional state Kathy was in when she 

first spotted Skip, plays a trick on her mind and what she believes she saw. Even though 

she recognizes her mistake at the time, she is still drawn to Skip because he reminds her 
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of Timothy, but eventually gives up trying to hold on to the past, saying of the night 

when she first met him, “I refuse to remember,” and it seems this applies to other 
memories as well (Tree 366). 

 Fifteen years later, while meeting a friend at a restaurant, Kathy admits about 

Timothy, “I have no memory of him,” even though he was her husband and they shared a 
life together for some time (Tree 602). When prompted to explain, Kathy recalls the types 

of memory that followed the grief of losing him, but eventually faded:  

“Memories used to come like beestings, ouch, out of nowhere, but now 
they don‟t come. But sometimes I get such an urgent, this urgent – 

feeling.” 

“I see…Or no, I don‟t.”  
“This fist just grabs me by the heart and yanks at me like a dog telling me, 
„Come on, come on‟ –” (Tree 602).    

Even though she acknowledges that she still physically feels the connection to memories 

of that time in the Philippines and later in Vietnam, she does not actively engage with it, 

so it remains just a tug at the back of her heart. By letting go of these memories and 

refusing to search for any answer to her past, Kathy has managed to move on, marry 

again and start over with her second husband in Minneapolis. 

 Working within the context of history, which Johnson criticizes, Tree of Smoke 

also includes another constructed system of knowledge: that of memory. While it may not 

work on the same levels of extreme memory loss witnessed in Fiskadoro and even to 

some extent in The Stars at Noon, it still moves away from the modernist use of memory 

in fiction. Characters in late modernist and other postmodernist fiction all suffer because 

of their memories, but do not seem to realize the cause. If memory is a representation of 

the past, then that reality can never be fully known. Characters in Tree of Smoke all come 

to realize at one point or another, how imperfect memory is and do not obsess over it like 

other characters before them. Even though he begins the novel with more of a fascination 

with the past than the other characters, Skip eventually comes to understand how 

unavailable the truth about that past is, because his memories are not stable and therefore 

cannot be accurate. James and Kathy both recognize that there is nothing worth salvaging 

from their past memories to help them survive in the present. All three characters are 

thrown into a situation unlike any other, and this may help speak to why memory does 

not offer any answers: because they are not written yet. So, with his latest novel Johnson 

continues to distance himself from his contemporaries by providing a more postmodern 

use of memory, one where characters are aware of the dangers too much memory can 

pose, and so avoid looking back as much as possible.  
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CONCLUSION 

 

Autobiographical memory has several benefits for organizing time in the human 

mind and helping guide behavior. Yet, cognitive psychologists warn there are dangers 

associated with either too little or too much memory because it impedes an individual‟s 
ability to function in the present. Heretofore, modernists have relied on memory as a 

narrative device, believing it to offer a beneficial connection to the past that helps explain 

a character‟s present situation. William Faulkner believed that the past was worth 

examining because it offered insight into the present. Namely in The Sound and the Fury, 

he ties his characters to the past through their memories, and neither Benjy nor Quentin 

are able to move forward because they are overwhelmed with their recollections. Having 

gone through traumatic experiences, both characters turn to their memories in the hopes 

they will find an answer, only to find no such thing exists.  

With the move away from modernism, postmodern theorists began criticizing 

systems of knowledge that were previously thought to be naturally occurring. Instead, 

they found that these systems were constructed so that the meaning was applied, and not 

inherent. Even though postmodernists viewed history as one such constructed system, 

they failed to examine memory, the very bridge that connects the individual to that 

history. Memory is a unique system because despite the fact that occurs organically in the 

brain, the act of remembering requires reconstruction, so, like history, meaning is added 

after-the-fact. Being that memory is also a representation of the past, it is impossible to 

ever understand what has taken place as it truly was without some kind of biases 

interfering. If anything, memory becomes a sort of palimpsest where every new 

recollection of the same event adds further details that efface the original incident.  

Even with these notable flaws in memory, postmodern authors still use it as a 

valid link to the past, thereby utilizing it in a more modernist fashion. Those authors such 

as Toni Morrison, Philip Roth and Don DeLillo all build off of how Faulkner and his 

contemporaries used memory, instead of reflecting the more postmodern style of their 

own period. Their characters constantly reexamine their memories, and by doing so 

become more emotionally and physically unstable, although they never appear aware of 

the true cause of their capriciousness. This obsession with the past, derived as it is from 

modernism, works to stunt the character‟s growth and keep them from any kind of 

present. While they hope to discover some overlooked meaning that will offer them 

salvation, they only find that their search leads them deeper down the rabbit trail that is 

memory.  

Denis Johnson‟s fiction begins to move away from what has up until now been a 

modernist stance on memory, and begins to develop a truly postmodern one. He 

recognizes that memories are merely representations of the past, colored by emotional 

biases and prone to error given an individual‟s inability to completely recall every 

specific detail of an event. Memories, therefore, never access the truth of the past, and 

leave characters forever searching for a meaning and salvation they never will find. His 

novels attempt to highlight memory‟s inability to bridge characters to a past offering any 

worthwhile meaning. Beginning with Angels, one of his main characters discovers how 

ineffectual memory is for living, and cuts herself off from her past thereby managing to 

survive. Johnson privileges those that turn away from their past, and whatever 

fabrications their memories offer. Being his first novel, he does have one character in 
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Angels that quickly becomes fixated with the past, hoping to escape his actions, but in the 

end is not saved. Johnson builds off of Angels when he writes Fisakdoro; this time the 

main character suffers a complete memory loss but survives and provides an interesting 

example of completely freeing oneself from the past. In the end, Fisakdoro is the only 

character prepared for the future civilization because he is not weighed down by history, 

or a desire to find fruitless answers in his memories.  

The Stars at Noon and Tree of Smoke all take a step back from the extreme leap 

forward Johnson took with Fisakdoro, but both novels continue to separate the characters 

from their memories, and privilege those that do not look back. By remaining aware that 

memory does not offer a true view of the past and questioning the flaws inherent in 

memory, Johnson separates himself from those postmodern authors before him who have 

used memory to secure their characters to the past. In this way the four novels I have 

examined by Johnson all create a new use of memory, one that champions training a wary 

eye on the constructed nature of the past – both in the mind and on the page.  
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