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ENG 368 010 

November 4, 2009 

Prompt: Sukenick, essay choice #1 

 

The Surface Experience 

 

Ronald Sukenick is one of the most innovative and infinitely interesting 

writers of postmodern fiction. He is famous for his metafictional texts, which test 

non-traditional theories such as interchanging roles of author, character and reader 

and also, explore the problem of separating reality from fiction. What also makes 

Sukenick an innovator in postmodern fiction is his concept of “opacity” or “surface 

experiences.” In this way, he is unlike many critics for the fact that he believes a text 

exists only in and for itself; that the surface experience one has of that text is all that 

is required to fully gain its understanding and appreciate it as art.   

When Sukenick talks about surface experiences, he is talking about reading 

literature but not examining it. In other words, English majors and literary critics 

must, in a way, forget what they‟ve been taught to do, which is examine the text word 

by word to piece together an underlying message. For Sukenick, this is by no means 

an art form. As he states in his article, “The New Tradition in Fiction,” “Art consists 

of the forms we leave behind in our effort to keep up with ourselves, define ourselves, 

create ourselves as we move along” (Sukenick 36). This ties in to his idea of surface 

experiences in the way that if a piece of art can be examined to have a different or 

underlying meaning, then it must be mirroring something else and in turn, is 
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unoriginal and cannot be called “art.” In other words, if something is representational, 

then it cannot be representing itself. It is merely a vehicle used to relay a concept that 

has already been exhausted.  For example, in Sukenick‟s story, “The Death of the 

Novel,” there is a passage that reads: 

 “at least four times hit her with 

 all his force then thrust his club 

 swordlike between her hands into  

 her face two more troops came up 

 and began dragging the girl we 

 could see her face but there was 

 no face raw skin and blood her  

 eyes had filled with the blood 

 pouring down her head she vom- 

 ited that too blood” (Sukenick 42) 

Traditionally, this would be approached by a reader as something very obscure and 

necessary to examine, it seems to intrude itself upon the text. Sukenick does not want 

readers to do this, as he says, “Novels are experiences to respond to, not problems to 

figure out” (Sukenick 40). This violence is simply in here with no other meaning than 

violence. The text should be judged “on the basis of what it is and what it does as an 

autonomous art form in its own right” (Federman 9). This device is not a puzzle piece 

that fits in with a deeper meaning, as Sukenick says, “you get the taste and that‟s it” 

(Sukenick 44-45).  The response it the most important part because after all, isn‟t it 

literature‟s main goal to produce an emotional response? Even writers that are part of 
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the literary cannon never wrote their works with the intention of dissection, they 

wanted a reader to feel what they had written. If all that artists are going to do is 

reproduce and re-represent, then there really is no point in constructing the “art form” 

in the first place. The art must take the observer‟s mind to a place that it is not 

familiar with, even though it may seem disturbing or even nonsensical at times. 

 There are many examples of this sort of “intrusion” in Sukenick‟s texts, 

intrusion meaning words, phrases or passages that seems to not belong and upset the 

reading. Another instance of this is also in “The Death of the Novel.” Throughout the 

text, the reader in confronted with the phrase “The long dirty finger.” Upon a surface 

reading it may sound like nonsense, but, the task of “the long dirty finger” is to give 

the reader the sense that he is being goaded. The meaning behind “the long dirty 

finger” isn‟t important so much as the emotion it evokes. That “long dirty finger” is a 

reality for the draft dodger in the text, a constant nuisance and reminder that he has 

failed in some way. It interrupts his life, and provokes him, so now the reader must 

also be provoked to gain any understanding of this given reality. It points at the 

reader as much as it is pointing at the draft dodger. 

 Sukenick also does this in “Blown Away.” He inserts cosmological phrases in 

the middle of a sentence like, “Venus in Scorpio” or “Moon rules Cancer.” He never 

explains what these things mean; they‟re meaning is of no importance. The important 

thing is that Dr. Ccrab understands what they mean. They are his reality and the 

reader is reading these words, so one must adopt his reality for the time being.  

It seems appropriate to have this notion of the surface experience in 

metafictional texts because, ultimately, it correlates with the idea of reality. As 
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Raymond Federman states in his article, “Surfiction – Four Propositions in Form of 

an Introduction,” “To write, then, is to produce meaning, and not reproduce a pre-

existing meaning. […] As such, fiction can no longer be reality, or a representation of 

reality, or an imitation, or even a recreation of reality; it can only be A REALITY 

[…]” (Federman 8).  This connects back to the previous “violence” example, in which 

there is no other motive than to show violence. Violence is a reality, most likely for 

the girl, but the violence really doesn‟t represent her. We don‟t know anything about 

her except for the fact that she is being beaten so the violence represents itself, it is 

simply a moment in time that has been experienced and then it passes. The graphic 

and disturbing nature of the excerpt jars the reader into a state of shock and disgust; it 

interrupts a fluid reading in the same way the violence interrupts the girl‟s life. This 

is how it represents itself – as an experience.  

Furthering the notion of experience is what Alan Nadel conveys in his articles, 

“Fictional Space in the Modernist and Postmodernist American Novel, and: 

Metafiction: The Theory and Practice of Self-Conscious Fiction.” Nadel says, 

“Sukenick values writing that, he feels, engages the reader by „embodying the 

progression of the mind as it confronts and affects experience‟”(Nadel 763).  Readers 

of Sukenick will confront experience throughout an entire text which in turn, causes 

them to confront a reality, whatever that reality may be.  The idea is to not over-think 

what is being presented in the text. The mind will take what it sees for what its worth 

even though reader may not always be able to conceptualize this idea. The words on 

the page are opaque, meaning they mean what they say and nothing more. Though 

readers often dig deeper, the experience of the text itself should be enough because in 
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the story there is no other reality than that of the text‟s. Adam Katz expands on this 

idea in his article, “Narrative Thinking and Experimental Knowledge: The Example 

of Ronald Sukenick.” He states, “For Sukenick, “experience” is not only the concern 

and source of narrative…but also its object, what it acts upon and transforms: 

“imaginative writing” is a way of salvaging experience from overbearing and 

intrusive discourses whose aim [is] to manipulate one‟s sense of the world in 

somebody else‟s interest” (Katz 191). In other words, there is no need to investigate 

the experiences being presented to the reader, they are already laid out. With 

Sukenick, what you see is basically what you get. 

All of the ideas presented can be condensed into one main objective which is: 

don‟t over-scrutinize. In “The Death of the Novel” Sukenick writes, “Why do all our 

inventions become Frankensteins? It‟s because we don‟t think right. We don‟t think 

like crows. Crows know how to think with their wings, and when they ponder it‟s a 

way of weighing their stillness” (Sukenick 49). What he is saying is that over-

thinking causes a sort of blockage of natural thought. He wants readers to be unself-

conscious and get rid of subject/object dualism. To be like the crows in which he 

speaks of, we must also “think with our wings.” In other words, approach the 

literature by taking a surface experience of it and allow the reality being presented to 

process naturally. To understand the text, the reader must be fully immersed in it – 

hypnotized by the words, so to speak. Sukenick is tired of readers approaching text as 

if it were some kind of formula; he wants literature to present and emit something 

new, whether it‟s a philosophy, an emotion, or both.   
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