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Donald Barthelme (1931-1989) was an American writer known for his
innovative and influential postmodern short stories. His Collected Stories,
published in 1985 as part of the Library of America series (Loa 343),is a
comprehensive collection of his most significant works. This article will
provide an in-depth analysis of Barthelme's Collected Stories, exploring his
unique style, major themes, and impact on modern literature.

Fragmented Narrative and Metafiction

One of the defining characteristics of Barthelme's stories is their
fragmented and disjointed narrative style. He often employs a nonlinear
structure, abruptly shifting between different perspectives, time frames, and
events. This fragmentation creates a sense of disorientation and
uncertainty in the reader, challenging traditional notions of storytelling.
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Additionally, Barthelme frequently incorporates elements of metafiction into
his stories. He draws attention to the act of storytelling itself, exposing the
artifice and conventions of literature. By breaking down the fourth wall and
acknowledging the presence of the author and reader, Barthelme blurs the
lines between fiction and reality.

Absurdity and Humor

Barthelme's stories are often characterized by a sense of absurdity and
black humor. He presents bizarre and surreal situations, characters, and
events that defy logical explanation. The absurd in Barthelme's fiction
serves to highlight the irrationality and meaninglessness of modern life.

However, Barthelme's humor is not simply a matter of cheap laughs. His
stories often use humor to satirize social conventions, political hypocrisy,
and the pretensions of high art. By confronting the absurd and poking fun at
it, Barthelme ultimately reveals the underlying truths about human nature
and society.

Experimental Fiction

Barthelme's Collected Stories showcases his groundbreaking experimental
approach to fiction. He experimented with various forms and techniques,
including prose poems, collage, and stream-of-consciousness writing. By
pushing the boundaries of traditional storytelling, Barthelme sought to
create new and unexpected literary experiences for his readers.

Barthelme's experimentalism extends not only to form but also to content.
His stories often deal with unconventional and taboo subjects, such as
sexuality, death, and the nature of reality itself. By challenging social and



literary norms, Barthelme invites readers to question their own assumptions
and preconceptions.

Major Themes

Throughout his stories, Barthelme explores a number of recurring themes,
including:

1. The alienation of modern life: Barthelme's characters are often
isolated and disconnected from each other and from the world around
them. They struggle to find meaning and purpose in a rapidly changing
and often incomprehensible society.

2. The absurdity of human existence: Barthelme presents the world as
a place of irrationality and chaos. His characters encounter bizarre and
unexplainable events that challenge their sense of reality and
understanding.

3. The power of language: Barthelme believed that language has the
ability to both create and destroy. His stories explore the ways in which
words can be used to manipulate, deceive, and ultimately reveal the
truth.

4. The importance of imagination: In the face of a seemingly absurd
and meaningless world, Barthelme encourages his readers to embrace
their imaginations. He suggests that imagination can provide us with a
means of escape, liberation, and connection with others.

Impact on Modern Literature

Donald Barthelme's Collected Stories has had a profound impact on
modern literature. His innovative and experimental approach to fiction has



inspired countless writers to challenge traditional storytelling conventions
and explore new possibilities.

Barthelme's work has been praised by fellow writers and critics alike for its
originality, wit, and deep insight into the human condition. He is considered
one of the most important and influential short story writers of the 20th
century.

Donald Barthelme's Collected Stories: Loa 343 is an essential collection for
anyone interested in postmodern literature and experimental fiction.
Barthelme's unique style, major themes, and groundbreaking approach to
storytelling continue to resonate with readers today. His stories challenge
our assumptions about the world, invite us to embrace our imaginations,
and ultimately reveal the absurdity and beauty of human existence.

Suggested Further Reading

Donald Barthelme: A Critical Celebration by Marc Chénetier

The Art of Donald Barthelme by Frederick Barthelme

Postmodern American Fiction: A Norton Anthology by Gerald Graff and
Donna Lee Brien

The Cambridge Companion to Donald Barthelme edited by John T.
Matthews
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