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End and Endlessness 

The Postmodern Motif of Narrative Anti-Closure 

THESES 

 

My doctoral dissertation analyzes the intentional technique of narrative anti-closure at the age of 

postmodern, when this motif is regarded as a dominant feature. The main focus is on the 

aesthetic potential of the “endless” narratives, while “beginning”, “middle” and “end” have 

been required as the essential elements of any artistic form from the Aristotelian Poetics. Since 

the fact is unquestionable that there are relevant, artistic “open works”, it is necessary to 

examine the notion, the function and the compositional possibilities of the “open form”, and it 

is also important to distinguish between the aesthetic and the non-aesthetic openness – this is 

the purpose of the thesis. 

 

The problem is approached from a theoretical and a practical perspective as well, thus the 

dissertation consists of two main parts. The aim of the first part (1.) is to create convenient 

theoretical background to the aesthetic endlessness. Chapter 1.1 deals with the “paradigm” of 

endlessness from the aspect of the “revolutionary” writers of the “new novel” and of the 

American postmodern (e.g. Alain Robbe-Grillet, Nathalie Sarraute, John Barth, Raymond 

Federman), and from the aspect of literary theory, especially by the difference between 

structuralism and poststructuralism. Chapter 1.2 examines the aesthetic requirement of closure 

in general and provides a possible terminology for the problem (on the basis of Frank Kermode, 

Barbara. H. Smith, Marianna Torgovnick, David H. Richter etc.). The international literary 

discourse agreed in the different meanings of closure and ending: the former refers to the 

aesthetic form as a whole, integrated and meaningful unity (which is essential for every 

artwork), while the latter refers to the physical and medial end of the text. In addition, the 

dissertation introduces the category of finale (I use the French word “fin”, referring to Roland 

Barthes) which is the solution of the narrative, and which is usually eliminated by the 

postmodern novels. Then, the paper returns to the classical aesthetics (Plato, Aristotle) on the 

structure of the artwork, and focuses on the “spatiotemporal” coherence (the unity of linear and 

nonlinear narrative elements). By means of the classical philosophies of time (e.g. Aurelius 

Augustinus, Henri Bergson), the chapter criticizes the radical and schematic time concepts of 

the postmodern “revolutionary” writers and tries to make the case for the essential feature of 

the linear and nonlinear narrative elements of any sense-making process, which is the first step 
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towards the aesthetic dimensions: this is a basic criterion for the open works as well. Chapter 

1.3 is about the openness, which was introduced by Heinrich Wölfflin as an aesthetic term, and 

later “adopted” by Umberto Eco as an open form. It is important to underline that every artwork 

is regarded to be open in a sense (as they allow “free” interpretations to their recipients), 

however, there are radical, “self-erasing” levels of openness as well, on which the sense-making 

becomes impossible, and which could connect to the Hegelian term of “bad infinity”. The 

chapter thematises the artistic techniques of openness, the Spatial Turn, as its wider theoretical 

background, and the “spatial form” of Joseph Frank, which schematically suggests that modern 

(and postmodern) literature radically reduces the linear and temporal elements in favour of 

using “spatial” methods (e.g. “montage” technique). From the level of the hypertext’s extreme 

nonlinearity, the chapter aims to points out again that only the simultaneous presence of 

linearity and nonlinearity can generate intelligibility. 

 

The practical part of the dissertation (2.) tries to prove the hypothesis of the theoretical 

part, which means that it analyzes certain “open works”, “endless” novels. This process is 

essential because of the general tendency, that the “rule-breaker” novels get into the focus not 

for their aesthetic values, but only for their special techniques; and it is also perceptible that 

these kinds of novels do not enable any deep interpretation sometimes, when the technique of 

the work is “empty”, frivol, playful, just for its own sake. During the analysis, our questions are 

the as follows: could we regard the methods for “endlessness” as an aesthetically relevant 

compositional element? How is it possible to distunguish between the “non-sense” openness 

and the intelligible artistic openness? Does the endlessness imply anti-closure as well? Could 

we regard the endless work aesthetically relevant (or could we discover intelligible whole 

behind the openness)? The chapter sets apart six technical categories in three main groups: 1. 

circularity; 2. combination (2.1. book in a box, 2.2. hypertext, 2.3. rhizome structure); and 3. 

non-closure (3.1. fragmentation, 3.2. alternative finales). The examined works – according to the 

prominent theoretical discourse – expected to be the representatives of their “category” with 

wide international reception and interpretation. Thus, the following novels are involved in the 

discussion: John Barth: Lost in the Funhouse (circularity), Brian Stanley Johnson: The 

Unfortunates (book in a box), Michael Joyce: Twelve Blue (hypertext), Italo Calvino: The 

Castle of Crossed Destinies (Il castello dei destini incrociati – rhizomatic structure), Robert 

Coover: The Babysitter (fragmentation), and John Fowles: The French Lieutenant's Woman 

(alternative finales).  
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To give a brief summary, the hypothesis and theses of the dissertation are the followings: 
 

 1. The intentional narrative technique of anti-closure can be regarded as dominant in 

postmodern literature, while this tendency appeared in other periods as well; 

2. At first glance, the intentional technique of anti-closure is in opposition with the coherent 

artistic form, and the Aristotelian requirements of the beginning-middle-end unity, however, 

there are “open” artworks with inner coherent structure; 

3. It is difficult to approach the aesthetic values of the “rule-breaker” open works because of 

their “tricky” techniques; 

4. A typology for the different grades of “endlessness” is necessary to get access to the 

aesthetic elements of the open works; 

5. First of all, it is important to define the meaning of final (fin), closure and ending;  

6. The unity of the artwork as an aesthetic criterion belongs to closure, whose basis is the 

“spatiotemporal” (linear and nonlinear) integration of the texts;  

7. Openness is a basic element of every artwork, while the “radical” openness makes the 

sense-making process impossible; 

8. This factor of “non-sense” means that the given work fails to establish the required artistic 

unity and remains without closure; 

9. There are artistic narratives without finale (fin), thus the “in-finite” works can be 

aesthetically “closed” as well. 

 

Publications on the subject of the dissertation: 

“A szavak föld alatti járataiban. A térbeli forma vitája.” In Elpis Filozófiatudományi 

Folyóirat 16. 2017/1. pp. 83–95. 

“Hipertextualizálhatóak-e a Passzázsok?” In Darida Veronika (ed..): Konstellációk – 

művészetelméleti tanulmányok. Tanulmánykötet Somlyó Bálint 60. születésnapjára. 

Budapest, ELTE Eötvös Kiadó, 2017. pp. 51–62. 

“Az elidőzés tere. A hipotipózis mint szövegkompozíciós elem.” Elpis Filozófiatudományi 

Folyóirat 17. 2018/1. pp. 43–56. 

“Kizárt lezárások – A labirintus útjai Italo Calvino műveiben”. In ELTE: 

http://www.elte.hu/file/OTDK_2015_LaszloLaura.pdf 

“»Blow up«. Anti-mimetic framing methods in Attila Szűcs’s and Elżbieta Janicka’s 
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Translation: Robert T. Tally Jr.: “Irodalmi kartográfia”. In Helikon Irodalom- és 

Kultúratudományi Szemle 2019/2 (in progress). Original text: “Literary Cartography”. In 

uő.: Spatiality. (Chapter II.) Routledge, London & New York, 2013. pp. 44–78. 
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