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BY LEELEE GOODSON

appiness has long been a subject of controversy in

Anglo-American literature. Thomas Jefferson, laboring in

1776 over a draft of the “Declaration of Independence,”
listed it as one of only three essential and undeniable human rights, ordered
from most concrete [life] to least concrete [happiness].' Jefferson’s decision
likely gave the crown fits. How does one refute an “inalienable right”?

Moreover, how can one precisely measure or define an abstraction such
as happiness?
Long before Jefferson’s time, Aristotle argued that happiness (he called it
eudaimonia) ought to be the highest human aim, but even Arnistotle had
difficulty precisely defining it. “What constitutes happiness 1s a matter of
dispute,” he wrote in Nicomachean Ethics. “When he falls sick he thinks

health is happiness, when he is poor, wealth.””
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A discussion of happiness in litera-
ture is similarly slippery and contro-
versial, especially when it comes to
endings. If people aspire to be happy
in their daily lives, as Aristotle posited,
wouldn’t they appreciate happy con-
clusions in fiction? Not necessarily,
it seems. A traditional happy ending
in literature, especially lately and es-
pecially among critics, seems too pat,
conventional and unrealistic. Again,
the problem of definition arises. What
constitutes a “happy ending”? Is it the
same thing as a “good” ending? There
is little agreement on this. A tragic end-
ing, if it is fitting or appropriate, might
be “good” but not necessarily pleasing.
Adding to the debate is the critical
dispute over the value of open versus
closed endings. Open endings, favored
by many writers and critics lately, are
inconclusive, often leaving the central
conflicts of a work unresolved. Closed
endings, as the name implies, resolve
the conflict, although not always in a
happy way. For centuries closed end-
ings have dominated Anglo-American
literature, but have increasingly come
under fire for arbitrarily cutting off ex-
perience. Human lives are continuums,
some critics argue, and fiction that
provides full closure (other than in the
form of death) is therefore artificial.
Other critics maintain that we need a
sense of closure in literary endings to
help us understand our experience and
give it shape and meaning.

Maryanne C. Ward, in “Romancing
the Ending: Adaptation in Nine-
teenth-Century Closure,” describes
traditionally closed endings as provid-
ing the reader “aesthetic reassurance.”
The problem, she explains, lies in who
gets to decide what this means. On the
subject of happy endings particularly,
she says there exists a rift between the
lay reading public and critics of liter-
ature. Lay readers might enjoy “the
easy geniality of romance,”* and expect
or even demand endings in which
conflict is amicably resolved. In the
nineteenth-century particularly, Ward
asserts, publishers and novelists were
keenly aware that the reading public
wanted endings which provided “the il-

M

If people aspire to be happy in their daily
lives, as Aristotle posited, wouldn’t they
appreciate happy conclusions in fiction?

Not necessarily, it seems.

lusion of on-going happiness” in which
“good triumphs over evil.”s For support,

. she cites the popularity of the Victorian

romance novel which traditionally ends
with marriage.

Charles Dickens is an example of a
nineteenth-century writer influenced
by popular taste. He famously changed

. the original unhappy ending of Great

Expectations to a happier one upon
the advice of his friend and best-sell-

. ing novelist, Edward Bulwer-Lytton.

About this controversial change critic
Edwin Eigner writes, “I believe we can
conclude that it was based on [faulty]
aesthetic principles.”® Eigner quotes
Bulwer-Lytton on endings: “I hold it a
principle in true art...that the soul of a

" very long fiction should be pleasing.””’

Eigner goes on to state that Bulwer-Lyt-

ton felt that “disagreeable or unpleasant |

. elements have no place in a novel and

especially in its ending.”8 This is borne
out by Bulwer-Lytton’s 1860 complaint
about George Eliot’s The Mill on the
Floss, the ending of which he disliked.
Bulwer-Lytton wrote about it that “the
Disagreeable [sic] should be carefully
avoided. You may have the painful, the
terrible, the horrible even; but the dis-
agreeable should be shunned.”® He was

| apparently concerned about a work’s

“durable popularity,”'° that is, how well

| it would be received by the public over
time. He did not, however, clarify what

| he meant by disagreeable, nor how he

. saw this as distinct from the painful, the
. terrible, etc. Eigner goes on to point out

that Bulwer-Lytton himself had written

. successful tragedies, and that other

Anglo-American novels of the day with

. unhappy endings were doing quite nice-

ly in terms of sales, such as Uncle Tom’s
Cabin, and A Tale of Two Cities. Eigner
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concludes that Dickens conceded to
change the ending of Great Expectations

| in order “to gain immediate popularity”

with the reading public."

When evaluating literature, crit-
ics often apply different measures of
quality than the reading public, and

' romances with happy endings get
| short shrift. René Girard, for example,

divides fictional texts into two catego-
ries: “‘romantique’ (romance-like),”
and “‘romanesque’ (novel-like),” sug-
gesting that the latter has far greater
“literary merit.”'? Nineteenth-century
romances in particular, which offer
closed endings (often marriage) have
come under critical scrutiny for being
trite and unrealistic. Marianna Torgov-
nick, in Closure in the Novel, cites two
late twentieth-century examples of this
kind of objection: “the dismissal of
nineteenth-century endings as ‘lacki
sophistication’ in a recent book on t
novel [Douglas Hewitt’s The Approa
Fiction]; ...[and] the statement that
nineteenth-century endings are an «
temological ‘form of deception, vei
the abyss’ in an article in The New |
Review of Books [the article is by Mit
Wood, entitled ‘Victims of Surviva'
This objection to unrealistic hap,
endings began well before the nine
teenth-century. Even the venerablc
William Shakespeare was subjected
critical fire for writing such ending:
his comedies. William Allan Neilso:
The Complete Dramatic and Poetic W
of William Shakespeare, says that “th
marrying off, at the close, off all eligibk
youths and maidens [in the comedics]
is more a concession to the convention
of the happy ending demanded by the
particular type of drama than the log-

. ical outcome of the characters or their



rise to sustained questioning of

1 Writing in particular about
jeeds” WHnngan.p action and motive. '

makespeare’s “problem comedies,”

rm coined by ES. Boas, critic Wil-

'i'am Lawrence says that Shakespeare
:,meximes appears to have “sacrifice[d]
gehological consistency to purely
neatrical effect.”®* Lawrence identifies
ree comedies that fit this category:

Al's Well That Ends Well, Measure for

\ieasure, and Troilus and Cressida. He ex-
jains why he finds these three “comic”

it compensates for.”'® Essentially, she
asks does the end justify the means? She
asserts that the play’s abrupt, happy
ending in which Bertram accepts Hel-
ena does nothing more than “convert
bad into good without demanding the
full price of recognition,”' or without
resolving the “disequilibrium” intro-
duced earlier in the work.?° Jagendorf
goes on to identify and examine some
devices writers of comedy employ to

The temperament of these plays is
flawed because it is inconsistent and
mixed, according to Lawrence; they are
neither wholly comic nor wholly trag-
ic, creating for readers or theatregoers
the problem of how best to encounter
or interpret them. Furthermore, Law-
rence says, the often abrupt and even

plays problematical.

The settings and the plots are still
those of romance, but the treatment
isin the main serious and realistic.
They are concerned, not with the
pleasant and fantastic aspects of

life, but with painful experiences
and with the darker complexities

of human nature. Instead of gay
pictures of cheerful scenes, to be
accepted with a smile and a jest, we
are frequently offered unpleasant and
sometimes even repulsive episodes,
and characters whose conduct gives

forced happy endings of these plays do
not fit the serious subject matter raised
throughout. “At the close our feeling
is neither of simple joy nor pain; we
are excited, fascinated, perplexed, for
the issues raised preclude a completely
satisfactory outcome even when... the
complications are outwardly adjusted in
the fifth act.”V

Zvi Jagendorf, in her book The Happy
End of Comedy, agrees, saying, “The very
name All’s Well That Ends Well points
to a tension between the happy end-

bring about happy endings. They resort
to these, she says, because

Comic plots... often deal with
material that does not lend itself
easily to comic solutions. Obsessions
are obstinate, self-delusion is deeply
rooted, and ingrained folly is
incurable. The devices and displayed
skills of the ending, then, tend to deal
in a pronouncedly artificial way with
passions, fixations, and relationships
that resist the conventions created to
master them.?!

il

ing and the not-so-happy events that
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