frank kermode the sense of an ending

Introduction to Frank Kermode and The Sense of
an Ending

Frank Kermode's The Sense of an Ending is a seminal work that delves into the
complexities of time, memory, and the human experience. Kermode, a
distinguished literary critic and theorist, published this influential book
in 1967, and it has since become a cornerstone of literary criticism and
theory. The work examines how narratives shape our understanding of life and
the endings that we perceive in both literature and reality.

This article will explore the central themes of Kermode's work, the
historical context in which it was written, its critical reception, and its
lasting impact on literary studies.

Understanding the Central Themes

Kermode's exploration in The Sense of an Ending revolves around multiple
interrelated themes, each contributing to a deeper understanding of how we
construct meaning from our experiences. The following are some of the
principal themes addressed in the book:

The Nature of Time

One of the most significant themes in Kermode's work is the concept of time.
He posits that human beings have a unique way of perceiving time, which is
both linear and cyclical. Kermode distinguishes between "historical time" and
"mythic time," suggesting:

e Historical Time: This refers to the measured, chronological passage of
time that governs our lives.

e Mythic Time: This concept refers to the timeless, symbolic narratives we
create to make sense of our existence.

Kermode argues that literature often blends these two forms of time, allowing
readers to engage with narratives that resonate with their own experiences.

Memory and Interpretation

Memory plays a crucial role in shaping our understanding of the past and
influences how we interpret narratives. Kermode emphasizes that memory is not
a static repository of facts but a dynamic process that is subject to
reinterpretation. This means that the meaning we derive from events changes



over time, influenced by new experiences and insights.

This notion has significant implications for both readers and writers:

1. Readers must recognize that their interpretation of a text is shaped by
their personal histories.

2. Writers, in turn, must consider how their narratives will be received
and interpreted over time.

The Quest for Meaning

Kermode discusses the human desire to find meaning in existence, particularly
in the face of mortality. He argues that literature serves as a means of
exploring this quest for meaning, offering narratives that provide closure or
understanding, even when real life does not.

He presents the idea that endings in literature can offer a sense of
resolution that contrasts with the uncertainty of real-life experiences. This
highlights the interplay between narrative structure and human psychology,
prompting readers to reflect on their own life stories.

Historical Context of The Sense of an Ending

To fully appreciate Kermode's insights, it is essential to consider the
historical context in which The Sense of an Ending was written. The book
emerged during a period of significant cultural and intellectual upheaval in
the 1960s.

Literary Modernism

The mid-20th century was marked by the decline of modernist literature, which
had previously dominated the literary landscape. Kermode's work reflects a
shift towards postmodernism, characterized by a questioning of grand
narratives and a focus on subjective experience.

This shift allowed for a more fragmented approach to storytelling, where
traditional notions of plot and character were challenged. Kermode's emphasis
on the fluidity of time and meaning aligns with postmodernist ideals, making
The Sense of an Ending a crucial text in understanding this transition.

Philosophical Influences

In addition to literary movements, Kermode was influenced by contemporary
philosophical discourse. The existentialist ideas of figures such as Jean-—
Paul Sartre and Albert Camus resonate throughout his work. The sense of
absurdity and the search for meaning in a seemingly indifferent universe are
themes that Kermode grapples with extensively.



Kermode's examination of time and memory also draws on the philosophical
inquiries of Henri Bergson, who distinguished between quantitative and
qualitative aspects of time, as well as Martin Heidegger's exploration of
being and temporality.

Critical Reception of The Sense of an Ending

Upon its publication, The Sense of an Ending received widespread acclaim from
literary critics and scholars alike. It was praised for its innovative
approach to literary criticism and its insightful analysis of narrative
structure.

Influence on Literary Criticism

Kermode's work has had a lasting impact on the field of literary studies. It
has influenced generations of critics and theorists who have engaged with his
ideas on time, memory, and the nature of narratives. As a result, The Sense
of an Ending is often included in academic syllabi and remains a foundational
text in literary theory.

Some specific ways in which Kermode's work has influenced literary criticism
include:

e Encouraging scholars to consider the significance of endings in
narratives.

e Paving the way for the exploration of reader-response theory, which
emphasizes the role of the reader in creating meaning.

e Inspiring further research on the relationship between literature and
time.

Contemporary Relevance

The themes explored in The Sense of an Ending remain relevant today, as
contemporary writers continue to grapple with the complexities of time and
memory in their works. Kermode's insights resonate with current discussions
in literature, philosophy, and psychology, particularly in light of
advancements in cognitive science and theories of narrative.

Moreover, the increasing popularity of non-linear storytelling in
contemporary literature and film reflects Kermode's assertion that
traditional narrative structures are not the only means of conveying meaning.

Conclusion

Frank Kermode's The Sense of an Ending is a rich and thought-provoking



exploration of the interplay between time, memory, and narrative. By
examining how we understand endings—both in literature and in life—Kermode
invites readers to reflect on their own experiences and the stories they tell
themselves.

As a critical text that bridges modernism and postmodernism, The Sense of an
Ending continues to shape literary studies and inspire new generations of
thinkers. Its insights into the human condition remain timeless, encouraging
us to consider how we create meaning in an ever-changing world. Through
Kermode's lens, we are reminded that the endings we seek may not always align
with our reality, yet it is in this pursuit that we find the essence of our
existence.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are the central themes explored in 'The Sense of
an Ending' by Frank Kermode?

The central themes include the nature of time, memory, and the quest for
meaning in life. Kermode examines how individuals construct narratives to
make sense of their experiences and the inevitability of endings.

How does Kermode's concept of 'the sense of an
ending' relate to human existence?

Kermode argues that endings provide a framework for understanding life; they
give meaning to events and experiences. The sense of an ending is essential
for creating coherence in our personal narratives and understanding our
mortality.

In what ways does 'The Sense of an Ending' challenge
traditional narrative structures?

Kermode challenges traditional narrative structures by suggesting that life
does not follow a straightforward plot. He emphasizes the fragmented and
often ambiguous nature of human experience, arguing that meaning is often
constructed retrospectively.

What role does memory play in Kermode's analysis of
endings?

Memory plays a crucial role as Kermode explores how our recollections shape
our understanding of the past and influence how we perceive endings. He

highlights the selective nature of memory and how it can distort or clarify
our sense of closure.

How does Kermode's work relate to postmodern
literature?
Kermode's work intersects with postmodern literature through its emphasis on

the subjective nature of truth and reality. His exploration of fragmented
narratives and the complexities of meaning reflects postmodern themes of



uncertainty and ambiguity.

What influence has 'The Sense of an Ending' had on
literary criticism and theory?

Kermode's 'The Sense of an Ending' has significantly influenced literary
criticism and theory by encouraging scholars to reconsider the role of
endings in literature. It has prompted discussions about narrative closure,
reader interpretation, and the philosophical implications of storytelling.
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