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Many of John Barth's works are marked by an attempt to sort out the maze of self-conception and to determine the effects that too much self-knowledge has on the individual. Barth's protagonists flounder to establish their place in the world, questioning whether they are living out the lives of their true selves or those of selves that they project upon themselves. Delving to the core of such themes, Harold Farwell observes that "as a rejoinder to the notion that the unexamined life is not worth living, Barth once quipped, 'King Oedipus and I aren't so sure'" (Farwell 58). The implication is, of course, that while a degree of self-knowledge may be important for a life to be full, an excessive amount could be detrimental to the mental and spiritual being of the individual. Nevertheless, Barth continually forces the protagonists in his fiction--along with the readers thereof--to confront themselves with intense scrutiny. 

It is in the experimental Lost in the Funhouse that one can best begin to draw conclusions about the world in which Barth's protagonists dwell, the discrepancies that they find within their selves, and possible ways of dealing with hyper-self-consciousness. The novel[sup1] is, on its most basic level, the autobiography of Ambrose Mensche, a highly perceptive and self-conscious young man. Told from the depths of the funhouse, Ambrose's narrative looks both to his past and to his future, hoping to create a sense of order in his life. 

Following the broken but deliberate narrative from Ambrose's conception[sup2] through his pre-teen years,[sup3] Ambrose's entrance into the funhouse in the title story signals the beginning of his adolescence. Ambrose realizes his inexperience with sexuality and is aware of--but does not necessarily understand--the changes that his body undergoes as he develops sexually. Like most teenagers, despite acute self-consciousness, he has sexual drives that force him to focus his attentions on something other than himself; they coerce him outward toward the opposite sex, to such characters as Magda, an adolescent girl whose "figure [is] exceedingly well developed for her age" (78). Ambrose is obliged to become much more conscious of the world and the people surrounding him. 

Unfortunately, the insecurity and uncertainty of what, exactly, is happening within his body cause him to shrink from any direct contact with the outside world and especially with the opposite sex. He fears that such contact would reveal his faults and weaknesses. On a family holiday, for example, Ambrose decides not to swim with the other youth, thinking, "... the cold water shrank you up so" (79). Rather than join the crazy divingboard antics of the others in the pool, Ambrose chooses to sit and observe. Doing so, he guards against possible embarrassment and emasculation; however, he forgoes the opportunity to have fun, to live. Even in a premeditated moment--staged to look like an accident--Ambrose recoils. He places his hand on the seat directly behind Magda as she leans forward, but he draws it out of the way an instant before she slides back onto the seat (74-75). In order to experience the outside world, one must take certain risks; Ambrose, however, must overcome his self-consciousness before he can venture from his self-isolation. 

But Ambrose does not suffer only from sexual desire and the insecurities of puberty. As the author of his autobiography, he must also deal with his role as an artist. He is new and inexperienced with this endeavor; yet, he is eager to be understood and well received. Like the adolescent Ambrose, the artistic Ambrose faces many difficulties that result from an oversensitive awareness of oneself and the surrounding world. The artist, like the pubescent youth, is haunted by the assumption that others are aware of one's every thought, idea, emotion, and intention. Telling the story of Lost in the Funhouse, for example, Ambrose is acutely conscious of the devices that he uses throughout the story's text, especially in the title story. Fictional devices have always been used to "enhance the illusion of reality" (69). But the narrator explains: "Interestingly, as with other aspects of realism, it is an illusion that is being enhanced, by purely artificial means" (69-70). In order to portray reality, the author must employ artificial techniques. Doing so, the author is anxious that the reader may be all too aware of his faltering attempts. 

Reciting the account of his life, imagining that there is an unseen admirer who transcribes the story as he tells it, Ambrose employs and deliberately reviews various devices that might be used in a written version of his story. He contemplates the purpose of underlining and italics; he discusses the use of description, metaphor and plot structure; he even questions the realism of his character. In the middle of the narrative, the narrator stops short and asks: "Is it likely, does it violate the principles of verisimilitude, that a thirteen-year-old boy could make such a sophisticated observation?" (70). Later, in mid-sentence, the narrator further intrudes and contemplates whether he should change the age of his protagonist: "better make him eighteen at least, yet that would render other things unlikely..." (90). In sum, Ambrose's account of his life must be filtered through language and numerous fictional devices, despite his desire to achieve realism. What Ambrose is doing, in essence, is adapting the story of his life to fit the structures of a conventional story. In the same way, he must adjust his self to accommodate more readily the structures and expectations that exist outside of him as he enters puberty. 

The funhouse, then, metaphorically represents both the confusion and self-consciousness of the adolescent who must deal internally and externally with a maturing body and the self-consciousness of the artist who must create a maze of fictional devices in the struggle to portray reality. According to Jac Tharpe, "'Lost in the Funhouse' is a record of awareness. It has two main, disparate connected themes, art and love." It is an "awareness of awareness, self-consciousness about roles" (96). Thus, at the same time that Ambrose worries about others discovering his thoughts and intentions as both adolescent and author, he "... can observe himself lost, aware of being lost, and aware of the deliberate attempt to discover himself" (Tharpe 96). In the end, however, while procreation and artistic creation continue to be juxtaposed, Ambrose decides to concentrate on the creation of art rather than seeking sexual satisfaction.[sup4] This is attributed largely to the circumstance that, having entered the funhouse with Magda, he loses her to his brother, Peter. 

Upon entering the funhouse, Magda and Peter blindly follow the path laid before them as it winds its way to the exit; they remain unaware of the construct of the funhouse. Ambrose, on the other hand, is immediately aware of its construct and its purpose--"to watch the girls get their dresses blown up" (85). Ironically, despite Ambrose's keen awareness--or because of his distracting preoccupation with it--Ambrose strays from the regular path and wanders into "some new or old part of the place that's not supposed to be used..." (80). He becomes lost. Laura Rice-Sayre explains in "The Lost Construction of Barth's Funhouse" that the artist 

who names the world in which others simply exist bears the knowledge of the artificial and arbitrary nature of what the rest of us call reality; this knowledge is both his burden and his freedom. (471) 

The burden is that the artist is liable to become trapped within the labyrinth of self-awareness. 

Ambrose realizes the artificial and arbitrary nature of both the literal funhouse and the funhouse of life, and, after wandering aimlessly through the numerous passages of the funhouse, he slumps in the dark corner of an abandoned corridor, mentally paralyzed. This state of mind, which Barth elsewhere terms "cosmopsis,"[sup5] occurs when an individual becomes overwhelmed with the macrocosm of the world and thus realizes the insignificance and futility of one's own life. Mesmerized by this realization, one has difficulty making a decision, knowing that any choice is arbitrary. Entering the funhouse, Ambrose becomes aware of the construct of the funhouse and of all of the options open to him as he gropes through the passageways. Likewise, within the funhouse of adolescence, he discovers that there are many roles that he may play, depending upon whom he encounters. 

Similarly, as an artist, Ambrose discovers all of the options that are open to him. He realizes that the things that he can create are infinite and the methods whereby he can create them are numerous. Ambrose is overwhelmed by the overall complexity of the decisions that he must make and, more importantly, by the knowledge that any action he takes is finally arbitrary. Thus, Ambrose's inability to find his way about, just like his becoming lost in the funhouse, does not necessarily stem from the fact that he can never somehow find his way back to the exit; rather, confronted with the labyrinth of possibilities, he finds himself paralyzed, unable to make the first step in an attempt to find his way out. 

Trapped, with nothing else to do, Ambrose begins to retrace his steps from the very beginning, wondering where he could have gone wrong. The result is his autobiography. According to a doctor who appears in Barth's The End of the Road to treat a similar case, telling one's own story is precisely the prescription needed for an individual who suffers from such a predicament as cosmopsis. The reason is quite simple. As the doctor declares: "everyone is necessarily the hero of his own life story.... Not only are we the heroes of our own life stories," he continues: 

we're the ones who conceive the story, and give other people the essence of minor characters. But since no man's life story as a rule is ever one story with a coherent plot, we're always reconceiving just the sort of hero we are, and consequently just the sort of minor roles that other people are supposed to play. (End of the Road 88-89) 

By retelling his story, Ambrose has stumbled upon the cure for his paralysis without even knowing it. He reconceives the events of his past and, in his own mind, recreates his self.[sup6] 

The idea of creating one's self anew by mentally rearranging the past is what Barth's fictional doctor calls "Mythotherapy": 

This kind of role-assigning is myth-making, and when it's done consciously or unconsciously for the purpose of aggrandizing or protecting your ego--and it's probably done for this purpose all the time--it becomes Mythotherapy.... 

Now many crises in people's lives occur because the hero role that they've assumed for one situation or set of situations no longer applies to some new situation that comes up, or--the same thing in effect--because they haven't the imagination to distort the new situation to fit their old role. (End of the Road 89) 

In order to protect the ego, the individual must conceive of himself or herself as the main character, the hero or heroine, of one's own story. This is usually accomplished subconsciously and without difficulty. However, because he is intensely self-aware, Ambrose must deliberately and consciously readjust his role to fit his circumstances. He can no longer deal with the world in which he exists; so he must imagine himself changed. Ambrose accomplishes this by writing his autobiography, adjusting and readjusting himself and the events of his life to create a new self. 

In The Story-Shaped World, Brian Wicker demonstrates the parallels between the need for stories and for the self to be re-created. Wicker maintains---especially in his book's first part--that stories are an integral part of any society. Stories, he claims, aid in helping to explain both the outer world and the inner self. He feels that it is possible to know at least some of the characteristics of the whole (the world or the self) through a brief glimpse of its parts. A story provides such a glimpse of life; it portrays a much more organized and constructed view of life. Despite fictional constructs, any story reveals various characteristics of reality. Among the types of stories to which he gives careful attention is the autobiography. This is particularly relevant to Lost in the Funhouse. Echoing points addressed earlier, Wicker says: 

It is worth noting finally, in this discussion of the explanatory powers of stories that narrative is not only a unique instrument for describing certain kinds of truths about the external world, it is also, for similar reasons, uniquely important in explaining what happens inside oneself. Thus, the autobiographer is one who is trying to make sense of himself in relation to the world by recollecting his past in a narrative. For he knows that it is only in the retelling of his own story that he can put his life in order and shore up the fragments of his past against his ruin. (Wicker 46) 

Just as Wicker suggests, to deal with his situation in the funhouse, Ambrose attempts to reconceive his self. He has lost control over what he is, so he decides to reinstate his control by reciting his story, incorporating any needed changes. He writes his autobiography, creating and re-creating his former self. He creates a new identity by rearranging and changing his memory, telling his story the way that he wishes it had been. In doing so, he simultaneously hopes to recreate his present self. He is attempting to create a self who is capable of escaping the funhouse. 

Too much self-knowledge led Ambrose into the depths of the funhouse, where he continues the struggle to release himself--just as it led Oedipus to his downfall and destruction. On the other hand, the construction of Lost in the Funhouse, Ambrose's autobiography, acts as a therapeutic endeavor. It is Ambrose's attempt to re-adapt himself to a world that has become alien to his former role. Like the schizophrenic narrator of "Title," he ponders, "Can't we start over? What's past is past. On the contrary, what's forever past is eternally present. The future? Blank. All this is just fill in" (102). Ambrose's autobiography is an attempt, in essence, to erase and fill in the blank that makes up his life. It is an attempt to fill in the blank that precedes his surname on his birth certificate (32); it is an attempt to fill in the blank message that he finds in a bottle on the shore (53); it is an attempt to fill the void of his life that could not be filled by his baptism and first communion or his initiation into the Boy Scouts (85,93); it is an attempt to redefine his identity. Art provides possible healing effects, allowing one to put one's life in order and even to create oneself anew. 

[sup1] Despite the unconventional form and methods of the book, I view Lost in the Funhouse as a novel. In the author's note at the beginning of the work, Barth says that it is "neither a collection nor a selection, but a series; though several of its items have appeared separately in periodicals, the series will be seen to have been meant to be received 'all at once' and here arranged" (vii). Barth qualifies this author's note further in an interview: 

No doubt it depends on how far you want to stretch the term "novel" or "series."... It's meant to be a series in that there is an exfoliation and a development, one with a double motion. As the apparent narrator in most of the stories in the series goes through his biographical development, the time of the stories tends to move back from the present into the mythic past, and then at the end, of course, there's a circling back. (Lampkin 489) 

[sup2] One realizes Ambrose's potential for hyper-awareness in "Night-Sea Journey" as the spermatozoon that consummates Ambrose's conception contemplates its existence. It realizes the absurdity and futility of the life it leads, believing its existence is a mere formality with little purpose. 

[sup3] Reaching pre-adolescence in "Water-Message," Ambrose can no longer merely accept things as they are; rather, he must define everything in relation to himself. In order to assure his centrality in the universe in which he lives, Ambrose creates a fantasy world in which he resides as the hero who always gets the girl and who unselfishly saves those who have recently thwarted him. It is a defense mechanism, and at this point in his life, such a fictive portrayal of his self is acceptable. However, finding the bottled message on the shore later in the story, he is reminded of the outer world. It is this encounter, a blank message, that makes him utterly aware that he is not the individual around whom the world revolves. The fantasy world of his childhood begins to falter. 

[sup4] The stories that follow "Lost in the Funhouse" continue to focus on the plight of the artist facing the postmodern dilemma, particularly the search for or retention of one's identity. In "Life-Story," Barth creates a situation in which the narrator, an author, is faced with the possibility that he is a fiction created by yet another author; likewise, the narrators of "Echo" and "Menelaiad" have difficulty divorcing themselves from their stories and their voices from those of others, a theme further developed in Barth's collection of novellas, Chimera; "Anonymiad" depicts a sexually impotent narrator who ejaculates into jars that contain the manuscript of his life story, which has been meticulously structured, drawing the sexual and artistic notions of creation found in "Lost in the Funhouse" together. 

[sup5] Cosmopsis has become one of Barth's trademarks. Many of the main characters of his novels suffer minor cases of this variety of paralysis, which results from an inability to impose some sort of order upon their lives. 

[sup6] Two characters from Barth's The Sot-Weed Factor, Ebenezer Cooke and Henry Burlingame, raise certain ideas that are helpful in looking at the healing effects of Ambrose's autobiography. Ebenezer, the primary protagonist of the novel, for instance, believes that memory is "the house of Identity, the Soul's dwelling place! Thy memory, my memory, the memory of the race: 'tis the constant from which we measure change..." (141). Henry Burlingame, Ebenezer's tutor, however, rebuts by claiming that, in the first place, no one's memory is complete; there are breaks in memory. There is also no means through which to solve a dispute about memory. Burlingame goes on to explain that in remembering things, one has the tendency to remember only those incidents one wants to remember, forgetting the rest, and even the things that are remembered are usually colored and remembered as one wishes them to have been. The last item on Burlingame's list of the weaknesses of memory is exposed when he asks, "suppose the thread [of memory] gets lost completely, as't sometimes doth. Suppose I'd had no recollection of my past at all?" (142). 
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By W. Todd Martin, W. Todd Martin is assistant professor of English at Huntington College. He has published an essay on E. E. Cummings''s novel, The Enormous Room, in Spring: The Journal of the E. E. Cummings Society; another essay on Cummings''s novel will appear in The Explicator. 
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