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Abstract 

Endings and Closure are two intertwined notions that are the main support base of a 

narrative. The relation they share and the equation that the novel is placed on depending on 

the friction of these aspects; give the tone of the relation between the reader and the text. 

This paper tries to objectively unravel the concepts of Ending and Closure based on the 

frameworks set in Frank Kermode’s The Sense of an Ending: Studies in the Theory of 

Fiction (1967) and Marianna Torgovnick’s Closure in the Novel (1981). The text chosen for 

analysis is Arun Joshi’s The Strange Case of Billy Biswas (1971). A thorough textual 

analysis is done to investigate whether the ending justifies the type of closure along with a 

comparison between the closure of the arcs of the character and that of the narrator. 

Furthermore, the concept of an apocalyptic ending is critically analyzed as a part of an 

individual ending or a personal and private sense of apocalypse in the character of the 

protagonist. An attempt is made to carefully scrutinize the text to highlight the narrative 

hints that connect the ending narrative to the closure. 
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I 

Fiction is a genre that has a huge grasp on the psyche of the readers and this vibrant 

relation of the mind with the printed words on papers do not reach a final 

conclusion without meeting a great deal of resistance. As such, an ending is an 

important decision for the author. To finally end a plot structure, and lead the 

tension to a successful resolution is a skill that carves its mark in the reception by 

the readers. Yet, no ending can reach a successful conclusion by itself. Instead, 

closure is an important necessity for an ending to be accepted and this tension 

between ending and closure weaves a connection in the narrative that culminates 

into a relation between the reader and the text. 

The terms ‘ending’ and ‘closure’ might at first appear to be similar in 

appearance but are significantly different in narrative studies. The ending of a novel 

is created wherever the author stops writing. As Torgovnick discusses in the 

Closure in the Novel, 

The word ending straightforwardly designates the last definable 

unit of work – section, scene, chapter, page, paragraph, sentence- 

whichever seems most appropriate for a given text. (Torgovnick; 

6) 

It is the concrete physical ending using epilogues, an overview of the aftermath, or 

simply the last part of the plot that shapes the idea of a novel. The entire 

symmetrical system of the plot reaches its goal through the ending and this 

determines the success of the novel and the author as a whole. According to 

Torgovnick, endings tend to create the illusion of a life that is frozen in time for 

analysis. This is similar to the human nature of introspection and it creates a 

preference for the ending in the mind of the reader. Frank Kermode in The Sense of 

an Ending also clearly highlights the tendency of the human mind to seek 

recurrences or patterns in fiction owing to which the fictional world closely 

resembles the patterns of the real world. As Alison Booth emphasizes in Famous 

Last Words: Changes in Gender and Narrative Closure, the ending has the highest 

conventional weight to bear in the entire narrative as it is not only the most 

memorable portion of a novel but it is also the part that is highly analysed and 

critically viewed. 
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Apart from linear endings some authors even tend to experiment by crafting 

multiple endings like John Fowles’s The French Lieutenant's Woman (1969) which 

brings forth three endings to the readers each with various tones of closure as per 

the perspective and understanding of the social background of the readers. 

Similarly, multiple ending is a facet found in many other novels and has branched 

into a genre in itself in the case of Children’s Literature known as ‘Choose Your 

Own Adventure’. This is prominently found in the Give Yourself Goosebumps 

Series by R.L. Stine where the reader can choose from the given number of choices, 

as to how to proceed next, in the adventure. This aspect of multiple endings is also 

adapted to visual media, and films like Run Lola Run (1998), 28 Days Later (2002), 

and 1408 (2007), are prominent examples of the same. 

Thereby ending is a part of the chain of beginning and the middle, and its 

relation to both these aspects shapes the framework of the plot. This entwined 

structure of relations is known as narrative closure or the appropriateness of the 

ending with reference to the beginning and the middle of the plot. As Torgovnick 

writes, 

To study closure and the shape of fictions, we begin with the 

ending, but evaluate its success as part of an artistic whole … to 

study closure is to re-create and re-experience fiction with unusual 

vividness. (Torgovnick; 6-7) 

Thereby closure is much more intricate than simply the end of the plot and has 

multiple interpretations and viewpoints as per the mind-set of the reader. One might 

be fully satisfied by an ending leading to a sense of closure while another might 

detest the same ending due to the realization of a flaw in it; creating a sense of 

dissatisfaction for the reader. 

 

II 

The equation of the ending and closure is unique to each and every novel. In Arun 

Joshi’s The Strange Case of Billy Biswas (1971) this equation takes a vivid turn 

with the closure justifying the ending, at the cost of exposing the reader to a vision 

of horror and depravity that lay beneath the humdrum of the post-colonial Indian 
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society resulting in a state of complete pandemonium in the plot as well as the 

psyche of the reader. 

The novel is set in India with the narrator Romesh narrating the tale of an 

American educated Anthropology Professor Bimal Biswas, who gives up his rich 

and luxurious lifestyle to live in the Maikala Hills in Chhattisgarh, as a part of the 

primitive tribal society. The events have already happened in the past and the entire 

novel is set in a reminiscent tone with nostalgia dotting the line; many times hinting 

at the devastating end that the novel aimed to conclude with. According to the 

structure, however, the novel is divided into two parts with six chapters in Part One 

and nine chapters in Part Two. The first Part ends using a cliff-hanger after 

addressing the death of the central character Billy. The second part addresses the 

same and closes up the loop of mystery regarding Billy’s disappearance and 

assumed death, but leading the events and circumstances in such a manner that the 

end of Part Two reaches the climax with Billy’s actual death and the shattering of 

illusions of the narrator. 

Part One is based for a short time in Harlem and then is mostly set in India 

with much focus on Romesh’s career as a Civil Servant. It is Billy’s return from 

America to join Delhi University as a Professor that starts the chain of events in 

Romesh’s life which makes him at times the unwilling but devoted narrator of the 

tale. The reason behind it is definitely Romesh’s own temperament at being one of 

the few people in Billy’s life to be able to understand his eccentricities; that he was, 

“in a limited way destined to glimpse” (Joshi; 11) the real Billy. The Billy that 

everyone saw was the rich son of the affluent judge of the Supreme Court. Yet he 

chose to live in Harlem, as it, “was the most human place he could find … White 

America … was much too civilized for him” (Joshi; 9). The first direct hint about 

Billy’s place in the tribal society was his interest in learning about the aboriginals. 

He desperately wanted to, “visit the places they describe, meet the people who live 

there, find out about the aboriginals of the world” (Joshi; 12). In fact, it was this 

conversation which made Romesh realize that Billy was enraptured by the primitive 

society and the life of the primitive man which he studied and analysed with great 

deal of interest and excitement. His interest in people living with different ideals 

and looking at the world through different point of view was highlighted by him 

getting a job in the mental hospital, to just try and understand the people from that 
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section of the society, who were seen as mentally unstable. The narrative proceeds 

to slowly introduce Billy and his quirks but in the first chapter itself uses the 

technique of prolepsis to give a glimpse of the situation fifteen years later in the 

Maikala Hills where Billy was there wearing, only a loincloth. Another friend of 

Billy, Tuula who also understood him a great deal tries to explain his character to 

Romesh by describing that Billy supposedly had a great primitive force inside him 

that was very strong. It is this supposed primitive force that makes Billy follow the 

path that he does, forsaking his wife and child in search for salvation and peace for 

his soul. 

Romesh, the narrator was less sensitive than Billy but was also not left 

unruffled as his character arc proceeded. From sitting in the Administrative exams 

because everyone did to feeling suffocated in his training, when he had to reconcile 

with the idea that to rule a district one had to be trained to ride a horse too; Romesh 

began to drift from his easily accepting and oblivious attitude. It was perhaps that 

which made him realize the tortured and haggard expression that Billy would seem 

to wear most of the times and the sombre eyes that never smiled in any situation. 

It is during his posting in Jhansi that he received a telegram from Billy 

saying that his engagement with Meena had been cancelled and the next morning 

receives another saying that the engagement was to be held as per schedule. This 

was the result of a trip with Meena and her cousins and he later revealed to Romesh 

that even he was confused about his actions. Thereby, this incident shows a 

remarkable duality in his character; perhaps even an identity disorder that he had, 

which had probably developed in his attempt to engage with the society as per the 

rigid rules and decorum. This marriage however proves to be the turning point in 

Billy’s character arc and three years later when Romesh and his wife go to meet 

Billy and Meena; Romesh realizes that his friend had changed dramatically and not 

for the better. As Joshi writes, 

Billy Biswas…seemed duller than most dull men…was as though 

some part of him had gone on strike… (Joshi; 51) 

This situation cropped out due to his inability to live a life as dictated by the society. 

Unable to reconcile his desires to live in a primitive manner with no tension of 

wealth, reputation, ambition and even the need for ambition; he suffocated in the 
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noose of matrimony, forced to keep up phony relations in the face of the society and 

care for materialistic aspects that horrified him. As such, in the second day of his 

expedition with his students in the Maikala Hills, he disappeared and after a long 

search was carried on, headed by Romesh himself; it was concluded that he was 

probably killed by a man-eating tiger. 

The second part is set years later when Romesh is transferred to one of the 

worst drought suffering districts near the Maikala Hills where he meets Billy again; 

apparently very much alive. A large portion of this part makes use of analepsis as 

Billy reveals his reasons for his escape, his life after that and his continual manner 

of existence to Romesh. When Romesh first sees Billy after all these years, he 

realizes that his friend looked better, thrumming with vitality; something that was 

missing in his past life. Yet as they converse, he realizes how much out of touch 

Billy was with the political and economic situation of the country. Instead of being 

bothered by it, he was supremely unconcerned and his way of assessing the 

situations made Romesh realize that Billy had already stopped considering himself a 

part of the civilized society. 

Billy went on revealing about his expedition when he had encountered the 

tribal rituals and participated in them. He also revealed about his actions in Bombay 

to Romesh that made him realize the degeneration if his soul in trying to retain a 

balance in the game of pretence. Due to his frustration at his relation with Meena, 

he began to wilfully seduce Rima Kaul, colouring his actions under the cloak of 

self-pity. He acted a part and had “…come to acquire a taste for the shamming for 

its own sake” (Joshi; 135). These actions made Billy realize the futility of living his 

life as he did and brought him to the decision of leaving the civilized society. Thus, 

Billy’s story of the past finishes and the catalyst to the climax occurs when he heals 

Romesh’s wife from her migraine using traditional healing rituals. Situ gets terrified 

and forces Romesh to reveal the identity of her healer, following which she reveals 

about Billy’s existence to Billy’s father and Meena. At first Romesh refuses to 

reveal anything but at being continuously questioned, he tries to make them 

understand about the way Billy saw the world and his reasons. Yet, the situation 

worsens, and Billy’s father compels Romesh to lead a search for Billy and bring 

him back home by employing his influence with the Chief Secretary. As Joshi 

writes, 
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Now the entire authority of the government would be brought 

against the hapless Billy. And I would be the paw of this 

authority. I knew my back was up against the wall. My mind 

agitated feverishly…felt now that it was no merely Billy Biswas 

but Billy and I together who were being hunted down. (Joshi; 149) 

The supposed search ends up becoming a manhunt when Billy kills one of the 

constables and the resulting hunt ends with Billy getting shot by a havildar, who 

was a cousin of the dead constable. As Joshi writes, 

He lay on his back, the blood spouting from his chest…I did not 

know one could bleed so heavily in so short a time. 

“Billy,” I cried. “Billy.” 

He opened his fast glazing eyes for a moment and appeared to 

look at me. 

“You bastards,” he said hoarsely. Then he died. (Joshi; 167) 

The novel then ends with the aftermath of his death and the way Romesh deals with 

the repercussions. Completely disillusioned by not only his own relationships to 

both his wife and the society as a whole; he makes a final visit to Chandtola where a 

shrine had been made for Billy. There he is made to know that the havildar who had 

shot Billy was assassinated by one of the tribal people but he does not bother with 

it; in a way already having made the connections and starts to pack his belongings 

to leave the place. 

 

III 

The novel ends on a note of nostalgic reflection and sombre atmosphere; almost as 

if the narrator had lost his will to reflect on things by the end of the tale. As such the 

ending and the closure reveal a congruent relationship in case of Billy’s story for 

there had been hints of his fate throughout the novel; several premonitions dropped 

in while the narrative proceeded to reveal the events one by one. As such the tone of 

Billy’s fateful end was as recurrent and embedded in the narrative as the narrative of 

the apocalypse is embedded in the social fabric of a society. As Kermode writes in 

The Sense of an Ending, 

And when I spoke of the degree to which fictions vary from the 

paradigmatic base, I again confined myself largely to straight 
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apocalypse—the way the type figures were modified, made to 

refer not to a common End but to personal death or to crisis, or to 

epoch. (Kermode; 35) 

As such the apocalyptic end that awaited Billy was because of his ability to see 

beyond the phony ideals of the society which orchestrated a horrific retribution 

against the soul that had dared to fight against the flow. The seeds of his end were 

sowed in the narrative from the very early chapters where the narrator describes, 

I did not and I told him so; but then there were many things that I 

did not see, which Billy saw and which, step by step, led him to 

the only end that awaits those who see too much. (Joshi; 30) 

The crisis to his soul made him desperate to find a solution; to somehow end up 

being able to deal with the society and be normal as per the society’s definition and 

the only action he could take up to remain normal was to get married which in 

Indian society was, “…like taking out an insurance on my normalcy” (Joshi; 130).  

Even after marriage and the consequent affair, he was made to realize that there was 

a corrupting influence that ate at his soul, destroying his peace as well as that of his 

family. Thus, he ends up making a choice to deal with his corruption and leaves 

behind the compromise that everyone does to remain a part of the society. It is this 

crisis of his and the rejection of the corruption that chooses his end and the novel 

beautifully brings a congruent closure to Billy’s fate.  

The case of the narrator is equated differently. The novel ends with him 

being left behind, holding the pieces of his tattered life with no mention of his fate. 

As such in his case his ending is abrupt unlike Billy’s which ends in a justified 

death. The closure, however, is interesting in Romesh’s case because the entire 

novel is written in the manner of recording memories of a tale and it can be seen as 

if this novel itself was a medium for the closure that being the narrator gives him. 

Thereby Billy fulfilled the goal of his life by giving into the urges of his soul and 

the narrator plagued by guilt, frustration and suffocation; tries to find his closure by 

recording the story of his friend in a novel.  

There can never be a justified ending without closure and if ending is an obsession 

of the human mind to carefully scrutinize and analyse; closure is the seed of 

satisfaction that makes the ending believable and makes reading the novel - an 

aesthetic experience. 
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