
sixty stories by donald barthelme
Sixty Stories by Donald Barthelme is a remarkable collection that showcases the innovative and
often playful nature of Barthelme's writing. Published in 1981, this anthology brings together a
selection of short stories that exemplify the author’s unique style, characterized by his ability to
blend absurdity with profound insight. Barthelme’s work is often seen as a response to the
complexities of modern life, and "Sixty Stories" serves as a testament to his literary prowess and
thematic depth. Through a mix of surrealism, humor, and existential musings, Barthelme challenges
readers to reconsider their perceptions of reality, narrative structure, and the essence of storytelling
itself.

About Donald Barthelme

Donald Barthelme (1931-1989) was an American writer known for his postmodern short stories and
novels. Born in Philadelphia, Barthelme grew up in a family that valued literature and art, which
undoubtedly influenced his creative development. He began his career in the 1960s, a time when
American literature was undergoing significant changes, and Barthelme emerged as a key figure in
the experimental movement.

Literary Influences

Barthelme's work was influenced by a variety of literary and cultural movements, including:

1. Surrealism: His stories often contain dream-like sequences that challenge the boundaries of
reality.
2. Modernism: Barthelme inherited the fragmented narrative style from modernist writers,
incorporating techniques that reflect a disjointed experience of contemporary life.
3. Existentialism: Many of his narratives explore themes of identity, purpose, and the absurdity of
existence, echoing the concerns of existentialist philosophers.

Writing Style

Barthelme's writing is characterized by:

- Conciseness: His stories are often brief, relying on sharp, precise language that conveys complex
ideas in a few words.
- Playfulness: Barthelme frequently employs humor and irony, using absurd scenarios to reveal
deeper truths about human experience.
- Intertextuality: He often references other works of literature, art, and culture, creating a rich
tapestry of meaning that invites readers to engage critically with the text.



Overview of "Sixty Stories"

"Sixty Stories" is a curated collection that highlights Barthelme's diverse range of themes and styles.
The book includes some of his most acclaimed short stories, making it an essential read for anyone
interested in contemporary literature.

Structure of the Collection

The collection does not follow a conventional narrative arc but instead presents each story as a
standalone piece. This structure reflects Barthelme's belief in the power of individual narratives to
convey unique experiences and insights. The stories range from the whimsical to the profound, often
blurring the lines between genres, including:

- Fiction: Many stories delve into fictional worlds that defy logic and expectation.
- Meta-narrative: Some pieces draw attention to the act of storytelling itself, prompting readers to
reflect on the nature of narrative.
- Satire: Barthelme often critiques societal norms and cultural phenomena through humor and irony.

Thematic Exploration

One of the most striking aspects of "Sixty Stories" is its thematic diversity. Barthelme explores a
multitude of topics, often intertwining them in unexpected ways.

Identity and Self

Barthelme frequently examines the complexities of identity and the self. His characters often
grapple with existential questions, seeking to understand their place in a chaotic world. Stories like
"The Balloon" and "The School" illustrate how individuals navigate their identities amidst societal
pressures and expectations.

Absurdity of Modern Life

The absurdity of contemporary existence is a recurring theme in Barthelme's work. Through bizarre
scenarios and unexpected twists, he captures the disorientation and confusion inherent in modern
life. For instance, in "The Indian Uprising," Barthelme uses absurdity to critique American history
and cultural narratives.

Communication and Language

Barthelme's fascination with language is evident in many of his stories. He often plays with the



limitations and possibilities of language, creating narratives that challenge conventional modes of
communication. In "The Baby," he uses fragmented dialogue to explore the complexities of
relationships and human interaction.

Notable Stories in the Collection

While each story in "Sixty Stories" is worth exploring, certain standout pieces exemplify Barthelme's
mastery of the short story form.

"The Balloon"

In this story, a giant balloon mysteriously appears in a city, prompting various reactions from the
inhabitants. The balloon serves as a metaphor for the human condition, representing both hope and
absurdity. The story invites readers to ponder the significance of the balloon and its impact on the
characters’ lives.

"The School"

"The School" is a poignant exploration of loss and existential dread, set in a seemingly ordinary
classroom. As the students experience a series of bizarre and tragic events, the story raises
questions about the nature of life, death, and the search for meaning in the face of chaos.

"Game" and "The Ziggurat"

These stories showcase Barthelme's ability to blend humor with profound insights. "Game" presents
a playful take on competition, while "The Ziggurat" explores themes of ambition and the pursuit of
success, both of which resonate with contemporary societal issues.

Critical Reception and Legacy

"Sixty Stories" received critical acclaim upon its publication, garnering praise for its innovation and
literary merit. Barthelme was celebrated for his ability to push the boundaries of the short story
form, inspiring a generation of writers to experiment with narrative structure and style.

Influence on Contemporary Literature

Barthelme's influence can be seen in the work of many contemporary authors who have embraced
postmodern techniques. Writers such as David Foster Wallace, George Saunders, and Lydia Davis
have cited Barthelme as an inspiration, particularly in their use of irony, absurdity, and



experimentation with form.

Conclusion

"Sixty Stories" by Donald Barthelme is a landmark collection that encapsulates the essence of his
literary vision. Through a blend of absurdity, humor, and existential inquiry, Barthelme invites
readers to engage with the complexities of modern life and the nature of storytelling itself. His
innovative style and thematic depth continue to resonate with readers and writers alike, solidifying
his place as a pivotal figure in American literature. For those seeking a thought-provoking and
entertaining read, "Sixty Stories" remains an essential exploration of the human experience in all its
chaotic glory.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is 'Sixty Stories' by Donald Barthelme about?
'Sixty Stories' is a collection of short stories that showcase Barthelme's innovative narrative
techniques, playful language, and exploration of modern life and absurdity.

How does Donald Barthelme's writing style in 'Sixty Stories'
differ from traditional storytelling?
Barthelme's writing style often employs fragmentation, non-linear narratives, and a mix of high and
low culture, which contrasts with more conventional approaches to storytelling.

What themes are prevalent in 'Sixty Stories'?
Themes in 'Sixty Stories' include the absurdity of contemporary life, the search for meaning, the
nature of art and reality, and the complexities of human relationships.

Can you name a notable story from 'Sixty Stories' and its
significance?
One notable story is 'The Balloon,' which explores themes of perception and reality through the
metaphor of a balloon that captures the attention and imagination of people, reflecting on human
desire and interpretation.

What literary movements is Donald Barthelme associated
with?
Barthelme is often associated with postmodernism, known for his experimental style and his
departure from traditional narrative forms.



How does humor play a role in Barthelme's 'Sixty Stories'?
Humor is a significant element in Barthelme's work, often used to highlight absurdities and to
provoke thought about serious subjects in a light-hearted manner.

What impact did 'Sixty Stories' have on contemporary
literature?
'Sixty Stories' influenced many writers by pushing the boundaries of narrative structure and
encouraging experimentation in form and content, contributing to the evolution of the short story
genre.

Are there any recurring characters in 'Sixty Stories'?
Barthelme's stories typically feature a wide range of characters rather than recurring ones,
emphasizing the diversity of human experience and the uniqueness of each story.

What is the significance of the title 'Sixty Stories'?
The title 'Sixty Stories' suggests a playful embrace of quantity and variety, inviting readers to
explore a multitude of perspectives and experiences within the collection.

How does Barthelme address the concept of reality in 'Sixty
Stories'?
Barthelme often blurs the lines between reality and fiction, challenging readers to question their
understanding of what is real through surreal and fantastical elements in his narratives.
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