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ONE

ENTERING I would like to begin by evoking the

THE memory of Italo -Calvino, who eight

years ago was invited to give his six

WoobDs Norton lectures but who had time to

write only five of them before leaving

us. I evoke him not merely as my friend but also as the author

of If on a Winter’s Night a Traveler, because his novel is concerned

with the presence of the reader in the story and my lectures will
to a great extent be devoted to the same subject.

In the same year that Calvino’s book came out in Italy, one of
my own books was published—namely, Lector in fabula, which
corresponds only in part to the English version, The Role of the
Reader. The English and Italian titles of this work are different
because, if the Italian (or Latin) title were translated literally into
English, it would be “The Reader in the Fairy Tale,” which means
nothing. In Italy the expression “Lupus in fabula” is the equiva-
lent of “Speak of the devil,” and is used when an individual
whom people have just been talking about suddenly turns up.
But whereas the Italian expression summons the wolf, which
appears in all folktales, I refer instead to the reader. Indeed, the
wolf may not even figure in many situations, and we shall soon
see that in its place there could be an ogre. But in a story there
is always a reader, and this reader is a fundamental ingredient
not only of the process of storytelling but also of the tale itself.

Today, anyone who compared my Lector in fabula with If on a
Winter’s Night a Traveler might think that my book was a re-




sponse to Calvino’s novel. But the two works came out at about
the same time and neither of us knew what the other was doing,
even though for a long time we had both been deeply preoccu-
pied with the same problems. When Calvino sent me his book,
he had certainly already received mine, since his dedication
reads, “A Umberto: superior stabat lector, longeque inferior Italo
Calvino.” The quotation is obviously adapted from Phaedrus’
fable about the wolf and the lamb (“Superior stabat lupus,
longeque inferior agnus,” or “The wolf was upstream and the
lamb downstream”), and Calvino was alluding to my Lector in
fabula. But the phrase “longeque inferior,” which means both
“downstream” and “inferior” or “less important,” is still referen-
tially ambiguous. If the word “lector” is to be taken de dicto as
designating my book, Calvino was either choosing an ironically
humble role or proudly taking on the positive one of the lamb,
leaving the theorist with that of the Big Bad Wolf. If, on the
contrary, the word “lector” is to be taken de re and meant the
Reader, Calvino was making a major statement and was paying
homage to the role of the reader.

To pay homage to Calvino, I shall take as my starting point
the second of Calvino’s Six Memos for the Next Millennium' (his
Norton lectures), the “memo” dedicated to quickness, in which
he refers to the fifty-seventh tale in his anthology Italian Folk-
tales:

A king fell ill and was told by his doctors, “Majesty, if you want
to get well, you’ll have to obtain one of the ogre’s feathers. That
will not be easy, since theogre eats every human he sees.”

The kihg péssed the word on to everybody, but no one was
willing to go to the ogre. Then he asked one of his most loyal
and courageous attendants, who said, “I will go.”

The man was shown the road and told, “On a mountaintop

are seven caves, in one of which lives the ogre."2

Calvino remarks that “not a word is said about what illness the
king was suffering from, or why on earth an ogre should have
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feathers, or what those caves were like,” and he praises the
quality of swiftness in a narrative, although he asserts that “this
apologia for quickness does not presume to deny the pleasures
of lingering.”? 1 shall devote my third lecture to lingering. For
the moment, let us note that any narrative fiction is necessarily
and fatally swift because, in building a world that comprises
myriad events and characters, it cannot say everything about
this world. It hints at it and then asks the reader to fill in a whole
series of gaps. Every text, after all (as I have already written), is
a lazy machine asking the reader to do some of its work. What
a problem it would be if a text were to say everything the receiver
is to understand—it would never end. If I were to phone you and
say, “I'll take the highway and be with you in an hour,” you
would not expect me to add that I shall use my car along with
the highway.

In Agosto, moglie mia non ti conosco, the great comic writer
Achille Campanile wrote the following dialogue:

Gedeone gestured wildly to a carriage standing at the end of the
street. The elderly coachman climbed down from the driver’s
seat with difficulty and walked as quickly as he could toward our
friends, saying, “How can I help you?”

“No!” cried Gedeone irritably, “I want the carriage!”

“Oh!” replied the coachman with disappointment, “I thought
you wanted me.”

He returned to the carriage, climbed into the driver’s box, and
asked Gedeone, who had taken his seat in the vehicle along
with Andrea: “Where to?”

“I can't tell you,” said Gedeone, who wanted to keep his
expedition a secret. The coachman, who was not very inquisi-
tive, did not persist. They all sat motionless for a few minutes,
looking at the view. In the end, Gedeone, unable to control
himself any longer, exclaimed, “To Fiorenzina castle!”—which
made the horse start and led the coachman to protest, “At this
time of day? We'll get there after nightfall.”
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“That’s true,” muttered Gedeone. “We’ll go tomorrow morn-
ing. Come and collect us at seven o’clock sharp.”

“In the carriage?” inquired the coachman. Gedeone reflected
for a few minutes. Finally he said, “Yes, that would be better.”

As he was heading back to the inn he turned and shouted to
the coachman, “Hey! Don’t forget the horse!”

“Are you serious?” said the other man in surprise. “Well, as
you wish.”4

The passage is absurd because the protagonists at first say less
than they should and in the end feel the urge to say (and hear)
what it is not necessary to say.

At times, in wanting to say too much, an author may become
more comic than his or her characters. A very popular writer in
nineteenth-century Italy was Carolina Invernizio, who nour-
ished the dreams of whole generations of proletarians with sto-
ries such as A Dead Woman's Kiss, A Madwoman’s Revenge, and
The Accusing Corpse. Carolina Invernizio wrote quite badly, and
my translation will be rather faithful. It has been remarked that
she had the courage, or the weakness, to introduce into literature
the language of the petty bureaucracy of the newly formed Ital-
ian state (a bureaucracy to which her husband, manager of a
military bakery, belonged). This is how Carolina begins her novel
The Murderous Inn:

It was a beautiful evening, even if it was very cold. The streets
of Turin were illuminated as if by daylight by the moon high in
the sky. The station clock showed seven o’clock. Under the large
porch a deafening noise could be heard because two nonstop
trains were meeting. One about to leave, the other about to

arrive. 5

We should not be too hard on Mrs. Invernizio. She somehow
felt that speed is a great narrative virtue, but she could never
have begun, as Kafka did (in his “Metamorphosis”), with the
sentence: “As Gregor Samsa awoke one morning from uneasy
dreams he found himself transformed in his bed into a gigantic
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insect.”® Her readers would have immediately asked her how and
why Gregor Samsa had become an insect and what he had eaten
the -day before. Incidentally, Alfred Kazin relates that Thomas
Mann lent one of Kafka’s novels to Einstein, who gave it back
to him saying: “I couldn’t read it; the human mind isn’t that
complex.”’

Einstein was perhaps complaining that the story was rather
slow (but I shall later praise the art of slowing down). Indeed,
the reader does not always know how to collaborate with the
speed of the text. In Reading and Understandmg, Roger Schank
tells us another story:

John loved Mary but she didn’t want to marry him. One day, a
dragon stole Mary from the castle. John got on top of his horse
and killed the dragon. Mary agreed to marry him. They lived
happily ever after8

In this book Schank is concerned with what children understand
when they read, and he asked a three-year-old girl about the

story.

P: Why did John Kkill the dragon?

C: 'Cause it was mean.

P: What was mean about it?

C: It was hurting him.

P: How did it hurt him?

C: It was probably throwing fire at him.

P: Why did Mary agree to marry John?

C: 'Cause she loved him very much and he wanted very much
to marry her . . .

P: How come Mary decided to marry John when she wouldn’t
in the beginning?

C: That’s a hard question.

P: Well, what do you think the answer is?

C: Because then she just didn’t want him and then he argued
very much and talked to her a lot about marrying her and then
she got interested in marrying her, I mean him.
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Evidently, the girl’s knowledge of the world included the fact
that dragons breathe flames from their nostrils but not that you
can yield, out of gratitude or admiration, to a love you do not
reciprocate. A story may be more or less quick—that is to say,
more or less elliptic—but how elliptic it may be is determined by
the sort of reader it is addressed to.

Since 1 try to justify all the titles I have been foolish enough
to choose for my works, let me also justify the title of my Norton
lectures. Woods are a metaphor for the narrative text, not only
for the text of fairy tales but for any narrative text. There are
woods like Dublin, where instead of Little Red Riding Hood one
can meet Molly Bloom, and woods like Casablanca, in which one
can meet Ilsa Lund or Rick Blaine.

To use a metaphor devised by Jorge Luis Borges (another spirit
who is very much present in these talks and who gave hjs own
Norton lectures twenty-five years ago), a wood is a garden of
forking paths. Even when there are no well-trodden paths in a
wood, everyone can trace his or her own path, deciding to go to
the left or to the right of a certain tree and making a choice at
every tree encountered.

In a narrative text, the reader is forced to make choices all the
time. Indeed, this obligation to choose is found even at the level
of the individual sentence—at least, every time a transitive verb
occurs. Whenever the speaker is about to end a sentence, we as
readers or listeners make a bet (albeit unconsciously): we predict
his or her choice, or anxiously wonder what choice will be made
(at least in the case of dramatic sentences such as “Last night in
the graveyard of the vicarage I saw . . .”).

Sometimes the narrator wants to leave us free to imagine how
the story will continue. Let’s look, for example, at the end of
Poe’s Narrative of Arthur Gordon Pym:

And now we rushed into the embraces of the cataract, where a
chasm threw itself open to receive us. But there arose in our
pathway a shrouded human figure, very far larger in its propor-
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tions than any dweller among men. And the hue of the skin of
the figure was of the perfect whiteness of the snow.

Here, where the voice of the narrator ceases, the author wants
us to spend the rest of our lives wondering what happened; and
fearing that we are not yet consumed by the desire to know what
will never be revealed to us, the author, not the voice of the
narrator, adds a note at the end telling us that, after the disap-
pearance of Mr. Pym, “the few remaining chapters which were
to complete his narration . . . have been irrecoverably lost.” We
shall never escape from that wood—as happened, for instance,
to Jules Verne, Charles Romyn Dake, and H. P. Lovecraft, who
decided to stay in there by trying to continue Pym’s story.

But there are cases in which the author wants sadistically to
show us that we are not Stanley but Livingstone, and that we are
doomed to get lost in the woods by continuing to make the
wrong choices. Take Laurence Sterne, right at the beginning of
Tristram Shandy:

I wish either my father or my mother, or indeed both of them,
as they were in duty both equally bound to it, had minded what
they were about when they begot me; had they duly consider’d
how much depended upon what they were then doing . . .

What can the Shandy couple have been doing at that delicate
moment? In order to leave the reader time to think out some
reasonable predictions (even the most embarrassing ones),
Sterne digresses for a whole paragraph (which shows that Calv-
ino was right not to disdain the art of lingering), after which he
reveals the mistake that was made in the primal scene:

Pray, my dear, quoth my mother, have you not forgot to wind up
the clock?——Good G—! cried my father, making an exclamation,
but taking care to moderate his voice at the same time,——Did
ever woman, since the creation of the world, interrupt a man with
such a silly question?
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As you can see, the father thinks of the mother exactly what the
reader thinks of Sterne. Was there ever an author, however evil
minded, who so frustrated his readers?

Certainly, after Sterne, avant-garde narrative has often tried
not only to upset our expectations as readers but even to create
readers who expect complete freedom of choice from the book
they are reading. Yet this freedom can be enjoyed precisely be-
cause—on the strength of a tradition thousands of years old,
comprising narratives ranging from primitive myths to the mod-
ern detective novel—readers are generally willing to make their
own choices in the narrative wood on the assumption that some
will be more reasonable than others.

I say “reasonable” as if these were choices based on common
sense. But it would be wrong to assume that a book of fiction is
read according to common sense. It is certainly not what is asked
of us by Stermne or Poe or even by the author (if there originally
was one) of “Little Red Riding Hood.” In fact, common sense
would make us reject the idea that the wood contains a wolf that
talks. So what do I mean when I say that in the narrative wood
the reader must make reasonable ¢hoices?

At this point I must refer to two concepts that I have already
discussed elsewhere—namely, those of the Model Reader and the
Model Author.”

The model reader of a story is not the empirical reader. The
empirical reader is you, me, anyone, when we read a text. Em-
pirical readers can read in many ways, and there is no law that
tells them how to read, b/ecause they often use the text as a
container for their own passions, which may come from outside
the text or which the text may arouse by chance.

If you have ever happened to watch a comedy at a time of
deep sadness, you will know that a funny movie is very difficult
to enjoy at such a moment. That’s not all: if you happen to see
the same film again years later, you might still not be able to
laugh, because every scene will remind you of the sadness you
felt on the first occasion. Evidently, as an empirical spectator you
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would be “reading” the film in the wrong way. But “wrong” with
respect to what? With respect to the type of spectators the direc-
tor had in mind—that is, spectators inclined to smile and to
follow a story which does not involve them personally. This type
of spectator (or reader of a book) I call the model reader—a sort
of ideal type whom the text not only foresees as a collaborator
but also tries to create. If a text begins with “Once upon a time,”
it sends out a signal that immediately enables it to select its own
model reader, who must be a child, or at least somebody willing
to accept something that goes beyond the commonsensical and
reasonable. BT ) N

A childhood friend of mine, whom I hadn’t seen fot years,
wrote to me after the publication of my second novel, Foucault’s
Pendulum: “Dear Umberto, I do not recall having told you the
pathetic story of my uncle and aunt, but I think you were very
indiscreet to use it in your novel.” Well, in my book I recount a
few episodes concerning an “Uncle Charles” and an “Aunt Cath-
erine” who are the uncle and aunt of the protagonist, Jacopo
Belpo, and it is true that these characters really did exist: with a
few alterations, I tell a story from my childhood concerning an
uncle and aunt—who had, however, different names. I wrote
back to my friend saying that Uncle Charles and Aunt Catherine
were my relations, not his, and that therefore I had the copy-
right; I was not even aware that he had had any uncles or aunts.
My friend apologized: he had been so absorbed by the story that
he thought he could recognize some incidents that had hap-
pened to his uncle and aunt—which is not impossible, because
in wartime (which was the period to which my memories went
back) similar things happen to different uncles and aunts.

What had happened to my friend? He had sought in the wood
something that was instead in his private memory. It is right for
me while walking in the wood to use every experience and every
discovery to learn about life, about the past and the future. But
since a wood is created for everybody, I must not look there for
facts and sentiments which concern only myself. Otherwise (as
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[ have written in two recent books, The Limits of Interpretation
and Interpretation and Overinterpretation),lo I am not interpreting
a text but rather using it. It is not at all forbidden to use a text
for daydreaming, and we do this frequently, but daydreaming is
not a public affair; it leads us to move within the narrative wood
as if it were our own private garden.

One must therefore observe the rules of the game, and the
model reader is someone eager to play such a game. My friend
forgot the rules and superimposed his own expectations as em-
pirical reader on the expectations that the author wanted from
a model reader.

Certainly the author has, at his disposal, particular genre sig-
nals that he can use to give instructions to his model reader; but
frequently these signals can be highly ambiguous. Pinocchio, by
Carlo Collodi, begins with the following passage:

Once upon a time there was . . . A King!, my little readers will
at once say. No, children, you're wrong. Once upon a time there
was a piece of wood.

It is a very complex beginning. At first, Collodi seems to indicate
that a fairy tale is about to start. As soon as his readers are
convinced that it is a story for children, children appear on the
scene as the author’s interlocutors and then, reasoning like chil-
dren who are used to fairy tales, make a wrong prediction. So
perhaps the story is not meant for children? But to correct this
erroneous prediction, the author then turns to his young readers
again, so they can continue to read the story as if it were for
them and simply assume that it is a tale not about a king but
about a puppet. And in the end they will not be disappointed.
Yet that beginning is a wink to adult readers. Mightn't the fairy
tale also be for them? And mightn’t the wink indicate that they
should read it in a different light, yet at the same time pretend
to be children in order to understand the allegorical meanings
of the tale? Such a beginning was enough to inspire a whole
series of psychoanalytical, anthropological, and satirical readings
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of Pinocchio, not all of which are preposterous. Perhaps Collodi
wanted to play a double jeu, and much of the fascination of this
little, big book derives from this suspicion.

Who lays down these rules of the game and these limitations?
In other words, who is it that constructs the model reader? “The
author,” my little listeners will immediately say.

But after making the distinction between the model reader and
the empirical one with such difficulty, should we think of the
author as an empirical entity who writes the story and decides
which model reader he or she should construct, for.reasons that
perhaps cannot be confessed and are known only-to his or her
psychoanalyst? I'll tell you at once that I couldn’t really care less
about the empirical author of a narrative text (or, indeed, of any
text). I know that I shall offend many members of my audience
who perhaps spend much of their time reading biographies of
Jane Austen or Proust, Dostoyevski or Salinger, and I realize
only too well how wonderful and thrilling it is to peek into
the private lives of real people whom we have come to love as
close friends. It was a great example and comfort to me to learn
in my impatient youth as a scholar that Kant had written his
philosophical masterpiece at the venerable age of fifty-seven;
likewise, I have always been terribly jealous when I remembered
that Raymond Radiguet wrote Le Diable au corps at the age of
twenty.

But this knowledge does not help us decide whether Kant was
right in increasing the number of categories from ten to twelve,
or whether Le Diable au corps is a masterpiece (it would still have
been so even if Radiguet had written it at the age of fifty-seven).
The possible hermaphroditism of the Mona Lisa is an interesting
aesthetic subject, whereas the sexual habits of Leonardo da Vinci
are, so far as my “reading” of that painting is concerned, mere
gossip.

In my subsequent lectures, I shall often refer to one of the
greatest books ever written, Gérard de Nerval's Sylvie. I read it at
the age of twenty and still keep rereading it. When I was young
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I wrote-a very poor paper about it, and beginning in 1976 I held
a series of seminars about it at the University of Bologna, the
result being three doctoral dissertations and a special issue of the
journal VS in 1982.!! In 1984, at Columbia University, I devoted
a graduate course to Sylvie, and some very interesting term pa-
pers were written about it. By now I know every comma and
every secret mechanism of that novella. This experience of re-
reading a text over the course of forty years has shown me how
silly those people are who say that dissecting a text and engaging
in meticulous close reading is the death of its magic. Every time
I pick up Sylvie, even though I know it in such an anatomical
way—perhaps because 1 know it so well—I fall in love with it
again, as if [ were reading it for the first time.

Here is the beginning of Sylvie, followed by two English trans-
lations:

Je sortais d’'un théatre ou tous les soirs je paraissais aux avant-
scénes en grande tenue de soupirant . . .

1. I came out of a theater, where I appeared every evening in
the full dress of a sighing lover.

2. I came out of a theater, where I used to spend every evening
in the proscenium boxes in the role of an ardent wooer.?

The imperfect tense does not exist in English, so a translator can
choose among various ways of rendering the French imperfect.
The imperfect is a very interesting tense because it is both dura-
tive and iterative. As a durative, it tells us that something was
happening in the past but does not give us any precise time, and
the beginning and the end of the action are unknown. As an
iterative, it implies that the action has been repeated. But one is
never certain when it is iterative, when it is durative, or when it
is both. At the start of Sylvie, for example, the first “sortais” is
durative, because leaving a theater is an action which requires a
certain lapse of time. But the second imperfect, “paraissais,” is
both durative and iterative. It is clear from the text that the
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