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FOREWORD

Graham Swift (1949— ) is one of the most famous novelists in contem-
porary Britain. His work, now consisting of nine novels, one non-fic-
tion and a collection of short stories, has garnered significant critical
acclaim and literary prizes and has won a large audience in England
and abroad. His novels have been translated into more than twenty
languages. Waterland was short-listed for the 1983 Booker Prize. It
won the Guardian Fiction Prize, the Winifred Holtby Memorial Prize
for the best regional novel of the year, and the Italian Premio Grinzane
Cavour. It justified his inclusion in a list of the twenty-best young
British novelists drawn up in 1983 by the Book Marketing Council.

Last Orders received good reviews and won the Booker Prize in 1996.

The main theme of Swift’s works is history and intertextuality is
the main strategy for him to narrate history. His novels are extensively
and consistently intertextual. First coined by Julia Kristeva, the term
“intertextuality™ refers to literary texts as “an intersection of other
texts” (“Intimate Revolt™ 446). This term should be understood from
two senses — the narrow sense and the broad sense. In the narrow

sense, it refers to a literary text which is based on and compiled with
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the pre-existent literary texts. Kristeva argues that there is no text that
exists as a self-contained, self-sufficient, and closed system. In the
broad sense, it refers not only to the literary text as an intersection of
other literary texts, but also to the literary text as an intersection of

literature, history, politics and the culture in which it is written.

Swift has been critiqued in terms of his expansive use of intertextu-
ality. However, the majority of literary critics only focus their studies
on the relationship between his text and other previous literary texts.
This book explores intertextuality of Swift’s fiction in the broad sense.
It studies not only the intertextual reference to other literary artifacts,
but also the intertextual reference to other genres such as detective
fiction, romance and story. In addition, photograph and history as inter-
texts are also thoroughly studied. Swift occupies an important position
in contemporary British literature, but till now, at home and abroad,
there is not a systematic research done on his intertextuality. Therefore,

this book has great theoretical significance and practical value.

This book is composed of “Introduction,” the main body and the
“Conclusion.” The introduction gives a general outline of Swift’s life
and literary career, a survey of his criticism and the structure of this
book. The main body consists of five chapters. Chapter One discusses
how Swift’s fiction makes intertextual reference to canonical texts. His
fiction is full of intertextual echoes of canonical literary works, such
as works of Geoffrey Chaucer (1343), William Shakespeare (1564),
John Donne (1572), William Wordsworth (1770), Charles Dickens
(1812), William Faulkner (1897), etc. This book mainly analyzes two

canonical works embedded in Swift’s fictions — Shakespeare’s Hamlet
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and Chaucer’s The Canterbury Tales. This chapter expounds on how
Ever After becomes a parody of Hamlet. In Ever After, the protago-
nist Bill has experienced a series of attacks in his life and has lost his
self-identification. Hamlet can function as a means for him to develop a
sense of identity since he has found some similarities between himself
and Hamlet. He draws on Hamlet's structure, themes, and language
to represent events in his own life. Identifying himself openly with
Hamlet raises him to the level of the tragic hero and gives him the
nobility and chivalric value. However, Bill feels he falls much short of
his imaginary hero. Unlike Hamlet, Bill is a sheer failure and a rather
boring and unexciting figure. Ultimately, Bill finds that his identifi-
cation with the tragic hero is an illusionary and frustrated imitation.
In fact, Hamlet is the ironic projection of Bill’s self-alienation. This
chapter also expounds on how Last Orders becomes a palimpsestic
rewriting of the canonical work The Canterbury Tales. A palimpsest is
a manuscript page from a scroll or book from which the text has been
scraped or washed off, so the page can be used again. Last Orders can
be seen as a modern Canterbury pilgrimage after Chaucer. The four
characters in this novel make a journey from London to the Kentish
coast to scatter the ashes of their recently deceased friend. The journey
is very rich in its meanings. It is not only a physical journey from
south London to Kent, but also a psychological (a journey of memo-
ries) and spiritual journey (a journey of soul-searching). Shaken by loss
and frustration, these characters implicitly seek growth, faith and life
meaning through the journey, just as Chaucer’s pilgrims long to find

regeneration for their souls by journeying to Canterbury Cathedral.
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Chapter Two explores how Swift’s fiction makes intertextual refer-
ence to text embedded inside the novel. In Ever After, the narrator, Bill
Unwin constantly refers to his Victorian forefather Matthew Pierce’s
notebooks. In Shuttlecock, the narrator Prentis makes a bountiful inter-
textual reference to his father’s war memoirs entitled “Shuttlecock:
The Story of a Secret Agent.” These two novels present a special case
of intertextuality. In Ever After, Bill’s narrative intertextually refers
to Matthew’s notebooks not in the ordinary sense. Rather, Bill recre-
ates a new text based on Matthew’s original text. His interpretation
of Matthew’s text is prominently characterized by the elements of the
imaginative invention. Bill is uncertain of his own validity and tortured
by the disconnections he feels from his familial continuum. Through
reconstructing Matthew’s past, Bill finally successfully bridges the
void between the past and the present and comes to terms with his
present life. Shuttlecock plays with the idea of the narrative within the
narrative. The framing narrative is made by Prentis, and the embedded
narrative is made by Prentis’ father, a British war hero. Prentis keeps
living in the shadow of his father’s glorious past. In order to get rid
of the pressure given to him by his father and satisfy his own power
desire, he starts to rewrite his father’s memoirs by guiding readers
to believe that his father is a traitor rather than a hero. The strategies
Prentis adopts to get his purpose is “mise-en-abyme” and “Gaps” in
Narration. “Mise-en-abyme,” as a prominent postmodernist device,
is an embedded narrative that reflects the framing narrative with the
purpose to rob events of their solidity. “Gaps,” a term coined by Wolf-

gang Iser, refer to the places where information is not given completely
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Foreword
and fully.

Chapter Three makes a study on how Swift’s fiction makes intertex-
tual reference to different genres. These genres include detective fiction
in Shuttlecock, romance in Ever After and story in Waterland. In Shut-
tlecock, Prentis’ narrative contains a lot of detective elements. Through
intertextual reference to detective fiction, Shuttlecock shows us both
epistemological crisis and ontological construction of historical past
events. Swift manifests the provisional, indeterminate and construc-
tive nature of historical narratives. The boundary between reality and
narrative, between fact and fiction, and between story and history is
totally blurred. In Ever After, there is a lot of intertextual reference
to the genre of romance. The theme of romance includes death, love,
repentance and resurrection. In Ever After, romance expresses itself
mainly from the quest for love. Bill cherishes the love between himself
and his wife Ruth very much and he describes in detail about their love.
In addition, Bill imagines that his ancestor Matthew loves his wife
Elizabeth and they have once lived happily together before the divorce.
Bill believes “Love Conquers All” (EA 45). Waterland is a novel with
bountiful intertextual reference to the story. There are 52 chapters in
Waterland, half of which are narrated in the form of a story. Swift
uses detective story to illustrate the reconstructing process in histo-
riography. He uses fairy tales, superstitions and rumors to construct
history, which manifests that the boundary between history and story
is very fluid and both of them are creative and constructive results.
Meanwhile, Swift shows us how storytelling helps people to ward off

the “nothingness” of reality and give order and meaning to people’s
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lives. He implies that for stories, what matters is not their truthfulness
or plausibility, but their performative effect in people’s lives. The story
is not a means to make present a reality or a history, but a means to help
people to be able to make unbearable situations tolerable. That is, we

can not live without narratives.

Chapter Four expounds on how Swift’s fiction makes intertextual
reference to photograph. In Out of This World, the intertextual refer-
ence to photography is remarkable. This novel reflects Swift’s post-
modernist exploration of the paradoxical relationship between reality
and its representation, with photographs as its focus. Harry Beech,
the main narrator, provides the reader with a lot of descriptions of
photographic images. He also provides the reader with a good deal
of meditations on the essence of the photograph. There is no simple
shift from narrative to the image, but the relationship between narra-
tive and photograph is examined implicitly — Harry’s photographs are
entirely represented in the narrative itself — and explicitly, in Harry’s
own metafictional reflections. Swift suggests that photograph simulta-
neously represents and distorts reality. Based on Baudrillard’s simu-
lacra theory, this chapter analyzes how Swift takes advantage of the
photograph to manifest the impossibility of the truthful representation
of the past. Baudrillard argues that “simulation” disconnects the rela-
tionship between image and historical reference; “simulated” history is
“a real without origin or reality” (Simulations 2). During the process
of infinite reproducing and copying, the boundary between the truthful
and the fictional, the original and the imaginary, has been completely

dissolved. Hence people live in a “floating chain of significance™ (qtd.
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in Halley 69). In addition, this novel manifests that photographing can
not only help people to ward off the sense of illusion, but also help

people to fight against the sense of horror induced by the brutal events.

Chapter Five delves into how Swift’s fiction makes intertextual
reference to history, taking Waterland as the example. The word
“history” can be understood in two related but distinct aspects: the real
things that had happened in the past; the narrative or presentation of
the past. That is, we can regard history from both ontological and epis-
temological aspects. In this chapter’s discussion, history means both
a reference to the real past world, and a text or discursive construct.
As far as the intertextual reference to history is concerned, Linda
Hutcheon’s historiographic metafiction serves as the best theoretical
basis. Hutcheon coined the term “historiographic metafiction™ to refer
to “those well-known and popular novels which are both intensely
self-reflexive and yet paradoxically also lay claim to historical events
and personages” (4 Poetics of Postmodernism 5). Firstly, this chapter
explains how Swift uses real past events as intertexts. Through the
narrator Tom’s narratives, we can see not only his personal and family
history, but also the national history of England the world-wide history.
The history he narrates consists of the Dutch wars, the Agricultural
and Industrial Revolutions, the French Revolution, World War One and
World War Two, and the growth of the British Empire, etc. Secondly,
this chapter explores how Swift uses history artificially constructed
as the intertext. Swift highlights the process of recreating the past by
language. This novel challenges the traditional opinion that language

is transparent and trustworthy, that the word is the direct and accurate
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means to the thing it represents. It suggests that language is highly
subjective, contingent and biased. Genre mixture is another tech-
nique to show that history is an artificial construction. These genres
consist of historiography, natural history, autography, psychological
novels, initiation, murder mystery (with strong Gothic elements in it),
fairy tales, geographical description, encyclopedia entries, newspaper
reports, love storys, journals, etc. Moreover, Swift adopts a special
writing skill to show what history itself cannot show — circular narra-
tion. Tom’s choice of language and form is responsible for the circu-
larity in a way that the events themselves could not be. Thirdly, this
chapter analyzes the dichotomy between history as past action and
history as narrative. Linda Hutcheon describes the postmodern as the
“contradictory phenomenon that uses and abuses, installs and then

”

subverts, the very concepts it challenges...” (“Beginning to Theorize
Postmodernism” 10). Swift’s attitude towards the opposition between
narratives and actions is just in line with Hutcheon’s opinion. Swift sets
up the dichotomy and then subverts it, which manifests that narrative
and actions are mutually dependent on one another. History as narra-
tive depends on actions having taken place. It is equally true that the

actions that have taken place in the past depend on a narrative of it.

The conclusion gives a summary of Swift’s intertextuality and high-
lights the significance of this study. The functions of Swift’s intertex-
tuality are multiple. Firstly, by echoing the grand experiences of clas-
sical heroes and heroines, the lives of the ordinary lower-class people
are endowed with certain nobility and dignity. Secondly, it suggests

that there is a culture that is shared between past and present, between
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the poorly educated and high art. Thirdly, it foregrounds fictionality
of history. The focus of Swift’s works is history and intertextuality is
the main strategy to narrate history. By means of intertextuality, Swift
illustrates how the narratives of the past are rewritten in the present.
He suggests that for narratives, what matters is not their truthfulness or
plausibility, but their performative effect in people’s lives. The narra-
tive is not a means to make present a reality or a history, but a means
to help people to be able to make unbearable situations tolerable. Swift
suggests that narrating the past can enrich our present lives and offer a

way of coming to terms with the present and the future.



& NOTE ON ABBREVIATIONS

Through the dissertation, parenthetical references to Graham

Swift’s works use the following abbreviations:
SSO = The Sweet-Shop Owner
S = Shuttlecock
LS = Learning to Swim and Other Stories
W= Waterland
OTW = Out of This World
EA = Ever After
LO = Last Orders
LD = The Light of Day
T = Tomorrow
ME = Making an Elephant

WYWH = Wish You Were Here
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