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THESIS ABSTRACT
The postreligious space of Douglas Coupland's fiction provides the backdrop
for a disenchanted consumer collective nursed on advertising slogans rather than
Sunday school parables. This thesis seeksto examine the ways in which Coupland resacralizes the currently secular concepts of epiphany and apocalypse in order to reinvest the lives of his suburbanite protagonists with a senseof wonder and the desire
for transcendence.Coupland's fictional subjects represent a collection of fragmented
subcultures that are dissatisfied with the bypassing of the "real" for a diet of shiny,
happy, yet artificial, products. As their only collective reference points are media
generated, the television and mall have become sanctuaries that inscribe a virtual
grand narrative that provide little in the way of religious support. The subjects of
Coupland's fiction move beyond what Jamesondescribesas the "waning of affect" in
a depthless, zombie culture as they shun irony, cynicism and passivity to experience
what Coupland deems"moments of transcendenceand epiphany".
This thesis also seeks to place Coupland in context alongside five other
postmodern authors in order to contrast Coupland's subjects' desire for reenchantment with the often apathetic, "blank" inhabits of the depthless spiritual
landscapesof fiction by Brett Easton Ellis, Jay McInerney, Don Delillo, Martin Amis
and Chuck Palahniuk.
The thesis is divided into two sections: epiphany and apocalypse, with three
chapters in each section. The first chapter focuses on how the epiphany's
metaphysical and ideological presuppositions are problematic for postmodern fiction.
Both the Christian and the modernist epiphany are largely absent in postmodern
fiction, yet Coupland frequently uses the epiphany, investing it with ideas from both
traditions, yet rewriting it for a postmodern context. The second chapter is the
discussion of three quasi-initiation stories, Ellis's Less Than Zero, McInerney's Bright
Lights, Big City and Coupland's Shampoo Planet. This serves as a contrast between
Coupland's use of epiphany as postreligious sacred experience, McInerney's
problematic attempts to place an epiphany in a postmodern context, and the complete
absenceof epiphany in Ellis's work. Chapter Three is a discussion of the progression
from momentary, singular epiphanies in Coupland's Generation X to the extended
epiphany, or conversion narratives, of Life After God and Hey Nostradamus! This
chapter also investigates Coupland's problematic relationship with postmodem "knee
jerk" irony and how it must diminish if the epiphany is to manifest itself in the lives
of his protagonists.
Chapter Four offers a discussion of the postmodem concept of apocalypse as
nihilistic end-time fear, with a specific focus on Don Delillo's White Noise,
contrasting it with the Judeo-Biblical notion of apocalypse as a redemptive, hopeful
structure that reveals truth and unlocks transcendence. Chapter Five discusses.
Coupland's engagementwith both ideas of apocalypse,but emphasizeshis privileging
of the supernatural, purposeful nature of the cleansing Judeo-Christian visions of
apocalypse. This chapter explores the saviour/destroyer technology of Coupland's
Microserfis and the futuristic apocalyptic visions of Eleanor Rigby. The last chapter is
a discussion of Martin Amis's London Fields, Chuck Palahniuk's Survivor and
Coupland's Girý(riend in a Coma All three apocalyptic novels have a female
prophetessthat predicts the doom, destruction and apathy of the future, yet Girýfriend
in a Coma is the only narrative to envision a surpassingof the "filture" for a glimpse
of "eternity" itself, invested with hope and redemption.
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Introduction
In the context of a contemporarypostreligious culture, in which the proclamation
of "truth" is not considered sacred,but profane, Douglas Coupland's writing is deeply
subversiveand uncharacteristically countercultural in its relentlessquest for truth. This
thesis seeksto explore the developmentof Coupland's radical searchfor "truth" in the
analysis of spiritual themes and biblical motifs in his writing.

Coupland's work is

hauntedby a decidedly suburbanacknowledgementof a spiritual "lack" and the rigorous
search for the transcendent,even amidst the dulled normality of middle-class North
American life. The first half of this thesis focuseson Coupland's accomplishmentsin reinvesting the secular, modernist epiphany with a senseof the divine, while continually
negotiating its relevancein a postmoderncontext. The secondhalf explores Coupland's
more overt, "radical" engagementwith the apocalyptic, anotherterm that, in Coupland's
fiction, is re-invested with the idea of a Judeo-Christian manifestation of divine
revelation. The thesis also places Coupland in a literary context, both amongst writers
of "blank fiction" such as Bret Easton Ellis, Jay McInerney and Chuck Palahniuk, and
"high postmodern" authors such as Don Delillo and Martin Amis. In close textual
readings of both Coupland's novels and novels from the above authors, I argue that
Coupland raisessimilar questionsas theseauthors,arising from the sharedexperienceof
contemporary spiritual malaise. Like these authors, Coupland diagnoses an acute
spiritual deprivation and explores various spiritual surrogatessuch as shopping, surfing
the internet, pursuing entrepreneurial enterprise and gaining fame, and finds them
inadequate in their homogenous materiality.

Coupland, unlike the above listed
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predecessorsand peers, draws on remnants of quasi-orthodox Judeo-Christiantheology
in order to offer the alternative of actually searching for answers, grasping a senseof
hope in a relentless search for "truth". In Coupland's fictional world of suburban
surfaces, "truth" is not merely a collective language construction or individual
perception, but a mysterious "reality" that must break through these surface distortions
to exposea new, multilayered spiritual dimension that is continually sought in order to
truly live.
The search for a post-secular spirituality is the defining feature of Coupland's
work, although in critical analysisof his work, it has often beendismissed,or forced into
a generic "postmodern irony" mould. Although Coupland uses irony as a toot in order
to dismantle the false claims of both consumerismand a pseudo-bohemianlifestyle, he
continually arguesthat irony must be discardedin order to embraceepiphany. But critics
such as G.P. Lainsbury, who claims that "irony is the dominant mode" of 1991's
GenerationX (237), fail to recognizethe importanceof Coupland's critique of irony and
how it relatesto the developmentof spirituality in the postmodernage. Irony is a useful
tool that can expose contradictions and hypocrisy, but is wholly un-useful in
in
Coupland's own words "there's nothing really nutritious
a
world
view;
constructing
or substantive" about irony (France 13). Mark Forshaw's analysis of Coupland's
complex relationship with irony in his early works, particularly Life After God (1993), is
helpful, but also ignores the need for a detailed analysis of Coupland's reasons for
abandoning irony in his later works. Forshaw longs for a re-emergenceof irony in
Coupland's later writing, especially Girt(riend in a Coma (1997); the I iteral presenceof
both a supernatural reality and quest for an existing, stable truth are, according to
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Forshaw, very dubious topics for Coupland's "more materialist" readers (40). Rather
than exploring the deeper implications of Coupland's use of biblical themes, Forshaw
reducesGirlfriend in a Coma to a political novel that contains "Hierarchical, hegemonic
notions of Truth" that are dismissed as "deeply conservative" and "deeply oppressive"
(56).
While Forshaw at least acknowledgesboth the post-secularcomplexities and the
weight of such revolutionary and perhaps, disturbing, truth claims, many other critics
have chosennot to even mention the "uncomfortable" subject matter. JamesAnnesley's
important study of Blank Fictions devotes a lengthy section to a discussion of
Generation X, yet ignores its spiritual themes, focusing specifically on the role of
commodity in the novel.

Annesley's book, like Graham Caveney and Elizabeth

Young's Shopping in Space, acknowledges the spiritual deprivation -of the "blank"
novels they analyze,but do not devote time to a discussionof the origins or implications
of this depravity in the work of Coupland, Ellis and McInerney, among others. In two
I
other important articles, Nick Heffernan and Veronica Hollinger focus on Coupland's

critique of technology's identity-defining capacitiesin Microserfs (1995) and Girl(riend
in a Coma, yet ignore thesenovels' manifold biblical allusions and questionsconcerning
spirituality's relationship to technology. As Coupland's writing has progressed,and the
interior lives of his charactersare more developed, reviewers cannot avoid the overt
spiritual quest that dominates novels such as Hey Nostradamus! (2003) and Eleanor
Rigby (2004). Although Coupland's spiritual concerns are now highlighted in both
critical reviews and academicwriting on these later novels, most have overlooked the
presenceof the same questions and concerns in earlier novels such as Generation X,
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ShampooPlanet (1992) and Microserfs. Articles by both Andrew Tate and William H.
Katerberg are exceptions to this oversight, focusing specifically on the presence of
epiphany, ritual and redemption in Coupland's fiction. This thesis aims to show that
Coupland's early fascination with cataloguing popular trends, exploring both the merits
and dangers of modem technology and emphasizing the commodification of both
external and internal realities, is directly related to the overt theological questions and
supernaturalrevelationsthat dominatehis later writing.
I will

attempt to demonstrate that Coupland re-appropriates traditional

theological conceptsfor a postmodem world, relying on both pared-down contemporary
jargon and poetic imagery to connote a spiritual dimension. One of Coupland's central
theological premises is what, in ShampooPlanet, he calls the "blackness inside us all"
(246). This emphasis is present in all of his novels, yet only in Hey Nostradamus!, a
does
he
biblical
focuses
hypocritical
the
term
that
use
subculture,
on
a
religious
novel
"sin". His charactersfrequently feel the need to be cleansedof this corrosive darkness,
yet Coupland often usescommodified referencesand the languageof his popular culture
to articulate this longing for spiritual purity, as in 2006's JPod. I hoped that God would
shakemy Etch-a-Sketchclean overnight" (134). This desire for a sort of contemporary
rebirth manifests itself in a more traditional sense in both Miss Wyoming (1999) and
Girlfriend in a Coma as a character in each novel embarks upon a spontaneous
in
detaching
from
themselves
the
culture,
order to
of
consumer
comforts
pilgrimage,
find the "truth" about themselves, God and the nature of reality. Both Linus from
Girlfriend in a Coma and John from Miss Wyomingreturn to civilization disappointed,
not having found a senseof purpose in their lives, yet both charactersare ultimately and
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finally enlightened in ways they do not and can not plan: John in the context of a mediafostered, yet "normal" relationship and Linus in a completely unexpected and
spectaculardivine intervention.
Linus and John each endeavour upon a search for truth that, according to
Coupland, defines the human condition, but this search for truth is not only enacted
through traditional pilgrimages; his characters often begin this search in the most
unlikely of places-the shopping mall, a Greyhound bus, a presidential inauguration.
Although Coupland does not often rely on dogmatic, theological terminology to depict
depravity or revelation, he does frequently allude to both poetry and narratives from the
Bible. His reliance on the poetic use of biblical metaphor, as opposedto the jargon of
systematictheology, is poignant, clearly a choice of premodern narrative over modem
aphorisms. The ability ofnarrative and metaphor to expresstruth and disclose purpose
is present throughout all of his writing.

In a radio interview with Tom Ashbrook,

Coupland claims that "What unites all people through time and history, regardlessof
place, is the need to make sense". This "need to make sense" is evident in the desire
many of Coupland's charactershave to become part of a story, to have the isolated
momentsof their lives strung together, to progresstowards something that will disclose
ultimate truth and meaning. The transformation of Janet Drummond, protagonist of All
Families are Psychotic (2001), reflects the importance of narrative structure in the lives

of somanyof his characters:
Janet sensedthat her opinion of life was changing. Two days ago, it had
felt like merely a game of connect the dots-a few random dots, spaced
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widely apart and which produceda picture of scribbles. But now? Her
...
life was now a story. Farewell, random scribbles. (173)
Janet is now certain that the "dots would connect in the end to create a magnificent
picture" (173); the presence of a story in her life indicates a certain knowledge of
meaning and purpose, rather than the fear of randomness. In Coupland's writing,
patterns do not indicate cold determinism, but the possibility of identity, purpose and
transcendence. In Close Personal Friend, an experimental film in which Coupland is
interviewed, he explains that randomnessis just a misperception basedupon a limited
point of view. Once the observer moves back and gains a larger perspective,he or she
will discern a pattern. In Coupland's fiction, this discernmentof pattern and purpose is
indicative of epiphany and engagementwith transcendence.
Some of Coupland's protagonists, including Claire from Generation X and
yuppie want-to-be Tyler from Shampoo Planet, ultimately lose faith in the capitalist
metanarrative, the only structure that they have inherited to enable them to read and
connectthe "dots" of their lives. Having received no religious instruction in their youth,
they are left with no underlying paradigm to adhere to, to "make sense" of their
individual life moments after abandoning a lifestyle built on the promises of a better
material future. In JPod, in which Coupland featuresas an evil fictionalized version of
himself (the anti-Doug), office worker Kaitlin claims that "Coupland said that unless
your life was a story it had no meaning, that you might as well be kelp or bacteria"
(256). Although Rod's "Coupland" is an "evil" parody of himself, Kaitlin's description
is a fair representationof the connection between meaning and what Paul Fiddes calls
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the "eschatological structure" (5) of narrative. Only in the hope for a certain, purposeful,
defining "end", can his charactersfind their purposeand live with a senseof hope.
Jean Francois Lyotard claims that the desire for linearity, as the one articulated
so often in Coupland's novels, is "itself perfectly modern", a remnant of the
Enlightenment narrative of human progress and emancipation (Postmodern Explained,
90). Coupland's protagonists have clearly rejected a narrative arc designed by the
Only
but
desire
technocracy,
they
and
purpose.
of
structure
a
sense
still
encroaching
when they experiencean epiphanic moment in whicý they briefly sensetranscendence,
limited
do
immediate
time
the
that
transcends
the
of
moment,
a
acknowledging reality
they gain a deeper understanding from a larger, more purposeful perspective.
Coupland's frequent apocalyptic overtonesprovide an inherent structurethat relies more
burned
by
His
Judeo-Christian
than
unfulfilled
characters,
one.
narrative
a modem
on a
future,
bright
hopes
in
the
clearly reject modernity's vision of
of
a
capitalist
promises
human betterment.Lyotard explains the failed promisesof modernity's grand narratives:
The thought and action of the 19'hand 20'hcenturiesare ruled by the Idea
of the emancipation of humanity...The progress of the sciences,
technologies, the arts and political freedom will liberate the whole of
humanity from ignorance, poverty, backwardness,despotism. Not only
it
in
it
happy
but,
to
will
thanks
particular,
education
will
produce
men,
also produce enlightenedcitizens, mastersof their own destiny. (97)
Both Coupland and his clýaractersare wary of the idea that a more "developed" culture
dazed
deadened,
"enlightened
Coupland's
and
citizens".
protagonistsare often
produces
confused by the abundance of artificial reality.

Although they are 'in a seemingly
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godless technosphere, they are not "masters of their own destiny", but become
increasingly subservientto the very machine-dominatedenvironment they have created
themselves. Lyotard explains that "These ideals are on the wane in general attitudes in
what we call developed nations" (97), and this dissatisfaction is plentiful among the
middle class inhabitants of Coupland's novels. In a short story titled "The Wrong Sun"
from Life After God, the narrator realizes that "technology does not alwaýs equal
progress"(75), a statementthat echoesLyotard's own diagnosis that: "Technoscientific
developmenthas becomea meansof deepeningthe malaise rather than allaying it. It is
no longer possible to call development progress" (Postmodern Explained, 91). This
"malaise", the defining, common subject matter of eachnovel discussedin this thesis, is
both built and nurtured by this false sense of "progress", a rationality that governs
scientific achievement.
In the previously mentioned interview with Tom Ashbrook, Coupland clearly
refers to a suspicion of the "Modem Project", especially in its focus on scientific
certainty rather than the possibility of religious wonder, a theme that reappearsin many
of his novels, as well as in his recent play September 10,2001. Coupland defines a
dilemma he calls "modernity versus eternity" which raisesthe question: "Do we believe
in eternity or do we want to make a better tomorrow through the application of
science?"(Ashbrook). In Microserfis, techie Dan, a computer worker on the helm of the
Modem Project, confessesthat his completely secularupbringing provides him with no
pictures of an afterlife. The possibility of a reality that can't be controlled, manipulated,
and reducedto a formula or experiment is absentin the grand narrative of modernity. In
the above interview, Coupland claims that there is "no overlap between the two"
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structuresprovided by a vision of eternity or a trust in modernity. When the interviewer
remarks that the protagonists of Coupland's Hey Nostradamus! chose the narrative
supplied by "eternity", Coupland simply replies, "There needsto be hope".
This type of "hope" in the unknown does not exist in the doctrine of modernity,
in which "hope" is only grounded in stories we tell ourselves about man-made
discoveries and statistics. Heidegger's critique of onto-theology is very helpful in
understanding the "metaphysical" dimension of the modem project.

According to

Merold Westphal, Heidegger seesmodem technology not as a collection of machines,
but more as "a way of seeingthe world, namely as a conglomerateof human and natural
resourcesat the disposal of the human will to power" (Westphal 28). Heidegger claims
that the omnipresenceof modem technology is the "metaphysics of the atomic age"
(Heidegger 52). Westphal explains that this statementdoes not indicate that technology
is a replacementfor metaphysics,but a belief system, a "mode of revealing" all of its
own (23). But these"revelations" do not uncover layers of mystery, clarifying a senseof
purpose; they are merely re-enforcementsof the deceptively "sovereign" will of their
human creators. In Heidegger's critique, Nietzsche's "Will to Power" becomesthe will
to will: "Pure will wills itself .. Pure will is the sole content for itself as form" (qtd. In
Westphal 24). Therefore, technology is guided by no standardsother than those it has
created for itself, and man, as the creator of technology, is the only subject-the only
"divine" will (24). Indicating the secular "religious" experienceof faith in modernity,
Westphal notes that, "Those who identify freedom with free enterprise and make this
...
the immanenttelos of human history are onto-theologiansin an era of the death of God"
(22). Heidegger's central critique of onto-theology is that "God" is not a means of
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wonder, a mystery to be sought and worshipped, but a concept subservient to the
guidelines of reason,used only to legitimate a narrative of man-centredprogress, then
ultimately abandoned when no longer needed (24).

Westphal emphasizes that

Heidegger's criticism of onto-theology is its inability to leave "space in the world of
modem technology for this kind of faith" (38). The "kind of faith" absent in ontotheology, faith in the mysterious,divine Other, is the perplexing focal point of Coupland
and his characters'search.
Coupland also seesa defining faith in bettermentvia technology as a hindrance
to faith in the divine, and attemptsto find the open spacesof mystery and wonder in his
he
decries
dogmatism;
doctrinaire
is
Coupland's
But
"faith"
not orthodox
narratives.
thinking:
Somebody who thinks they've found some miracle truth is de-facto
cattlc-blindcd... They've just stopped being curious. That's the scary
thing. With them, it's 'Don't question me. Don't talk with me. Because
I've got the truth. ' (qtd. In Todd 89).
Although he reacts both against orthodox religious truth claims and the equally
"religious fervour" (90) of atheistic truth claims in this early interview with Douglas
Todd, the later Girtfriend in a Coma concludeswith an angel proclaiming "You are on
the brink of knowing a great truth" (268) to a group of his friends who have survived the
apocalypse. The end of this novel, as well as the end of Eleanor Rigby and Hey
Nostradamus! present transformed characterswho have literally found "some miracle
truth" in the form of prophetic visions, angelic messengersand apocalyptic warnings.
But it is important to note that "truth" is not proclaimed through a human act of will, but

unveiled directly through the divine acting within history. Theseare truly "revelations",
and their recipients cannot control them or reduce them to theories or experiments.
Interestingly, these "chosen" recipients are not scientists, philosophers, or even clergy,
but "normal" human beings. It is clear, in all of Coupland's fiction, that there is a truth
to be found; truth is something that cannot be constructed, but only found through
constant questioning. It is its own reality, only articulated through revelation and
epiphany.Coupland's charactersmust move beyond the modem conception of assuming
based
knowledge
the
the
on reason and
of
universe
and
end
of
origin,
purpose
precise
interrogators,
be
they
constantly and
relentless
must seekers,
scientific experimentation;
humbly renegotiating their individual theologies.According to Coupland, "complacency
devaluesfaith" as faith is basedon our admittancethat we don't know all the answers,
but that there is a truth worth searchingfor (Butler 6).
Coupland's fictional depictions of spiritual quests are not placed in mystical
locations, but in the homes and workspaces of a heavily commodified suburbia. He
faith
in
late
the
the
presence
of
midst
of
capitalist society which,
negotiate
must
according to Ernest Mandel, is "a period of intense commodification in which the
influence of the commodity penetratesinto previously uncommercialized spheres"(qtd.
in Annesley 118). As Coupland ironically "labels" the supposedly countercultural
lifestyle choices of his characters,we become increasingly aware that there appearto be
drawing
Jameson,
in
Fredric
(Annesley
118).
their
on
uncommodif
ied
spheres
world
no
Mandel, argues that we have entered the "last stage of capitalism", which is also the
"purest" stage of multinational or consumer capitalism, "a prodigious expansion of
capitalism into hitherto uncommodified areas" (Postmodernism36). Jamesonnotes that
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one of the significant occurrencesin the late capitalist era is the "emergenceof a new
kind of flatness or depthlessness,a new kind of superficiality in the most literal sense"
(9). This depthlessnessindicates the extinction of the "hermeneutic model of the inside
and the outside and of stigmatizing such models as ideological and metaphysical" (12).
This focus on artificiality as a dominant reality indicates the loss of a dialectic between
"essenceand appearance"(12), thus collapsing the multi-layered "depth" model into the
omnipresenceof one-dimensionalsurfaces. This depthlessworld of surfaces,so clearly
but
by
decentred
in
fiction,
is
Coupland's
subjects,
sojourners
not
represented
populated
on a metaphysical quest. Jameson claims that "Capitalism, and the modem age, is a
deep
'
'spiritual,
in
the
the
the
the
underlying
and
which,
with
extinction
sacred
period
of
materiality of things has finally risen dripping and convulsing into the light of day" (qtd.
in Bom 212). Coupland seeks to re-invest both the consumer surfaces and flattened
depth,
identity
his
fictional
and spirituality, and expose a
of
suburbias
with
characters
clear, ever-presentdistinction between the artificial world of consumer heaven and the
reality of both the "sacred" and "spiritual".
Because of the central focus on the desire to escape the predominant
in
Shampoo
both
Generation
(199
1)
X
and
of
consumerism,
emphasized
metanarrative
Planet (1992), Coupland was initially included in critical discussionsof "blank fiction".
Elizabeth Young and Graham Caveney's Shopping in Space: Essays on American
"Blank Generation" Fiction and James Annesley's Blank Fictions: Consumerism,
Culture and the ContemporaryAmerican Novel both seeCoupland as a (supposedlyless
Ellis
Jay
Easton
New
Brett
York
blank
fiction
to
the
and
successful)successor
writers
McInerney.

It is helpful here to look briefly at Young, Caveney and Annesley's
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commentson the nature and characteristicsof blank fiction in order to see how
Coupland'sfiction is influencedby the world of blankfiction, yet transcendsits limited
thematicandstylisticboundaries.Themostnotoriousandcritically acclaimedwritersof
blank fiction cameon the New York literary scenein the mid-1980's;TamaJanowitz,
" werejust as
Brett EastonEllis and Jay McInerney,frequentlycalled "the bratpack,
Caveney,
Young
darlings
According
they
to
they
and
as
were authors.
much media
its
"consumer
had
"flat,
that
capitalism,media
subject
central
affectless
prose"
as
wrote
(viii).
The
breakdown-the
technocracy"
contemporary
whole
saturation,societal
immersed
in
best
dead,
their
asleep,
a
at
or
novels were spiritually
protagonistsof
Annesley
notesthat
pleasures.
empty
world of wealth,glamourandendless
constructed
the sense of "indifference and indolence" that is characteristicof the novels'
(1).
despair"
"urban
of
accentuates
our awareness
protagonists
The blank,minimalist,yet enticinglyglossystyle of both Ellis andMcInerney's
irresistible)
(and
as channel surfing.
novels made reading as easy

Annesley, who

includes a lengthy discussion of Coupland's Generation X in his chapter on
"Decadence" seesenough similarities betweenthe minimalist, easily accessiblestyle of
GenerationX and that of blank fiction prose to include Coupland in this loosely defined
his
is
'underwrought',
'overwrought',
turn
"Coupland's
glib
of
with
approach
not
genre:
(125).
digest"
to
text
the
easy
emphasis
on slogans making
phrase and continual
...
Coupland's continual pop culture referencesand "emphasis on slogans" are emblematic
in
it
just
blank
fiction
"does
depict
its
the commodified
speaks
which
not
own
period,
of
languageof the period" (Annesley 7). This use of "commodified language" points once
Elizabeth
Both
to
central
media-generated.
referencepoints are
again a culture whose
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Young and James Annesley argue that the "flat", commodity-laden prose of blank
fiction is a deliberate contrast to "seminal" works of what they deem "high
postmodernism". Young claims that this is because"high postmodern" texts do not
appealto young people, whose main source of "information" is popular culture-music
press, style magazines, MTV (9). Young also detects a strong anti-academicism in
blank fiction, as its authors "have an obvious distaste for the tired experimental
strategiesand resulting stasisof late, high postmodernistwriting" (11). Annesley argues
that blank fiction writers want to distance themselvesfrom the "canon" of postmodem
fiction, which includes the complex plots and political subject matter for writers such as
ThomasPynchon, Don Del illo and Toni Morrison (4). The writers of much more sparse,
between
high
low
blank
fiction
the
to
and
culture,
gap
aim rather collapse
accessible
thus deconstructing the binary opposition of uninformed reader and cleverly ironic
by
its
fiction
Blank
the
using their terms, the terms of
reflects
world
of
readers
author.
commercial life that permeatewhat they know as "reality". Young elaborateson the
informed
between
readerand accessibletext:
relationship
Their entire lives have been lived out in a milieu wherein art and pop
music, advertising, films and fiction have always been inextricably
intertwined, inseparable from one another. This does not deny them
critical insight but rather denotes an exceptionally sophisticated
apprehensionof thesemultifarious serniotic codes.(14)
The worlds of pop culture and "high art" intersect in blank fiction" and its most trained
readersare thosewell versed in the intricacies of consumerculture.
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In Blank Fictions, Annesley suggeststhat the "concentration on the function of
the commodity... provides a way of reading the contemporary scene" (9). Coupland's
use of "commodified language" and emphasison omnipresentconsumerismare obvious
featuresthat he shareswith both blank fiction authors such as McInerney and Ellis as
well as "high postmodcrn" authors such as Delillo and Amis. His prose style, with its
pared-down, smooth, pop culture reference laden quips, also resists the complexities of
high postmodernfiction. Yet there are also many direct contrastsbetweenCoupland and
these blank fiction authors, differences that Annesley, in particular, choosesto ignore
when he distills Generation Xs metaphysicalthemes in order to fit his analysis of the
novel within the blank fiction mould of complete commodification. One of Annesley's
own descriptions of blank fiction will help to highlight the differences between
Coupland's fiction and that of writers such as Ellis and McInerney:
The range of masscultural referencesnot only characterisesblank fiction,
but also positions it very precisely in a particular time and place It's not
...
the dates that matter, nor is it situation or personalities. It's the common
featuresof the environment that provide thesenovels with their reference
points. (Annesley 7)
In blank fiction, constructed,commodified spaces,and the "common features" of these
environmentsare in the foreground of the novel, their presenceoften taking precedence
over the "personalities" of the characters,who are frequently interchangeable,decentred
subjects floating aimlessly through the technosphere.Becauseof this lack of character
development in blank fiction, the epiphany is often absent, indicating an inability to
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transform oneself when there is no clear distinction between appearance and an
alternative "reality".
The world of blank fiction tends to occupy the stylish urban scene with all its
glitz and glamour, but Coupland frequently locates his novels in "normal" middle class
suburbanlocations. Unlike blank fiction, the focus is not on indulgence, excessand the
extreme as much as the mundane,the normal. Place is important, not becauseit takes
precedenceover character,but becauseit indicates the extent to which commodification
has infiltrated even the ordinary realm of everyday life.

Ellis and McInerney's

characters, numbed by over-saturation, fail to recognize their spiritual destitution.
Coupland's characters are also numbed and spiritually asleep, lulled by the gentler
rhythms of suburbiathat have promised them a life of comfort that is getting better every
day. Although Coupland, as indicated by the title of 1992's Shampoo Planet, does
highlight his protagonists' reliance on "product" as life-force, his focus is primarily on
his characters'need forchange. In direct contrast to blank fiction, Coupland moves his
focus from external environment to internal, and predominantly spiritual, needs. The
decentredsubject becomes,once again, a spiritual being in Coupland's fictional world;
although consumerism and comfort often numb the recognition of spiritual desire,
sometimesthe products themselvespoint the way towards epiphany.
Although Annesley is partially correct in his claim that Coupland is a successor
to Ellis and McInerney, he neglectsto recognize the decidedly different spiritual strand
in Coupland's writing that was presenteven in GenerationX, yet expandedto practically
consume the texts of-the later novels. Bret Easton Ellis's brutal, cruel portrayal of a
luxurious, yet empty life with no moral boundariesin Less Than Zero (1985) exposesthe
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spiritual disintegration of his culture, yet fails to explore its origins or the possibility of
any alternatives. Although he is portraying a one-dimensional world of surfaces and
decentred,apathetic subjects, he is disengagedenough from that world to stand on the
outside and representit in a cold, harsh,perhapsevenjudgemental mannerthat Elizabeth
Young deemspuritanical (26). Yet his "diagnosis" of this spiritual malaise is superficial
as it also treats the charactersas if they truly are one-dimensionalthemselves;Ellis's
approach,I want to suggest,encouragesthe use of reductive labelling rather than truly
challenging it.

Although Ellis appears to clearly despise the depthlessnessof his

characters, he cannot see past it; Coupland, on the other hand, wants to give his
charactersa voice in order to counteractthe labels, an attempt to re-instil depth into the
depthless, commodified landscape.Coupland asks many of the same questions about
moral boundariesas Ellis does, and deals with similar issuesabout the development of
the self as McInerney, but he moves beyond a vivid, satirical depiction of the problem,
spending much more time on the possibility of finding answers. Coupland's main
answer, in responseto the apathy present in blank fiction's alienating city spaces,is to
encouragehis charactersto relentlesslyquestionthemselves,their environment and God.
Coupland has been labelled as a spokesperson,perhapseven a prophet, for his
generation,a title he resentsand repeatedlyrefutes. In 1989,he was offered $22,500 in
advance to write a non-fiction account of Generation X; the final product, a fictional
exploration titled GenerationX.- Tales For an Accelerated Culture, was not at all what
the editors had expected( Lohr). At the time, Coupland, who has a visual arts degree,
was a sculptor who frequently wrote witty articles of non-fiction cultural commentary
for magazinessuch as Wired. He decided that fiction was the best way to approachthe
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project; his aim in Generation X (1991) was not to "define" his generation, but to
explore the tensions inherent in the lives of privileged "slackers" trying to move away
from the confines of a reality determined by consumerism rather than spirituality. He
revisits similar themesin ShampooPlanet, yet the novel's protagonist,Tyler, is a devout
disciple of the modem religion of materialism that GenXs bohemiansdesperatelytry to
reject. Life After God (1993) appearsto be a certain turning point for Coupland, as it is
the first book that has the "loss of God" in privileged middle class culture as its central
premise. This collection of short stories explores the interior world of a collection of
characters, all coming to the crucial point of recognition of their own spiritual
brokenness,what Karen in Girlfriend in a Coma calls "a lack" (213), and need for
is
from
is
It
the surrogate
this
that
culture
popular
clear
although
collection
change.
it
is
false
inadequate
for
have
been
"raised
those
a
and
religion",
who
without
paradigm
one-it

itself
it
is
deep
towards
equipped to meet. Although
not
a
which
points
need

these glassy, thin, and ultimately artificial paradigms are initially common reference
points, Coupland highlights the presenceof a deeperset of referencepoints, in the form
of spiritual questionsabout the nature of life, death and the possibility of afterlife that
are common to all of humanity. Thesequestions,and the act of relentlesslyquestioning,
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This engagementwith spiritual questions,and particularly the searchfor God in
the midst of a hyperreality in which God is proclaimed dead, also indicates a certain
progressionin his novels. In an interview with Tony Watkins, Coupland explains that
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the subject of God is like an "elephant in the room" that no one ever speaksabout, and
that his novels, particularly Hey Nostradamus! are an attempt to merely start' a
conversation about God and religion.

Interestingly, Coupland himself sees this

progressionin his writing as a direct contrast to blank fiction writers such as Bret Easton
Ellis who do little to investigatethe interior worlds of their characters. Coupland claims
that a negative review he read in the New York Times of Ellis's The Rules ofAttraction
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work about the above topics. This pre-occupation with spiritual themes is evident even
in Microserfs (1995), a novel about IT subculture that locates the production of and
dependenceon technology as an indicator of a deeperspiritual need.
Although blank writers like Ellis "resonatewith the spirit of the age" (Annesley
5), Coupland, as I hope to demonstrate,uncovers another dimension of this "spirit". He
in
based
desires
questions,a collective
on
spiritual
a
universality
manifest
re-establishes
in
is
He
transcends
that
artificially
simultaneously
an
constructedone.
reference point
love with and wary of popular culture, as evidenced in his 1997 novel Girlfi-iend in a
Coma that is named after a popular song, yet decries our deadening over-reliance on
daily
Coma,
Girlfriend
in
along with
quasi-spiritual
sustenance.
a
culture
as
popular
Eleanor Rigby (2004) both have the metaphysical subjects of prophecy, divine
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judgement and a need for redemption in the foreground of the novel. These subjects,
perhaps"foreign" to the contemporary, secular world representedin the novels, clearly
open up a dialogue between Coupland, his readersand his critics about the sacredand
profane topic of religious faith. Hey Nostradamus! (2003) is Coupland's most complex
theological novel; it centres around a high school shooting that becomesspectacleand
media event, yet he humanizesthe tragedy and shows it not as exploitative but tragic,
complex and ultimately, hopeful.
This thesis is divided into two sections, the first focusing on the concept of
"epiphany" and the secondon the concept of "apocalypse", with three chaptersin each
section. Chapter One briefly traces the historical and literary origins of the term
"epiphany", highlighting its evolution from a representationof the sacredto a modernist
indication of secular enlightenment. I then focus on Paul Maltby's argument that even
the secular modernist epiphany's metaphysical and ideological presuppositions are
for
postmodem fiction. Although the modernist epiphany has been
problematic
desacralized,it still hinges upon a quasi-mystical belief in a higher order of knowledge,
which is absent in the anti-metaphysical cityscapes of most postmodem fiction.
Although Douglas Coupland is frequently grouped together with both "blank fiction"
writers and postmodem writing in general, he re-invokes the epiphany, rewriting it in
order to re-invest it with sacredassociationsthat are relevant for the postmodemcontext.
The end of this chapter is an exploration of Coupland's wrestling with the attempt to
glimpse the edge of transcendencethrough epiphanic experiencein his 1999 novel Miss
Wyoming. In this novel, the deceptive layers of commodified Hollywood reality are
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both a hindrance and a passagewayto a new state of spiritual hunger and sense of
wonder.
Chaper Two is a discussion of the function (through either presenceor poignant
absence)of the epiphany in three coming-of-age narratives: Less Vian Zero by Bret
Easton Ellis, Bright Lights, Big City by Jay McInerney and Shampoo Planet by
Coupland. Ellis's novel centres around Clay, an apathetic depressive"subject" trapped
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that take the place of traditional morality; the self has been all but annihilated, yet
ambiguous traces of conscience indicate a paradoxical fear of and desire for identity.
Ellis's flat, glossy world does not offer multiple levels of depth that are exposedthrough
epiphany. Bright Lights, Big City also focuseson the central, unnamedcharacter's loss
of identity, and his misguided, confused attempt to regain it amidst the flashy lights and
longs
for
highs
drearntime.
blank
Hollywood
This
an epiphany,and
anti-hero
of
cocaine
is not happy with one that he will have to manufacture; he longs to find the "universal
is
define
Tyler,
identity.
Shampoo
Planet
the
that
of
a
story
will
purpose
and
solvent"
college aged Ronald Reagandevotee,whose initial sole desire is to constantly re-invent
himself with the cherishedtools of capitalist enterprise. Unlike the protagonistsof Ellis
and McInerney's blank novels, Tyler ultimately experiences both catastrophic and
redemptive epiphanies;he recognizeshis own spiritual deterioration, but is also opened
up to an experienceof the sacredthat enableshim to construct an identity built on the
possibility of a spiritual reality rather than the limitations of a material one.
Chapterthree focusesspecifically on the function of the epiphany in Coupland's
Generation X, LifeAfter God and Hey Nostradamus! In the discussionof GenerationX,
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I argue that Coupland presentstwo prerequisites for an epiphany to occur: the presence
of a story and the absenceof postmodem irony. I connect the desire for narrative, a
compulsion to see pattern and purpose rather than isolated moments, with a deeper
desire for community and awarenessof spiritual reality. Referring to Lyotard's famous
discussion of metanarratives,I also discusshow the desertpilgrims of Generation X are
fleeing the oppressiveconsumer-drivenparadigms of their previous lives, longing for a
sense of structure and purpose. My discussion of Generation X also focuses on
Coupland's witty usage of ironic marginal comments throughout the text, until his
abandonment of them in the two chapters in which his central character, Andy,
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nature of irony as it parallels many of Coupland's own fictional examples. I also
critique Richard Rorty's "liberal ironist" stancein light of Coupland and Wallace's antiironic sentiments. The secondhalf of this chapter is devoted to a much later novel, Hey
Nostradamus! (2003). The selection serves to highlight a development in Coupland's
in
his
God
this novel the
the
work;
and spirituality at
centre of
positioning of religion,
longhas
into
developed,
transformed
even
epiphany
or
a
enduring
episodic epiphany
term conversion. This novel, centred on the devastating slaughter of high school
he
is
Coupland's
intheological
as
examines
shooting,
most explicitly
students a school
the "problem of evil", the nature of religious hypocrisy and self-righteousness,and the
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The secondhalf of the thesis begins with a chapter on the origins of the JudeoChristian concept of apocalypse in contrast to the popular notions of this term
incorporated in contemporary film, TV and literature. This popularized version of
apocalypse has erased its transformative purposes and divorced it from any divine
source. Whereas the original apocalyptic writing involved divine judgement and
redemption, contemporary fictional accounts envision a godless future in which We
destroy ourselves. This section also discussesBaudrillard's notion of the postmodern
apocalypse,an eternal period of waiting-a
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"pleasures" of consumerculture. This novel, both a seminal "high postmodem" text and
thematic predecessor to Coupland, searches for spirituality, structure and meaning
among the omnipresentcodesand symbols of hyperreality.
Chapter five focuses specifically on Coupland's engagementwith apocalyptic
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earth"that hasreplacedany genuinevision of etemity. This trade-offmarkscorporate
technologyas both the origin of apocalypticfear and of a messianichopefor salvation
from destruction. Coupland'slater novelsfocus more on apocalypseas revelation,an
unwavering, subversiveepiphany that challengesour constructedconceptionsof
"reality". In EleanorRigby, lonely, embitteredLiz Dunn is reunitedwith the son she
gaveup for adoptionaswell as introducedto a new,mysteriousspiritualreality through
his propheticapocalypticvisions. ThesevisionscauseatheistLiz to "doubt my doubt"
(117) as the introductionof apocalypticimagery in her life transformsrather than
destroysher.
The final chapterof the thesis is a comparisonof the themesraisedin three
contemporary apocalyptic novels: London Fields by Martin Amis, Survivor by Chuck
Palahniuk and Girlfriend in a Coma by Douglas Coupland. All three novels have a
female prophetesswho predicts the doom, destruction and apathy of the future, yet the
first two use this prophetessas a tool to uncover, not a supernaturalreality, but a cold,
deterministic universe. In London Fields, the scorchedcityscape of London reflects the
spiritual deterioration of its residents,the central charactersof Amis's novel. The novel
mourns the "death of love" in postmodemculture, and offers only one alternative. a love
of destruction and death. Palahnuik's Survivor, a backwards narrative about the We
survivor of a suicide death cult, also focuseson an obsessionwith death that leadsto an
internal apocalypse. Tender Branson, the novel's protagonist, becomesa media figure
and spiritual guide, but spendshis free time in graveyardshoping to find some evidence
of life after death. His psychic girlfriend provides no hope, as she only foreseesearthly
disaster. Although Coupland's Girlfriend in a Coma is also a narrative full of earthly
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disasters,Coupland usesthe apocalypseas a tool for the rebirth of spiritual hunger. In
Coupland's fictional universe, death is not the final and only absolute; through a clear
case of divine, revelatory intervention, his protagonists are assuredthat "truth exists"
and are chargedwith a "Great Commission" to find it.
This thesis seeks to contrast Coupland's engagement with the concepts of
"epiphany" and apocalypse" with that of his contemporaries and predecessors.
Although Coupland's fictional worlds are built of the same depthless, shiny building
blocks as the worlds represented in fiction by Ellis, McInerney, Delillo, Amis and
Palahniuk, his charactersare not equally depthless"pieces" of the environment. Because
his charactersare spiritual beings, rather than decentredsubjects, Coupland choosesto
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intervention, enabling his charactersto confront their inner "darkness" and experience
redemption.
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CEUPTER ONF,
Revitalising Epiphany: Miss Wyoming
During a discussion about the effects of Douglas Coupland's secular upbringing
recorded in Third Way magazine,Brian Draper asks Coupland "What do you need God
for?". Coupland answers:
I think religion is important becauseit makes you feel that even if your
day seems like it was small, it was big and you did something worthy.
Even though you did not write a song or invent a theory, you did make
somekind of metaphysicalbridge or window.
Obviously intrigued with Coupland's concept of an everyday "metaphysical bridge or
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Coupland answers, "Primarily

transcendenceand epiphany, yes". In both this interview and his fiction, Coupland's two
chosenterms, "transcendence"and "epiphany" appearto be inseparable.He emphasizes
that in the midst of the mundane,the everyday, there is a possibility to find a previously
obscured bridge or window to peer into and experience the reality that is beyond the
physical universe. This transformative moment is Coupland's epiphany, the focal point
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the challenge of incorporating the "authenticity" of epiphany into the synthetic,
commodified landscapesof middle class suburbia. In order to do this, he must rewrite
the epiphany for a postmodem context, investing it with both the mundane nature of a
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Joyceanmoment of insight as well as the authority of divine revelation from the JudeoChristian tradition.
In order to see how Coupland has both broadenedand rewritten the concept of
"epiphany" for use in his fiction, it is helpful to investigate both the classical and sacred
origins as well as the secularized evolution of the term "epiphany". The word stems
from the Greek "epiphainein" and means "to reveal" or "to show". Jakob Lothe
comments that the original Greek usage of the word is, "generally used of gods who
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This grace was given us in Christ Jesusbefore the beginning of time, but
it has now been revealed through the appearing of our Saviour, Christ
Jesus,who has destroyed death and has brought life and immortality to
light through the gospel.
The word 'grace' is a key concept in the above passage,indicating that the truth of life,
redemption and immortality has been given to humanity, manifest in the specific
revelation of the person of Christ. The divine sourceof truth, the creator who surpasses
the laws of His creation, has clothed Himself in humanity in order to reveal this truth in
a very personal way. The individual recipient of this grace must understandthat it is
beyond his or her control; the revelation is made known specifically to individuals who
must engage with it mentally, spiritually and emotionally. The very act of God's
manifestationon earth, the epiphany,makes it possible for the individual to have a direct
connectionwith the God of the universethrough this specific revelation.
This original understandingof 'epiphany', in which divinity displays both power
over and union with humanity on earth, evolved, in the early twentieth century, into a
focus on the individual recipient of a quite different type of epiphany. This modem
understandingof epiphany focuses not on God's strength and glory, but on the human
intuition and imagination. Morris Beja arguesthat in the early twentieth century, amidst
the religious scepticism and perceived fragmentation of modem reality, there was still a
desire to seeksome individual connectionwith an ambiguousconceptof truth-the truth
of things, the truth of the self. There was a desire for answersabout a senseof "secret"
truth contained in both the universe and ourselves, but Beja explains that, "No longer
confident, however, of a divine answer,men have wanted their own; no longer willing to
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wait for the truth until Godcallsthemto it, they havesoughtit for today,on earth,here
and now" (21). JamesJoyce,whose childhood was moulded by Roman Catholic
doctrine,reappropriated
the term 'epiphany'for a cultureincreasinglylosing its faith in
divinity's disclosureof truth throughincarnation. Joyce's 1904StephenHero focuses
on a protagonistwho keepsa notebookof what he called'epiphanies'.An 'epiphany'is
thenredefinedasa "suddenspiritualmanifestation,
whetherin the vulgarityof speechor
of a gestureor in a memorablephaseof the mind itself' (211). This "suddenspiritual
to "transcendthe momentandreacha new sort of
manifestation'enablesthe possessor
awareness",
gaining"a brief senseof somesortof reality" while experiencing"glimpses
of truth" (Beja 51). Like Wordsworth's"spots of time" this momentof illumination
enablesthe individualto see"into the life of things", temporarilyexperiencinga unity
betweenthe previouslyisolatedsubjectanda universe(object)of meaning(45). Beja's
claim that the epiphanyenablesoneto seethe "inner natureof things" (30) impliesthat
thingshavean intrinsic innernature,a sort of truth or reality to be discovered,andthat
the self is capableof finding this truth in a momentof intuitionandillumination.
AlthoughJoyceusestheterm"spiritual" in Stephen'sdefinitionof epiphany,this
is divorcedfrom any religioussenseof Godasthe oneimpartingtruth and
66spirituality"
realityto the individual.This "revelation"hasbeende-divinizedandtransformedinto an
instantaneousmomentof heightenedawarenessand understandingof the nature of
is
that
a
reality
neithercreatednor revealedby God. Joyce'suse of the term
reality,
'spiritual' is figurative,not referringto a connectionbetweenthe individual and God,
but to how the imagination,which leadsto artistic creation,is a spiritualexpressionof
the self (15). RichardEllmannexplainsthat:
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The epiphany did not mean for Joyce the manifestation of the
godhead,the showing forth of Christ to the Magi, although it was
a useful metaphorfor what he had in mind. The epiphany was the
sudden 'revelation of the whatness of a thing', the moment in
which 'the soul of the commonest object... seemsto us radiant'.
(87)
The epiphany is thus focused,not on the relationship betweenGod, the self and external
reality, but on a deeper human understandingof the self and its relation to the world
through the form of an artistic revelation. Ellmann continues: "The artist is chargedwith
such revelations, and must look for them not among gods but among men, in casual,
unostentatious,even unpleasantmoments" (87). The artist does not emphasizeor reflect,
but usurp, God's place as creator. Paul Maltby notes that, in spite of the Joycean
insight
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can still
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the charismatic authority and drama of religious experience" (12). This invests a secular
instantaneous,
the
untainted purity of
creation
and
worship
of
of
with
authority
act
insight. Malcom Bradbury commentsthat "the artist's task is to createart out of life, and
means the artist must rival the God of creation Himself, filling everything with
intangible aesthetic life" (168). According to Bradbury, Joyce's StephenHero wants to
become "a priest of the eternal imagination, transmuting the daily bread of experience
into the radiant body of evolving life" (168). This desireto transform the bread of daily
life into the "radiant body if evolving life" clearly echoes the sacred act of
transubstantiation. Ellmann suggests that the "Eucharistic" understanding of the
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epiphany is "another term arrogantly borrowed by Joyce from Christianity and invested
with secularmeaning" (87).
Joyce and his contemporarieswere disdainful, not only of religion, but also of the
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fragment that doesnot expressan all encompassingtruth, but provides a brief glimpse of
"reality". Beja notes two specific criteria for the manifestation of an epiphany:
1) The criterion of incongruity between the arbitrary sequence of events,
circumstancesthat trigger the epiphany
2) The criterion of insignificance of this 'trigger', which is often trivial, mundane.
(13)
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In Yhe Visionary Moment, Paul Maltby, directly referring to the secularized,
modernist epiphany, claims that "an old theory of truth still enchantsus" in literature
that is "haunted by the idea of the salvational moment" (1). The central argumentof his
study on the (dis)placement of epiphany in the postmodern novel is that the convention
of the "illuminating

moment" has ideological implications and metaphysical

presuppositions(2). He notes that the modem novel is structuredaround the centerpiece
of the "salvational moment", basedon assumptionsabout the nature of truth, cognition
and subjectivity (3). Maltby arguesthat the questionsraised by postmoderncritique will
challengethe theoretical veracity of the epiphany. His "postmodem critique" challenges
four notions presupposedby the convention of epiphany:
(a) transcendentknowledge.
(b) the mediation of occult facilities (e.g."insight") in the attainment of
that knowledge.
(C) the instantaneousreception of that knowledge (e.g. the "flash of
insight").
(d) the proximity of redemption by virtue of the transfiguring truth
ascribedto that knowledge. (3)
Maltby assertsthat these supposedly"scculae' claims to redemptive value through the
instantaneousreception of a higher order of knowledge through a poignant, defining
both
in
the "truth claims of mystical experience"
are
analogous
with
moment, actuality,
higher
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"myth
traditional
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of
a
order" that
religious
and
provides a momentary senseof spirituality or even, salvation, presupposesthe concepts
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of selfhood and external truth. This moment of transfiguration or secular"spirituality" is
a thinly veiled metaphysicalexperiencethat enablesaccessto a "paradigm of knowledge
that implicitly downgrades'worldly' forms of knowledge" (5).
These assumptions raise two significant difficulties in light of postmodern
critique: a belief in the stable nature of both the subject and objective reality, and the
belief in an unmediated,pure accessto a higher "truth". The notion of a "stable" reality
of subject or object is clearly refuted in Richard Rorty's Irony, Contingency and
Solidarity as he argues that there is no intrinsic nature to the self, thus no defining
human identity outside of the social construction of collectively chosenlanguagegames
(8). Both the decentring of the self and the contingency of any truth claims thwart the
epiphany's claims to transformative power. Rorty's view, which echoesan (ironically)
central tenant of postmodern critique, follows logically from the belief that there is no
intrinsic nature to external "reality".

This implies the impossibility of an unmediated

engagement with the "whatness" of an external physical world, as well as the
impossibility of finding, experiencing and knowing a "higher order" of spiritual
knowledge. According to Rorty, the truth is not "out there" (8) to be found, but a
construction to be created. The notion of epiphany indicates an appearance-reality
distinction, which is echoedin Beja's claim that "We all live by illusions the real truth
...
remains a secrcf' (54). Rorty denies the reality/ appearancedistinction, claiming that
there is only one "reality" -- the constructed appearancethat we weave together
ourselveswith the endlesslyflexible tools of language(20).
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This loss of the appearance/reality distinction clearly precedes Baudrillard's
concept of the "death of the real" (Simulacra 6). Baudrillard emphasizesthat mediabasedsimulations of reality, or simulacra, are now "so omnipresentthat it is henceforth
impossible to distinguish the real from the simulacra" (Kellner 101). Not only have we
lost faith in a reality beyond our own constructions, our constructions have become
increasingly artificial, "unreal" as their existence is based almost entirely on the
homogenous
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The postmodemcritique that challengesthis notion of pure, authentic insight into
reality aims to exposethe metaphysicalunderpinnings of a supposedlysecular concept.
Like Paul Maltby, Arthur M. Saltzmanarguesthat the epiphany has lost its relevancein
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The clarity of epiphanyis basedin somedeeperunderstandingof order, senseand
meaningthat resoundsmorewith the notionof faith in the divinely ordainedstructureof
reality thanwith the vision of destabilizedpostmodern"reality". Maltby claimsthat the
resourcesof a postmoderncritique of epiphany"serve in the nameof a countervailing
epistemologywhose strategiesaim for demystificationand disenchantment"(9). In
contrastwith this blanket claim that postmoderncritique has "demystification and
disenchantment"as its main goal, sociologist Zygmunt Bauman argues that
deems
"re-enchantment":
for
he
provides
a
new
opportunity
what
postmodernity
Post-modemity brings re-enchantmentof the world after the protracted
and earnest, though in the end inconclusive, modem struggle to
disenchantit. The post-modemworld is one in which mystery is no more
a barely tolerated alien awaiting a deportation order. (PostmodernEthics
33)
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The depthless hyperrcal landscapeis a leftover residue of modernity; rather, the new
open spacesof postmodernity allow for speculation about the possibility of a reality
beyond the tangible, manufacturedworld of our own making. Bauman clearly argues
that modernity's project failed to completely disenchant the world, and that the most
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the dethroning of reason. This, I want to suggest,is the landscapeof most of CouPland's
fiction.

Morris Beja claims that in Joyce's StephenHero, Stephen's choice of the term
"epiphany" utilizes "a new name for an old experience" (13). Douglas Coupland uses
the term, both in his interviews and in his fiction, as an "old name for an old
experience." He re-investsthe secularepiphany with the mysterious echoesof its JudeoChristian origins, thus rewriting it for a postmodern age that has the possibility of
engaging with a sense of "re-enchantment". Although Coupland's characters often
experiencethe revelation of a divine reality, Coupland also emphasizestheir immediate
reality, both the frequently neglectednatural world and the media constructedhyperreal
that has become the postmodern "norm".

Coupland's charactersare often genuinely

surprised by their epiphanies,but frequently, the epiphany is sought out. Unlike Zadie
Smith, Coupland does not completely demonize the comforts of the advertising world
that have nurtured his charactersand played a formative part in the developmentof their
identities. He does,however, indicate the difficulty of navigating through the non-reality
to find a piece of truth and experience mystery. In Coupland's world, there is not a
distinct sacred/seculardivide and the most mundane, or even artificial, things can
instigate a deeperunderstandingof reality through a brush with transcendence.
Coupland's fifth novel Miss Wyoming, for example, focuses on the desire that
burned out TV star SusanColgate and high flying producer John Johnsonboth have to
find a higher plan of existence,one in which they surpassthe celluloid reality of their
past lives and touch the real. Like many of Coupland's protagonists,both have an aching

37

need to be transformed, and in this transformation, to find a "pure" place within
themselves-something unmediated and untainted by the media world that has so
defined their identities thus far. Coupland delves below the surfaceto exposethe fragile
interior lives of these cogs of the Hollywood machine, thus humanizing them in the
process.Ex-beauty queen Susan,now estrangedfrom the mother that pressuredher into
pageantry, reflects on the amoral family structure that taught her to value appearance
above substance. Coupland writes, "Hers was a beautiful looking family, but one with a
hellish ugly core, no morals, too many guns, no God to fear... " (279). In the centre of
this family, as with many of qoupland's other fictional, post-Christian families, is an
amoral vacuum which, in this case,has corroded into a "hellish ugly core" (279). The
lone survivor of a plane crash, Susanhides out in covert, Midwestern neighborhoods,
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believe
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allowing
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most of
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her life. Susan admits that her life has, thus far, been a "plastic strand of failed
identities" (16); this "fuzziness of identity" (73) leavesher feeling "rudderless" (242) as
sheultimately searchesfor herself.
In the samenovel, John Johnson,famousproducer of cheap,violent action flicks,
also goeson a questto find both himself and some sourceof higher truth and peace. His
deserttrek, an obvious spiritual convention, is a concretepicture of a searchfor meaning
in the wasteland of his life. John, a notorious, extravagantly rich playboy claims to
64wanta clean slate" (30) because"inside he felt congealedand infected. He felt as if he
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were soiling whatever he touched, leaving a black stain that not even a firc could
remove" (212). John is ultimately

looking for purification,

redemption and

transformation, but first, however, he feels the need to "erase myself. I'm going to stop
being me" (48). Disgusted with the soiled emptinessof his own life, he explains what he
hopesto happenduring his trek:

Truth be told

in this world I want more than anything else
the
thing
one
...

is a great big crowbar, to jimmy myself open and take whatever creature
that's sitting inside and shakeit clean like a rug and then rinse it in a cold,
clear lake like up in Oregon, and then I want to put it under the sun to let
it heal and dry and grow and sit and come to consciousnessagain with a
clear and quiet mind. (47)
The cleansing power of both water and sun echo the quasi-baptismalforest waters that
Scout emergeshimself in at the end of Life After God, directly before experiencing the
powerful, transformative epiphany/revelationthat closesthe short story collection. This
cold water is painful, just as John imagines his purification or rebirth processto also be
painful: "He'd wanted those rocks and highways and clouds and strip malls to scrape
him clean" (211). But unlike Scout from Life After God, Johnsondoes not experiencea
profound, cleansing, enlightening moment of epiphany at the end of his travels. John
may have hoped that the road would cure him, but it just makes him recognize more
deeply his inability to cure himself (103).
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This disappointment also parallels John's realization that a supposedly otherworldly "vision" he has in the hospital, is only another of the virtual imagesthat are the
familiar, numbing wallpaper of his life. After a night in the hospital becauseof a neardeath experience following an overdose, he wakes up in a hazy stupor and sees the
angelic, innocent, welcoming face of SusanColgate. John tells himself that in the midst
of his depravity, "there had to be hope-and there was" (53). This hope manifests itself
in a very particular way:
He rememberedthe woman in his hospital vision had made him feel that
somewhereon the alien Death Star of his heart lay a small, vulnerable
entry point into which he could deploy a rocket, blow himself up and
rebuild from the shardsthat remained.(53)
This vision, and the accompanyingdesire to be reborn or rebuilt after being both "blown
up" and washed clean, is what initially leads him on his road pilgrimage. Months later,
John finally realizes that the supposed"vision" had been nothing but a rerun of the old
hlooms
Meet
the
sitcom
and that the face was that of actressSusanColgate. This feigned
"epiphany" purposefully exposes Coupland's grappling with the development of an
"authentic" epiphany in the commodified landscapeof the postmodernnovel. How can
one find "truth" and have an earnest search for the now sentimentalized concepts of
"higher purpose" and "identity", when "reality" has beendefined in virtual terms?At the
end of his anti-climactic pilgrimage, the realization of this "superficial" spirituality and
all of its implications for John's hopesto be reborn is too much for him:
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Then he tilted his head back and looked at the stars, and he beganto cry
becauseit had all been a waste and becausethe voice of Susanwas only a
sound buried under a laugh track he's heard only by accident in a white
stale room. (175)
John's vision is instantly de-enchanted,indicating only another layer of simulacra rather
than a "metaphysical bridge" to some higher truth. The distinction betweenappearance
and reality has eroded,leaving John with disappointmentrather than fulfilment.
But when John and Susan"accidentally" meet on the street, John begins once
again to believe in the power of his vision. Although the immediate sourceof the vision
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than the immediate circumstanceand can be recognized only in retrospect- when John
is able to seewhat now appearsto be even more than a vision, but a purposeful "plan".
Coupland's curious mixture of one-dimensionalmaterialism and authentic multidimensional spirituality indicates that any tools can be used to instigate an epiphany and
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immediate atmospherethat fosteredboth the origins and resolution of the pain. As John,
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Susan, mother Marilyn and several other close friends drive away, reunited, it is not
"into the sunset" but "past a thousand KFC's, past four hundred Gaps, two hundred
Subways" (260). In this new community of renewed self and supportive family, John
finally feels that he has received "a new battery inside" (304). Ironically, Coupland uses
the languageof technology to indicate a spiritual transformation, further emphasizinga
possible connection betweenthe two. This complex connection is further explored in the
final paragraphof the novel:
John felt that he and everybody in the New World was a part of a mixed
curse and blessing from God, that they were a race of strangers,
perpetually casting themselvesinto new fires, yearning to bum, yearning
to rise from the charcoal, always newer and more wonderful, always
thirsty, always starving, always believing that whatever came to them
next would mercifully erasethe creaturesthey'd already become as they
crawled along the plastic radiant way. (311)
This "New World", the privileged, commercialized West, consists of alienated
"strangers" who form a community in their common goal of refining themselvesthrough
the painful processof burning. This vision possibly alludes to both the biblical concept
of "refiner's fire" from Zechariah 13:9 and Revelation 3: 18, as well as the mythological
concept of the phoenix rising from the flames. The most boldly miraculous part of this
future vision is the indication that these inhabitants of the new world know that they are
thirsty and starving; they have the ability to show need rather than a complete selfsufficiency or stateof numbness. The desire for newness,for a merciful changedoesnot
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take place in heaven, or some idyllic earthly setting, but as they "crawled along the
plastic radiant way" (311). Coupland again mixes the artificial, the "plastic" with the
supernaturally infused, "radianf' real, thus indicating the possibility of epiphany in the
most unexpectedof postmodernspaces.
This preoccupation with the possibility of a re-sacralized epiphany in a postChristian, postmodern spiritual climate is the central exploration of most of Coupland's
fiction. Generation X and Shampoo Planet, two of Coupland's earliest novels, have
epiphanies that somewhat resemble Joycean epiphanies, moments of illumination that
are instigated by mundane, "normal" circumstances, people or objects.

Their

protagonists experience moments of truth and reality, yet do not immediately attribute
this imparted knowledge to a divine source. In both novels, the narrator does, however,
rely on either religious languageor biblical allusion, thus infusing the "trivial" with a
sacramentalquality. Each novel's protagonist ultimately feels a senseof solidarity with
other humans,a stronger senseof self, and a unity betweenself and natural environment
when the truth breaks through. Coupland's collection of short stories, Life After God,
and the more recent novel Hey Nostradamus! both end with what seem more like
gradual conversion stories than momentary epiphanies. Yet, the moment of profound
understandinginscribesa communion betweenthe self and God and the dismantling of a
false understanding of reality. These moments of life-giving revelation change each
protagonist's perspective on, life, self and God. Unlike Joyce's epiphany, this is not a
fragment, but the beginning of what Coupland calls "a story"-it

is the missing piece

that has been found to make the protagonists whole. Like a modernist epiphany, this
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experience bestows "new vision upon recipients" (Beja 25), but, in Coupland's "new'
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fascinating than the epiphany itself. Unlike Joycean epiphanies,the environments and
immediate circumstancespreceding the epiphanies in Coupland's novels are charged
in
directly
to
the
truth
experienced the moment,
related
new
with symbolism and usually
thus indicating a shadowy correlation between divinity, nature and humanity. In
Coupland's fictional world, in contrast with those of so many of his contemporaries,the
ability to acknowledgethe need for a long forgotten God is often the crowning epiphany,
the revelation that redefinesreality.
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CEUPTER TWO
Contrasting Epiphanies: Less Than Zero; Bright Lights, Big City;
Shampoo Planet

In order to understand Coupland's unique postmodern engagement with
epiphany, it is helpful to contrast his work with that of his fictional predecessors,Brett
EastonEllis and Jay McInerney. Ellis and McInerney, whose novels Less Than Zero and
Bright Lights, Big City initiated the new literary convention "blank fiction" that, through
minimalist, smooth prose, reflected the thoroughly commercialized landscape and
spiritual disintegration of their young, male protagonists. Ellis and McInerney, part of
the 1980's literary "bratpack", were both loved and hated by the media, as their
flamboyant, decadentlifestyles reflected the bleak realities chronicled on the pages of
their novels. Douglas Coupland, who is sometimes included in the "blank fiction"
category, writes about the same secular, materialistic cityscapes as do his "bratpack"
predecessors.
I have chosento contrast Ellis's Less Than Zero and McInerney's Bright Lights,
Big City with Coupland's ShampooPlanet as all three are variations of the traditional
initiation story; the young, male protagonist of each novel is stuck in a desperate,deadend situation, and needs some form of redemption to transcend his current state of
indifference. From Ellis, to McInerney to Coupland we see a progression towards a
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more open, hopeful concept of spiritual possibilities, even amidst a sea of artificiality.
The initiation story traditionally revolves around a moment of insight, an epiphany, so
clearly present in narratives such as James Joyce's Araby and John Updike's A&P.
Ellis's Less Than Zero is what Saltzmanwould label a novel of anti-epiphany, exposing
the irrelevance of the moment of clarity or spiritual regeneration in a depthless,
fragmented Hollywood society; Ellis's protagonist is incapable of even recognizing his
own decaying spirituality and loss of self. Just as Less Than Zero can be called a novel
of anti-epiphany, it can also be seen as a novel of anti-initiation, in which the young
male protagonist never transforms or moves to a higher, more mature state.
McInerney's Bright Lights, Big City has an unnamedprotagonist all too aware that he
must change,that he must move out of the glare of the "bright lights" into the darkness
of reality. He is a divided self, desperateto transform, becomereal, to seeka "normal"
life and find the source of supernaturalreality that sustainseverything, but his fear and
lack of guidance leave him utterly confused and alone.

His final "epiphany" is

ambiguous; like the novel's anti-hero, we are unable to tell if it is a moment of clarity or
just another illusion. Coupland's ShampooPlanet is about a young Yuppie want-to-be
whose dream would be to experiencethe kind of comfortable, glossy lifestyle that the
protagonists of Less Than Zero and Bright Lights, Big City have.

Coupland's

protagonist, Tyler, constantly revels in the joys of the "New World" and the hope the
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redemption. Unlike Ellis and McInerney, Coupland interjects transformative epiphanies
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in the most unexpectedof places, pointing to the hope of a larger, more life-affirming
spiritual reality.
The three novels each focus on the loss of identity, unawarenessof spiritual
death and fragmentation of community, yet Coupland's novel is the only one which reinvests the sickening pleasuresof the "New World" with a real opportunity for newness
is
Coupland's
I
the only genuine
to
that
therefore,
novel
and rebirth;
want
argue
initiation story. Ellis's novel of anti-epiphanic indifference, McInerney's novel of an
overt awareness,but overwhelming entrapment of spiritual paralysis, and Coupland's
novel of spiritual re-awakening are all negotiating the relevance of the epiphany in the
postmodem world. But only Coupland ultimately pinpoints the relevanceof spirituality
in the commodified landscapewith the presenceof his rewritten epiphany.
Brett Easton Ellis's Less Than Zero chronicles the lifestyle of flashy American West
Coast elite youth culture of the 1980's, a collective of beautiful, yet seemingly identical
teenagerswho run amuck in the X-Rated hyperreal therneparkthat is L.A. Thesetinsel
town offspring are saturatedto the point of emptiness;they have been given any and all
the material goods and pleasurable experiences that they have desired, yet they are
incurably bored and empty. Ellis's teenagesubjects live out the age old clich6 of a "sex,
drugs and rock n'roll" lifestyle, but not for the same reasons as their predecessors;
whereas their parents clung to decadenceas a means of rebellion or escapism, this
debauched collective employ the toys of affluent LA youth culture as a means of
endurance. The novel's narrator, Clay, and his "friends" (or fellow clones) seek
but
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fulfilment,
boredom
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fill
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their
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anything, to do. They are drowning in their heritage of prosperity, miserable without
having enough of a defined sense of identity to enable them to recognize their own
misery. Elizabeth Young notes that: "They are all at the mercy of consumercapitalism,
stunned by a storm of signs, codes and simulations emanating from advertising and
television and all hopelessly alienated from any'understanding of their predicament"
(24). In this environment of extreme excess,where having everything means knowing
loss.
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their
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own
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and
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In the novel, Clay, an extremely affluent college freshman, returns to his home in
L. A. while on Spring break from his East Coast Ivy Leagueuniversity and observes"the
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disappointed with Less Pian Zero, the novel, which can be read as more of an antiinitiation story. By observing Clay's thirteen and fourteen year old sisters who watch
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pornography, listen to flippantly obscenemusic and steal their older brother's cocaine,
we perhapsgain an insight into his past, a past that looks no different than his present.
There is no clear sensethat Clay has been initiated from innocenceto experience,as his
life has been one continual string of extreme experiencesthat don't connect to one
another; there is no charactertransformation, and thus, no story in the traditional sense.
He has been exhaustedfrom over-exposureto "experience" most of his life.
One of the earliest recurring images in the novel is of Clay lying on his bed,
exhausted,stoned and watching MTV. Above his headthere is an Elvis Costello poster
that says "TRUS717'in large letters; Clay is bothered by the fact that Costello's eyes
"look past him" (3). He wants to move near the window so he can meet the iconic
Costello's glare, or at least become its target, but he is "too tired to get up and stand by
the window" (3). This desire to meet the gaze of an image is perhaps reflective of a
represseddesire to communicate, especially in a world where image and reality have
become one and the same. Elizabeth Young notes that Elvis Costello, whose name
invokes the presenceof the greatestrock icon, is also the songwriter who penned the
lyric "Everything is lessthan zero":
Thus both the book's title and its singer are second-hand,and revealing of
the way in which Ellis's teenagersfeel themselves to be at the end of
things. Excess,experience-the previous generationshave run through it
all and everything is now worn, second-hand.(22)
Young's take on the characters' inability to escapethat which is worn, second-hand
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true, what is original; these words appear to have no meaning, and no possibility of a
revelatory disclosure in an LA built completely on commodities where "anything goes".
The continual, yet non-verbalized despair and collective exhaustion that accompanies
them permeate the novel. Clay's inability to stand up and meet his poster's gaze is
representative of this perpetual exhaustion and inability to act that rob him and his
teenage friends from having an emotional or spiritual identity. In this opening picture,
Clay is suffering from travel exhaustion,that very particular type of exhaustionone gets
from sitting for hours doing nothing-a feeling of numbnessor perhapsa slight surreal
buzz. But this particular type of exhaustion continues throughout the entire novel as
Clay is constantly travelling, but ultimately never truly moving, progressing,or leaving
the same old empty spaceof recycled attempts at pleasurefulfilment. His movement is
futile and cyclical; he ultimately arrives nowhere. If the exhaustionever begins to leave,
it is quickly dousedwith a healthy doseof drugs, alcohol or sex to ensurethat any sort of
real feeling or desirewill not seepthrough.
The exhaustion produced by this endless, spontaneous,and episodic pursuit of
pleasure as a remedy for boredom robs Ellis's subjects of the emotional energy to
develop any sort of personality or humanity. At a later point in the novel, Clay, stoned
and watching MTV as usual, talks to his friend Daniel on the phone and learns that
Daniel has been avoiding one of his recent one night standswho hasjust found out that
she is pregnant. Clay somehow wants to care enough to convince his friend to talk to
the girl, but half-heartedly fights his own exhaustion and encroaching indifference. He
admits that "I'm surprised at how much strength it takes to care enough to urge him to
do so" (57). Clay is also too bored and exhausted to develop his own relationships.
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Whenhe sharesmemoriesof a pastholidaywith his girlfriend,Blair, it is clearthat their
boredom-reducing
only goal is the pursuit of spontaneous,
pleasure. As this is their
overridingandonly goal,theymakeno effortsto connectthe dotsbetweenthe disjointed
momentsof "relationship"suchas having sex or walking on the beachtogether;these
are isolated eventsthat simply "kill time". Their coupling never developsinto a
relationship,as no interior life is ever exposedand communicationnevertakesplace.
Blair and Clay's "relationship",just like Ellis's novel,neverdevelopsinto a story with
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By the end of the week, all we did was watch television, even though the
receptionwasn't too good, and drink bourbon,and Blair would arrangeshells
into circularpatternson the floor of the living room.(50)
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the random,empty shells of L.A. 's youth. The episodeswithin their lives have no
teleologicalpattern,astheyareconstantlychasingthetail endof a circle of hedonism.
Similar to Hemingway'sTheSunAlso Rises,Lessthan Zero resonateswith the
echoes of the ancient declaration that after having, "denied myself nothing my eyes
desired" the conclusion is that ultimately, "everything was meaningless,a chasing after
the wind" (Ecclesiastes 2: 10-11). The "teacher" narrating Ecclesiastesrefers to the
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the chief end of existence.He advocatesthat the only true sourceof fulfilment in life is
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in acknowledging and obeying God, yet the fictional universe of Less Than Zero appears
godless,with no ultimate referencepoint to enabletheseteenagersto escapethe cycle of
pointless hedonism and find fulfilment. In their empty attemptsto experiencepleasure,
Blair, Clay and their fellow stragglers find no central nexus of meaning, creating a
dismal pattern of simply, "chasing after the wind". These walking dead are always
merely spectators,watching and never interacting, reacting and communicating. There
is no self-realization, thus the self is dead. There is no interpersonal communication,
thus relationships arc dead.
This uniform pursuit of image and pleasurerobs Ellis's charactersof individual
identity. Young claims that "contemporary America promises personality and personal
liberation to individuals as part of the cornucopia of consumerchoice" (29) but theseare
ultimately empty, false promises. This "cornucopia of consumerchoice" is the sourceof
both fleeting pleasure and more enduring spiritual paralysis. In The Postmodern
Condition Lyotard concludes that the "realism of 'anything goes' is in fact that of
is
is
"degree
(76).
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zero" of contemporaryculture:
One listens to reggae,watchesa western, eatsMcDonald's food for lunch
and local cuisine for dinner, wears Paris perfume in Tokyo and 'retro'
clothes in Hong Kong. (76)
Referring specifically to the art world, Lyotard arguesthat the appearanceof liberation
in the absenceof aestheticcriteria or objective rules is deceptive; the "value of work" is
truly assessedby "the profit they yield" (76). This indictment of false freedom, value
from
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among Less Than Zero's privileged youth, the very social set who could afford to "buy
into" the multinational eclecticism of Lyotard's vivid example. Although these "free"
socialites clearly have a decadent, "anything goes" lifestyle, their identity defining
pleasure pursuits are uniform to the point of rendering them interchangeable,vacuous
mannequins. Their unspoken code is that money is the only creator of boundaries,
values and relationships. The "cornucopia of consumer choice" which is initially
perceived as a symbol of freedom, ultimately has a totalitarian stronghold on the lives of
those who live by its rules.
Echoing this allegiance to the unspoken rules of

contemporary, afflucnt

America, one of Clay's friends tells him that he must read fashion magazineThe Face or
"you'll get bored" (86). Clay and friends look to the world of imagesin order to distract
and recreatethemselves,but to do this, they must first kill any senseof the individual
self. The Face, pinnacle of the celluloid cannon, is the L. A. Bible, providing guidance
and assuranceof salvation from boredom in exchangefor a new kind of vapid self-less
identity. Cheryl, a characterin Ellis's 1994 The Informers, clarifies the power the media
has over her individual development (or lack thereof) as her eyes, "skim pages of
advertisementsthat show me the best way to live" (81). These magazines,postmodem
guides for living, createa new generationof chic socialites who dressto impressin clubs
acrossL. A. where they look, not dazzling and exciting, but "indifferent and bored" (Less
Than Zero 166). As their individual life stories have no grounding in a unifying master
narrative, Ellis's characters inhabit a world in which television, media, internet and
become
have
the only major reference points to form a sense of
advertisements
fragmented,haphazardpostmoderncommunity.
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In his first novel, Generation X, Douglas Coupland defines the appeal to TV
nostalgia as a replacement for religious instruction or belief as "Teleparablizing:
Morals used in everyday life that derive from TV sitcom plots: '7hat'sjust

like the

episode where Jan lost her glasses!"' (120). The virtual metanarrativeof television past
and presentprovide both Coupland's and Ellis's characterswith sharedmedia memories
that mould their personalities and partially define interpretations of their individual life
stories; the past is a nostalgic television event. The reproduced image is ever-present
and grounded in nothing but itself; this is the "definitive immanence of the image,
without any possible transcendentmeaning, without any possible dialectic of history"
(Baudrillard, Evil Demon of Images 195). It is the world of Baudrillard's "simulacra"
(197), the image, originating only in itself, that reiteratesalienation from the "real". The
image, divorced from and failing to represent an unknowable reality, has become, as
Jamesonnotes, "the final form of commodity reification" (Postmodernism18). Clay, his
elite friends, and the other inhabitantsof Ellis's constructeduniverse sharea tendencyto
be both ironic and defensive as the depthlessnessof their culture teachesthem that the
only reality is a glossy surface. Both religious and consumerchoicesare equally random
and meaninglessbecause"as the line between reality and image seemsto implode, one
is
believe
is
fake
to
that
this
everything
and
everyone
crisis
a
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comes
-a
"therefore best served by an attitude of 'aggressive indifference', an ironic detachment
from any sort of commitment" (Moore 254). This "aggressive indifference" is clearly
the most pervasiveattitude within the novel.
As Clayjumps from party to party, club to club, he notes that his friends all look
and act frighteningly similar with "thin, tan bodies, short blond hair, blank look in the
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blue eyes, sameempty tonelessvoice" (140). Ellis's "characters" are interchangeable;it
is quite hard to distinguish one from another. According to Young, Ellis has the ability
to reflect the "homogeneity of the modem world" in which people are reduced to
"characterless ciphers" and "passive consumers" defined by boredom and "apathetic
dissatisfaction". This lack of character in the midst of the controlling, chaotic flux of
consumerism, renders them both frustrated and powerless (33). The choice of sexual
partners are as passive and insignificant as clothing choices. When propositioned by
Griffin, a new acquaintance,at the end of the evening, who asks,"Hey, you wanna go to
my house? Parentsare in Rome for Christmas", Clay tells us that I sigh and look at the
glass of champagnehe's holding, then finish my glass fast and say sure, why not" (29).
Clay's senseof self has no clearly defining boundaries;thus, his most frequent answerto
anything is "Why not?" He has no interests or allegiances, and nothing is sacred, as
nothing in his world is set apart or indistinguishable from the glittery nothingnessof the
drugs, clubs and random sex acts that populate his day to day life. Ellis's brutal portrayal
of the devastating affects of over-consumPtion leading to apathy invokes a repulsed
responsein the reader, probing her to question the significance of an existencewith no
spirituality or moral boundaries.
Although Clay abandonsany notion of moral boundaries,the novel does contain
a few fleeting moments when he perhapsexperiencesrecognitions of a critical core of
self, in the form of a shadow conscience, which frightens him. Elizabeth Young
observes that, "One of the central issues in Ellis's novel is how the self-indulgent
paradise of California teen-hood is simultaneously the Gothic hell that Clay observes"
(25). Clay is trapped in the absurd hell of his friends' insatiable cruelty, while at the
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same time, haunted by a numbed, yet continually present, fear of his own "psychic
extinction" (40). The indication of a sense of horror presupposesthe notions of both
individual conscienceand judgement. Quite early in the novel Clay seesa billboard that
reminds him of this particular fear:
I turn the radio up, loud. The streetsare totally empty and I drive fast. I come to
a red light, tempted to go through it, then stop once I seea billboard that I don't
remember seeing and I look up at it. All it says is 'Disappear Here' and even
though it's probably an add for some resort, it still freaks me out a little and I
step on the gas really hard and the car screechesas I leave the light. I put my
sunglasseson even though it's still pretty dark and I keep looking into the rearview mirror, getting this strangefeeling that someone'sfollowing me. (3 1)
The phrase "disappear here" is spoken to a self who must first exist in order to
disappear. Perhaps Clay is "freaked out" as this billboard reminds him that there is
someone, a self below the smart clothes, random acts of pleasure fulfilment and
hallucinogenic lifestyle.

The billboard offers the opportunity to disappear amidst a

world of pleasure in a vacation resort. Does Clay's fear come from the brief flicker of
realization that his life is a continual disappearancebecauseof its deceptive "freedom"
and "pleasure" that has become uniform and oppressive? If everything in his life is
about excessand escape,the fantasy ultimately becomesa living nightmare as there is
no harsh reality with which to contrast it. Perhapsthis billboard that promises "la dolce
vita" reminds Clay that too much of the sweet life becomes unbearable. As he
desperatelyputs his extraneoussunglasseson in the dark, he appearsto be hiding from
these realizations, to disguise the self behind a shield of image.

He becomes
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increasingly paranoid, fearing that someone is following him; this inexpressible and
blankly stated fear continues to manifest itself in various ways throughout the novel.
Clay is ultimately being followed by himself and the shadesare a thin tool for repression
and denial. He appearsto be terrified of developing a self, having feelings and "waking"
up to realize the nightmare of his vacant reality.
Clay battles to repressthis same "predatory" moral core during another, earlier,
driving experience. He recalls an occasion a few years back when he was learning to
drive and had taken his two sisters for a trip in the desert. He seesa Toyota parked and
on fire at the side of the road; a crying Mexican woman and two or three small children
down
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burnt child they simply respond, "No, Did you? Neato." This recurring vision is
perhaps a manifestation of guilt, a consequenceof Clay's continual repression and
fear of any sort of moral core or conscience.His action immediately after he passes
by the scene,the simple act of playing a tape and driving off quickly, echoeshis acts
of putting sunglasseson his face and speeding off after being confronted with the
"Disappear Here" billboard. Both the sunglassesand the music are attemptsto mask
a dying soul that is being momentarily exposed.Just as the sunglassesrepresentthe
world of images that have flattened, reduced and commodified his identity, the
music representsa media-createdsoundtrackthat servesas a surrogatefor an almost
non-existent interior world.
After the highway incident, Clay begins collecting newspaper clippings that
describe unusual acts of violence and tragedy, reinforcing a media constructed
framework, yet continually reminding him of the darkness lurking below the
surfaces. Clay doesnot explain orjustify his gruesomecollection but simply says,"I
collected a lot of clippings during that time because,I guess,there were a lot to be
collected" (68). Clay's large group of interchangeable"friends" find pleasure in
fixating on others' pain; it is the last stage of voyeurism after everything else has
beenused up. As they watch snuff films and even re-enactsomeof the depicted acts
on other human beings, they seekjust a few moments of gratification that enable
them to escapethe boredom. This prompts a number of questions: Does Clay's
collection of newspaperclippings also provide him with mere entertainmentvalue?
Or is this collection a reminder of the flicker of humanity he has seen within
himself-something he has feared but also desired?Is this a desire to be connected
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with somethingreal, somethingauthentic,that establishesthe boundariesthat tell
him who he is andhow he shouldactmorally in desperate
situations?
Clay's paranoidfearsseemto intensifyashis friendstell him of thepossibilityof
werewolvesroamingthe valley andkilling animals. Model Trent smilesa plasticsmile
as he tells Clay aboutthe "body of a mutilateddog" that has beenfound (69). Clay
explainsthat the "story makesme uneasy".Later that night, he believesthat he hears
screamsof someoneoutsidehis window, but choosesto ignore them, and closeshis
window. (69) His fear of confrontingthe obviouslyfictional werewolf is reflectiveof
his fear of confrontingthe monsterthat he himself hasbecome.Young commentsthat,
"Fear is one of the keynotesof t he book, a formless,amorphousfear fed by ominous
portentsand rumours-dead animals,screamsin the night, newspaperclippings of
atrocities" (27). While surroundedby this "amorphous"fear that permeateshis
environment,he mustalsoconfrontthe deeper,morefocusedfearof acknowledgingthe
self if he is to make any sort of "moral" choices. When he is confrontedwith the
decisionto makean ethicalor un-ethicalchoice,he mustconfronthimselfandadmitthe
amoralityandemptinessof his life beforehe cando something"right". Later,whenClay
and Blair are driving and hit and kill a coyote,Clay almostcries,but "it passes"(85).
Instead of acknowledgingthat this act of unintendedslaughterdisturbs him, thus
indicatinga senseof conscience,
he choosesto go homewith Blair and sedatehimself
with drugsandMTV (131). Althoughhe doesnot allow himselfto reactby cryingat the
"right" moments, he recalls three or four instanceswhen he just cries for no
immediatelyobviousreasonsat all-in a bathroomstall, in front of someone'sdoor,in a
psychiatrist'soffice (109). He neverexplainsthe sourceof tears,butjust recalls,in the
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sameblank prose, that he would "cry for about five minutes" (109). Clay's crying is as
random and spontaneousas his other activities; it fills a few moments and then is over.
The reader is left to speculateif this is the misplaced fear for the horror he is witnessed,
or a brief stint of mourning for a soul that is slowly extinguishing within.
Clay's recollections of his past experiencesconstantly include descriptions of the
wind, mixed with a sense of fear and mystery. The wind is a central and ominous
metaphor, something that is associatedwith chaos and dismay. After Clay sees the
burning car and abandonsthe needy woman and children, he goes home but "the power
is out due to the wind" (68). The wind is like one of the rootless subjects of the novel,
constantly moving, never at rest. One of Clay's few substantial family memories is
spent with his grandparentsat "Rancho Mirage" where Clay falls asleep"listening to the
strange desert wind moan outside my window" (127). Clay's grandfather, like his
father, is extremely wealthy and owns the suitably named "Ranch of the False Image".
The moaning wind signifies ominous emptinessand painful non-direction. Most nights
as he falls asleep,Clay focuseson the ominous sound of the wind, an unpredictable life
force that is ironically reflective of his predictable, lifeless, and rootless existence.
Clay's rootlessnessdoes not have the freedom or control of the wind; he continues to
move about, yet remains stagnant. Ellis's use of the wind as a metaphor for emptinessis
somewhat reflective of the wind's role in indicating "meaninglessness"in Ecclesiastes.
Ecclesiastes 1:2 says, "Meaningless! Meaningless! Utterly meaningless! Everything is
meaningless.", yet the Hebrew word "hebel" that has beentranslatedas "meaningless" is
not an adjective, but a concrete noun, the word for "wind" or "breath". The use of
"wind" is a dominant metaphor in the book, an image of emptiness,instability; this is
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not the life giving wind of the Holy Spirit spoken of in John 3, but the wind of
restlessnessand despair,the sametype of "wind" that blows throughout Ellis's corrosive
vision of L. A.
In the novel, the wind metaphor is often closely associatedwith an image of the
pool in Clay's backyard; Ellis ends many sections with comments about the blowing
wind that washes over the surface of the pool. The pool is one of the novel's most
dominant surfaces,representativeof leisure and wealth, Like the wind, the water in the
pool can be seen as a symbol of both life and destruction. The water moves around, yet
is stagnantwithin its contained space; it often becomesthe object of Clay's gaze. This
glossy surface is indicative of a depthlessworld of surfacesthat continually reflects the
artificial light from one another in a dismal circle of repetition. In this sense,the constant
presenceof the pool image is reminiscent of Mike Nichols' film The Graduate in which
college graduate,Benjamin, constantly dives in the contained waters to escape. Rather
than escaping, he appears to be suffocating in this bath of stagnant, non-cleansing
waters. Benjamin also often floats lifelessly on the surface of the water with his
sunglasseson, avoiding the glare of the sun as well as the pang of his conscience. In
Less than Zero, Clay has nightmare visions of his house sinking into the mud, leaving
him to suffocate and slip away from reality. These dreamsare manifestations of a fear
of suffocation in the dark, murky mud. Although Clay's pool is deceptively glossy and
clear, it is also representativeof a deeperknowledge of suffocation that is already taking
place. The spiritual paralysis of suburbanculture is drowning Clay, ironically, in a sea
of depthlessness.Immediately following Clay's description of the mud slide, he writes
"One of my sistersbuys a fish and puts it in a Jacuzzi and the heat and chlorine kill it"
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(104). Any life force placed within a hot, stagnantpool of such extremeartificiality must
ultimately die.

In the one-dimensional world of Less Than Zero, spirituality is simply another
altered surface, an option that Ellis's vacant teenagersoverlook as if a new pair of
sunglassesor an outdatedvideo on MTV. Wýen Blair and Clay take a trip togetherto the
beachclub, Clair comesacrossa church that she "took pictures of but didn't go in" (5 1).
Rather than exploring or investigating the church, Blair converts it into an image,
adapting it to a world of surfaces. On three different occasions, Clay mentions
television evangeliststhat he stumbles across while flipping the channels to and from
MTV. The gospel*hasbecome a media image, and is propelled at a dazed and confused
Clay who wonders about what alternative it might provide. The description of the
televangelist sounds not dissimilar to images of used car salesmen,or any other small
time businessmanpeddling a product that soundstoo good to be true. Clay explains that
"The man who's talking has grey hair, pink-tinted sunglassesand very wide lapels on his
jacket and he's holding a microphone. A neon-lit Christ stands forlornly in the
background" (139). After listing a string of spiritual symptoms,the preacherpromises a
cure-all with language alarmingly similar to descriptions of housing cleaners or
supersonichoovers. He promisesthat, "Jesuswill come. He will come through the eye
of that television screen" (139). The minister lists "real" symptoms of brokennessand
depravity, such as "confusion", "hopelessness"and "helplessness",that Clay actually
in
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world of media experience.This depiction of Christ does not indicate a senseof some
sort of "real" reality that defines human existence, but reduces Him to a "neon-lit
Christ", a product to be bought and sold, used as an aspirin to remedy spiritual ailments.
The TV preacherfinally leadsthe home audiencethrough a prayer, and Clay saysthat "I
wait for something to happen. I sit there for close to an hour. Nothing does" (129).
When the drug of commodified religion fails, Clay turns to his usual drug of choice,
cocaine, and does a few lines. Later, he recalls that I was going to call one of the
numbersthat flashed on the bottom of the screen. But I realized that I didn't know what
to say" (129). This experiencehighlights not only the disempoweredversion of virtual
salvation but Clay's inability, once again, to act. He waits to be actedupon, even though
he recognizes himself in the preacher's words. The seven words, that actually etch
themselves into Clay's memory are, "Let this be a Night of Deliverance" (129). Clay
desiresan escapefrom his vacant reality, but quickly numbs this desire with yet another
drug. But the only spiritual alternative that promises to give him life, depth and escape
is peddled through the eye of the television as another fantasy world that avoids, rather
than embraces,reality.
In Less Than Zero's depiction of the soured fulfilment of the American dream,
boredom is the only sin. There is no objective reality to define and enforce boundaries;
the only faint flickers of "pleasure" come from pushing the boundariesthat have been
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playground, designed to entertain as entertainment holds the only "reality" of these
teenagers' lives. Ellis's most recent novel, Lunar Park (2006), tells the story of a
fictional Bret Easton Ellis, whose identity is basedon fame and wealth, and becauseof
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this, his world "was quickly becoming a place with no boundaries" (14). When money is
the bottom line, freedom from boundaries is something that is bought on a moment's
whim. If boundariesare merely social constructions, and wealth is the great alpha and
omega of a consumer society, then one can either buy or abandon his or her own
morality; it is just another option, not an obligation. In Less Aan Zero, a clear
desensitizationto any senseof moral obligation is apparent when Clay's friend Alana
laughs about getting an abortion and then recognizes that "I think we have lost some
senseof feeling" (78). In this land of excess,everything is a toy, merely disposablefor
another's pleasures,including the lives of other human beings. The kids with the most
money to buy the most toys are able to write the rules. As Clay continually wonders if
people that he meets are "for sale", it becomes clear that everything has its price. In
Clay's world, desires do not go away when temporarily fulfilled-they
more violent, decadent and inhuman.

merely become

Guy, another of Clay's wealthy friends,

determinesthat the voyeuristic pleasureof watching a an adolescentboy castratedand a
preteen girl raped and dismemberedis worth fifteen thousanddollars, the price he pays
for the snuff film that has captured these acts. He and his friends gather around the
television, laughing sadistically, as they eventually become aroused. Clay, possibly
clinging to the remnant of an idea that human life is not just a commodity, leaves the
room and has to "calm down" (142). Clay's friends are saturatedwith whatever toys
they need to get them through the boredom of a typical day. These "fake" toys are no
longer satisfying; they long for something real, yet, at the same time, deny the
distinction betweenthe real and the virtual by valuing both as the same. Clay's response
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indicates a clear distinction between the real and the virtual in his mind; he has not
completely abandonedthe "real", yet is still afraid to confront it within himself
Clay's allegiance to this distinction, however, is wavering. When he finds out
that his friend, Julian, who is indebted to a dealer that forces him to hustle, is literally
"for sale", he recognizes that his curiosity can sometime overshadow his feeble
inclination towards morality.

On finding out about Julian's new "profession", Clay

initially acts shocked. Julian asks, "Who cares? Do you? Do you really care?" (160).
We' are then told that, "I don't say anything and I realize that I don't really care" (160).
Julian, one of Clay's privileged set of friends, has literally become a commodity now
that he has lost the money that bought him his previous identity. Clay decides to go
along with Julian as he meetsone of his clients, simply becausehe recognizesthat, at his
imploding core, he must admit that, "All I want to see is the worst" (160). Julian's
suffering becomesspectaclein Clay's eyes, and Clay becomesa voyeur, gaining some
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As the phrase "Wonder if he's for sale" runs through Clay's mind, he remembersthe
billboard that had once hauntedhim, a reminder of his fear of self, and thinks, "You can
disappearhere without knowing it" (165). Clay recognizesthat he has disappeared;the
fears of self-annihilation have proven true.
boy"(1 63), a hollow image without a centre.

Now, he is simply "a very beautiful
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But the death of Clay's self is not complete; he finds it impossible to completely
buy into this depthless mentality that accompaniesa complete detachment from any
"reality" outside of the world of sun-soakedimage. When Rip and some of Clay's other
friends tie up and gang rape a twelve year old girl, Clay leavesthe room, refusing to take
part. Once again, he overcomeshis ever-presentexhaustionand his senseof identity is
reawakened. As Rip laughs at the young girl he has tied up for his own pleasure,Clay
asks him, "Why? " and adds that "It's ... I don't think it's right"(176). Rip respondsby
saying, "What's right? If you want something,you have the right to take it. If you want
to do something, you have the right to do it" (176). While turning Clay's favourite
phrase,"Why not?", back on him, Rip's philosophy points out the holes in Clay's false
conversion to the religion of hyperreality. If there is no external sourceof morality and
justice that structures the universe and names things as right and wrong, then these
"values" are of our own making--our "rights" are "for sale". Rip recognizesthat his
subjective freedom to create the rules is greatly inflated becausehe has money, power
and influence-only the strongest,richest and most beautiful survive in this self-created
image.
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then "anything goes". If Clay completely subscribes to this same pleasure-seeking
"anything goes" philosophy, then where does he get the "moral" standardsthat he uses
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injustice and disturbing cruelty, but does not completely disconnect himself from those
who hold the views that this is not right or wrong, but merely "fun".
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Clay does make a stand by walking out of the room, while questioning and refusing
to participate in the gang rape. But although he is repelled by these acts, perhaps
becauseof a repressedsenseof injustice and morality, he is unable to completely stand
apart and separatehimself from those who seecruelty as a type of amusementfor those
in control. Clay's walking out appearsto be only an isolated incident-as his refusal to
watch the snuff film is. Although moments of some sort of instinctive moral clarity do
occur, they are not epiphanies. Clay makes no great self-realization in these moments;
they are more like a painful reflex reaction to putting one's hand on a hot stovetop.
Clay's character shows no distinct movement away from his friends' lifestyle and
worldview as he never overcomes his exhaustion and apathy enough to jnake a clean
break from them. He does not have the tools or energy to critique, and therefore, reject
the terrifying and monstroushollowness of his completely self-absorbedfriends. But he
is continually haunted by a repressedknowledge of its gruesomepresence.He believes
that when he leavesL. A. to return to the East Coast, things will be better. This theory,
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implies a moment of clarity, using the ancient motif of blindness that enables one to
clearly see. The conversation continues, and Clay eventually responds to Blair's
persistent question: ...No, I never did' I almost shout. 'I never did.' I almost start to
laugh" (191). Clay's callous statementand cruel desire to laugh indicates that his "new
vision" is not a transformation from apathy to moral sensitivity, or even a final desire to
destroy the indifferent "monster" that he has become. Clay's realization is not a
redempOe epiphany, but what Maltby calls a "catastrophic epiphany", a moment in
which one's ultimate spiritual devastation is exposed (19). Clay clearly seeswhat he
becomes and embraces it; in this sense,the novel provides a sort of anti-epiphany,
...
indicating the impossibility of redemption or transformation in Clay's one-dimensional
universe. Clay proceeds to ask Blair the same question, to which she responds, "I
thought about it and yeah, I did once. I mean I really did. Everything was all right for a
while. You were kind ... but it was like you weren't there..." (191-2). Clay staresat her,
and then is once again entrancedby the billboard, rememberingthe slogan "Disappear
Here". Blair continuesher assessmentof their pseudo-relationship:
I don't know if any other person I've been with has been really there,
either... but at least they tried ... You never did. Other people made an
effort and you just... It wasjust beyond you... you were never there. I felt
sorry for you for a little while, but then I found it hard to. You're a
beautiful boy, Clay, but that's about it (192).
Blair's recognition that Clay is only a "beautiful boy" echoesan earlier description given
by the client of Julian, Clay's rent boy friend, who says, "Yes, you're a very beautiful
boy

here, that's all that matters" (163). In his moment of clarity, self-insight and
and
...
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recognition,Clay discoversthat he is hasbecomeboth an imageand a commodity,an
interchangeable
"beautiful boy" whoseworth only lies in the surfacesof plasticized,
transientandclonedL.A. beauty.
Whenrecognizingthat his statusasa "beautifulboy" is "all that matters",Clay's
blinding flash exposesa belief that nothing ultimately matters, as all value is basedon
superficiality.

When Blair asks him, "What do you care about? What makes you

happy?", Clay replies, "Nothing. Nothing makes me happy. I like nothing" (192). But
is this sullen nihilism Clay's real feeling, or another protective image, a shield from the
self, like his designer sunglasses?When Blair asks, "Did you ever care about me"?, He
admits, "I don't want to care. If I care about things, it'll be worse, it'll just be another
thing to worry about. It's less painful if I don't care" (192). Clay's shield of "nihilism"
is ultimately a stoic defencemechanismto protect himself from any sort of attachments
that will inevitably cause him pain. Clay ultimately fears any sort of sensitivity and
image
for
him
the
these
take
of
superficial
world
where
conscience,
past
safe,
"everything goes" and thus "nothing matters".
Although Clay has brief momentsof self awarenessin which he sensesthe horror
lurking below his seemingly depthless exterior, these realizations never manifest
themselves into a substantial change. In the absence of any truly transformative
epiphanies,Ellis's novel rejects any sort of teleological development.The eschatological
structure of a "traditional" novel implies a senseof purpose, deeperunderstandingand,
ultimately, change; Ellis's protagonists never truly encounter change and remain
unaware -of any sense of purpose other than surviving and slightly alleviating the
boredom and perceived meaninglessnessof an affluent existence.The ultimate horror of
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Ellis's novel, the spectre of reality that haunts Clay throughout his "story", is the
realization that this monotony of everyday life never culminates in some sort of
profound changeindicating a senseof purpose or meaning. In ThePromised End Fiddes
notes that twentieth century writers have a tendency to "portray human life in a
perpetual state of transition, crying out for an apocalypsethat never comes" (5). The
moment of apocalypse,or dramatic revelition (resolution), that could indicate Clay's
purposeand significance is absentfrom Ellis's story. In "Hystericizing the Millennium"
Jean Baudrillard discussesthis age of "anti-apocalypse", a time when we "have to get
used to the idea that there is no longer any end, there will no longer be any end and that
history itself has become interminable" (3). Baudrillard seesthis desire for closure, this
eschatologicallonging, as parallel to the desire for origin; the end and the beginning are
"the only two interesting moments" (2), but both are, according to Baudrillard,
projections of the same desires for revelation as we try to "rediscover the real and the
point of reference" (4). These utopian wishes entice us to move blindly forward with a
sense of false hope as we "sink ourselves into a simulation that has now become
shameful and utterly hopeless" (4). Clay's vague senseof nihilistic despair indicates a
senseof hopelessnessas he can never move forward; his piques of self-realization or
awarenessof injustice and cruelty are only fleeting, disconnectedmoments that do not
result in a transformation, but form an exhausting cycle that never moves above the
surfaceof deceptivesimulacra.He has lost hope of discovering "the real and the point of
reference" (Baudrillard 4) as he believes that these are not objective truths, but
constructionsbasedon wealth and privilege. He is his own authority, his own reference
point-and this is the greatesthorror of the novel.
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Elizabeth Young argues that Less Than Zero is ultimately a very moral novel,
and that "Ellis's own responseto their [his characters'] behaviour is essentially one of
...
puritan disgust" (26). Ellis's cold presentationof his lifeless charactersdoes not provide
any moral guidance or insight,. but contemptuously exposestheir cruel actions, hiding
nothing. We do not feel sympathy or compassionfor these characters;we are disgusted
and horrified by them, as Young implies Ellis is. Young continues her critique of Ellis:
"He, apparently, can perceive the possibility of a better, more authentic morality lurking
beyond the Disneyfication of daily life" (26). Although Ellis's harsh presentationof the
cruel, empty truth of his characters' lives does imply a great loss of identity, morality
and meaning, he gives us no clear indication that there is a solid, attainable source of
"authentic morality" to be found.

His characters are too exhausted to search for

something more; world-weary apathy is all they know. Ellis obviously recognizesthe
horror of the novel, which he states is an "indictment of a way of life I was familiar
with ... and of Western civilization at the presentmoment" (Lunar Park 6), but provides
no alternative. It is clear that he is horrified, disgusted, perhaps even afraid of the
extreme violation of boundariesor standardsin this wasteland of artificiality, but what
are these standards?Ellis appearsto be one step aheadof his charactersas he can clearly
point to their perversion, cruelty and lostness. But he fails to createany embodiment of
the very standardsthat have been violated, thus indicating the reality of their existence.
He is an expert satirist, satirizing the despair and purposelessnessof his culture's own
creation, but even the use of a satire to critique and confront implies the existence of
some sort of violated standards. There are no exits, no alternative paths from the
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cyclical, dead-endworld of Ellis's novel; this hell of ultimate luxury and pleasure has
robbed any senseof the protagonist's self or hope of salvation.
Unlike Clay, the protagonist in Less Than Zero, the anonymousnarrator of Jay
McInerney's Bright Lights, Big City (1984) is acutely and persistently aware of his
dwindling senseof self as he questionswhat is "real" and what is fiction. Although he is
absorbed into New York nightlife, complete with disposableone night stands,mounds
of "Bolivian Marching Powder" (1) and wayfarer sunglasses,he recognizesthat all of
this is an illusory world, and he wants to escape. Ironically, although unnamed, the
novel's protagonist has a central consciousnessdefined by a constant feeling of doubt
and regret that is documented in his writing, a log of his interior world's ongoing
struggle with identity that is much more self-awarethan any of Ellis's named"subjects".
Although named, the privileged teenagers that populate Ellis's fiction are "near
indistinguishable from each other" (Young 24); characters with token yuppie names
such as Clay, Blair and Rip are "ciphers... flickers on a screen" (29) in the land of image.
McInerney's narrator is at a different place in life than Less than Zero's Clay; he has
recently graduatedfrom college, been married and separated,and is working in his first
"real" job, yet he still seems"lost". Although he is older than Clay, both novels follow
the identity strugglesof young men trapped in microcosmic illusory societies.
Dissatisfied with what he seesas a shallow world of shifting, unstable shadows,
the novel's narrator, who continually refers to himself only as "you", continually
fantasizesabout his other, "normal" self. As he looks back at his life, his desireto marry
a model and move to the big city, he remembersthe moment when the "dream" he now
lives began: "Getting out of the taxi next to the famous fountain, you seemedto be
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arriving at the premiere of the movie which was to be your life you cannot believe
...
your dreams were so shallow" (151). He discovers that the fairy tale imagesthat fuelled
his desire to live a fast-paced life in the big city are as unreal and insubstantial as the
virtual world of film, yet the romantic notion of Hollywood glamour is the paradigm that
produced his desires. A moment is captured in all its glamour and beauty... then
quickly fades'.As he remembers his initial "conversion" to the illusory world of New
York status, beauty and society, he can clearly distinguish between the previously
deceptive image of dream life that now contrasts with a cruel reality, the painful
underbelly of his dream world.
He learns these bitter lessonsonly after experiencing the abuseof abandonment
and divorce, a visible reminder of the temporal nature of promised "stability" in the
world of illusions. The protagonist's wife, Amanda, is a seemingly naYvecountry girl,
someonewho looks like a model yet doesn't even know it (69). Soon after moving to a
new life in the glamorous Upper East Side, the couple receive a letter that advisesthem
to buy insurance for Amanda's face. Amanda's up and coming modelling career has
turned her body into a commodity and her newlywed husband into a disposableasset.
Soon after they are separated,Amanda's estrangedhusbandseesa mannequin in a store
window, moulded after Amanda's image, and asks himself, "When did she become a
mannequin?" (78). As he realizes that his "natural" wife has finally fulfilled her desire
to become completely artificial, his best friend, Tad, assureshim that this desire was
what drove Amanda to marry him in the first place. According to Tad, Amanda usedher
fiancde for a chance in the "Bright Lights Big City, where skin deep is the mode" and
"your traditional domestic values are not going to take root and flourish" (116). These
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statementsenablethe disgruntledprotagonistto realizethat he doeshave "traditional
domesticvalues", and that he longs for both normalcy and stability, two things that
aren'tproductsof his glitteringworld of make-believe.
Best "friend" Tad's characteris both a foil to and a replicationof the narrator's
obscured identity. Tad is the novel's classic hedonist, an entirely selfish individual
whose "mission in life is to have more fun than anyone else in New York City" (2).
Tad, unlike the contemplative narrator, never feels unfulfilled when things don't last or
fail to develop into something "meaningful"; he lives for the moment and revels in its
temporal manifestation. Indicating the battle between the worlds of "normalcy" and
"fantasy" in the mind of the protagonist, McInerney writes, "You are awed by his
[Tad's] strict refusal to acknowledge any goal higher than the pursuit of pleasure.You
want to be like that. You also think he is shallow and dangerous"(3). Unlike Less Than
Zero's Clay, MacInemey's narrator clearly recognizesthat his friend's immersion in the
city's nightlife is based only on "the pursuit of pleasure". This is something he both
desires,becauseof its single-minded focus, and despises,becauseof its artificiality and
teinporality. Ellis's Clay does not have any senseof "normalcy' with which to develop
a contrast; a life built on seekingpleasureto alleviate boredom is all he has ever known.
Bright Light's Tad, is always moving, always looking for something better, more
exciting, more gratifying; he is a perfect consumer, never satisfied and always chasing
his desires behind the trail of vaporizing illusions of momentary pleasure. When Tad
friend
his
best
over Amanda's disappearance,McInerney writes, "For Tad,
confronts
Amanda's departure was not only surprising, but inevitable. It confirmed his world
view. Your heart-breakis just anotherversion of the sameold story" (116). Tad's world
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view is based on formulaic Hollywood film plots and he knows that Amanda, like
himself, is the all absorbing centre of her own fairy tale. Like Tad, Amanda pursues.a
life of pure pleasure and self-advancement.In this world of malleable image, there are
no solid guidelines that tell her that anything is wrong, cruel or unfair; the only criterion
is that she must be satisfied for the moment, but her desiresare continually changing to
keep up with the flashing lights of society.
The novel's narrator persistently compareshimself not only to Tad, but also to
his own fictional ideas of himself.

He is disappointed in his current "superficial"

lifestyle, feeling that he must really, deep down, be someoneelse, someonemuch more
content, happy and well adjusted than the victims of New York nightlife that populate
his nocturnal wanderings. The novel's first words are "You are not the type of guy who
his
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Our hero continually refers to "the problem'ý--a dream turned sour, based on
ultimately unsatisfying temporal pleasures. But, not knowing how to actually turn from
his current self into the self of his dreams,he is stuck in a bar at 4 a.m., hoping to meet a
girl that will momentarily satisfy his cravings, who is "the sexual equivalent of fast
food" (6). As he lingers and lurks in the comers of the dark Manhattan bar, he is
propositioned by a bald woman, a typical club-type looking for some action in the
desperatehours of the morning. As he watches her, the narrator reflects on the sad
symbolism of the situation, the fact that "the bald girl is emblematic of the problem" (3).
His "problem" is that he will never meet the "right" kind of girl, someonewho wants to
commit to a stable relationship and createhis romantic vision of a stablehome with him,
in the "wrong" kind of place like this. But he is continually in this "wrong" kind of
place, carousing for someoneto help him forget what he doesn't have; she is a spiritual
for
last
he
deems
in
form
"the
the
earthly
chance
surrogate
of a seductress,who
salvation" (8).

McInerney's protagonist has much in common with the romantic,
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that senseof warmth, protection, love and stability. Like Kerouac's On TheRoad, Bright
Lights, Big City appearsto have been,according to the author, largely misread:
I thought I was writing a book about someone coming to terms with
failure, but it seems that the novel's beenjaken up by people whose
religion is success. They see Bright Lights, Big City as a guidebook to
the world of fashion.... New York City's nightlife, to the pursuit of
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glamour... Again, I thought I was doing something else... advancing a
modest critique of an age in which an actor is the President, in which
fashion models are asked for their opinions, in which getting into a
nightclub is seenas a significant human achievement.(Girard 173)
This portrayal of a divided self, what McInerney seesas a picture of failure and loss, has
ironically been heraldedas a new scriptural model for the "religion of success".
McInerney's "failed" protagonist never feels "at home" and fears for others to
have a glimpse into his dysfiinctional world: "Your soul is as dishevelled as your
apartment,and until you clean it up a little, you don't want to invite anyone inside" (32).
He has always felt "misplaced, wondering if others felt this way, always trying to catch
up" (167). This desire to "catch up" is also a desire to uncover his real self, the self that
has been concealed in this superficial world of New York glitz and white powder. He
wants the "normal" self to emerge,after all, "You see yourself as the kind of guy who
appreciatesa quiet night at home with a good book. A little Mozart on the speakers,a
cup of cocoa on the arm of the chair, slippers on the feet" (36). StephanieGirard argues
that the narrator's practice of speaking of himself in the secondperson, "is evidence of
his split consciousness,of his inability or unwillingness to locate himself within an
identity" (169). This inability to choosealso reflects another form of what Girard calls
"betweenness" (169); this unnamednarrator is a twenty four year old with a "real" job,
in
between
lifestyle,
he
to
an
adolescent
mindset
always
still continually reverts
and
yet
both worlds. His fantasy vision of another life, an "adulf' world, a life that might,
ironically, sound boring to any of his nightlife friends, seemswithin reach but always
unattainable. The "dull" vision of a normal life is a striking contrast to the fictive world
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of Manhattan clubs and Hollywood film premieres. PerhapsAmanda sensedthe desired
"normality" at the bottom of her husband's heart and fled; like Bret Easton Ellis's
protagonists,she is terrified of boredom.
McInerney continually reminds us of the part fiction plays in hi.s narrator's life,
both literally and figuratively. The narrator's typical and ambitious first "yuppie" job is
working in the "Department of Factual Verification" for a sophisticated, reputable
magazine. He spendsall day sorting "real" facts from the taint of fiction, yet he desires
to be a fiction writer and hopes to just use this job as an entryway into the world of
publishing and writing. His desired career choice is not greeted with approval in his
department:"The people in the Verification Departmenttend to look down on fiction, in
which words masqueradeas flesh without the backboneof fact. There is a generalsense
that if fiction isn't dead, it is at least beside the point" (22). His desire to be a fiction
writer, to document his innermost thoughts and transform them into an illusory world, is
ironic.

His current life, one of glamour, semi-prestige and pursuit of immediate

pleasure, is his reality, whereashis continual dream fictions are of a "normal" life. He
persistently constructsa fictive self, an always developing foil to the lost self that spirals
downward into a bed of white powder and casual sex. The narrator rarely speaks
specifically of fiction he has read, yet he has a lovely collection of Faulkner, Fitzgerald,
Hemingway, and others that lines the shelvesin his apartmentand furnish his dream of
the new, normal self. His real fiction of choice, his most regular and desired guilty
pleasure, is the Post, a tabloid crammed with titillating tales of coma babies and alien
abductions. His continual reference to the post, almost like a daily dose of media
framework
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type of fiction, the type that claims to be fact. Perhapsthis obsessionwith the tabloids is
reflective of the narrator's own self-denial, his continual illusion that a new life is "out
there" waiting for him, just as soon as he decides to sit down, listen to some classical
music, and read a good book. He believes that this fictional self can be found deep
inside, rather than recognizing that this is a construction based on feelings of loss and
hopelessness.
Yet our narrator continues to believe that his "real self' is within, just waiting to
be discovered and unleashed.He is tom between the progressive pursuit of this "real
self' and his chasing of some temporary "fixes" that provide momentary relief,
distraction and surrogatesalvation. Caught in betweenthese two competing desires,he
createsflexible, yet constantly referenced,standardsfor himself. He draws a line in his
mind and tells himself that he must not move past a certain point or he has gone "too
far", wandering into a desolatespacewhere he forsakeshis real self and will ultimately
lose sense of any standardsin general. The narrator's obsessivedesire with creating
regret-inducing moral standardsthat are continually broken is a direct contrast to Less
Than Zero's Clay who admits that "all I want to see is the worst" (160) as he actively
seeks the opportunity to break any sort of conventional or existential standards.As
McInerney's narrator waits, apparently for nothing, in a dark and emptying bar, he keeps
telling himself that he must leave before a certain time, or he will become the sordid,
rootless self and deny his real "normal" self. He justifies his presencein the bar at all by
thinking that, "Your presence here is only a matter of conducting an experiment in
limits, reminding yourself of what you aren't" (4). The post-midnight world of this bar,
a world that has becomehis "normal" world, is supposedlyjust a reminder of what he is
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not. His self-deceptive exercise in contrast is reminiscent of Baudrillard's theory about
the same sort of self-deception practiced by American tourists when they step inside
Disneyland. Like this nightclub, Disneyland is a world of illusion and fantasy, a
continual reminder that this world of endless pleasure and make-believe can exist
becauseoutside of the doors of the "Magic Kingdom" there is a real world that legislates
the pleasure through creating a contrast (Simulacra 12). Like these fantasy-loving
Americans, McInerney's hero is deceiving himself into believing that the world outside
his land of illusion is solid, stable and "real". Both the novel's narrator and Baudrillard's
tourists are pining after the "real" and find a nostalgic refuge in places that produce an
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someoneor somethingoutsideof his "dishevelledsoul" to remindhim that he is real,
that he feels, and that there is somethingbetter. When contemplatinghis bar-room
strategies,he remindshimself that, "The touch of flesh, the soundof anotherhuman
voice" is a temporaryescapethat bringshim backto the overttruth of who he really is,
someonewho desiresa connectionwith stability andreality (5). He is terrified to step
outsideof the club in the earlyhoursof the morningasthe new light will eýposewhathe
has become:"You know there is a specialpurgatorywaiting for you out there in the
dawn'ssurly light, a desperate
half sleepwhich is like a greasefire in the brainpan"(8).
If he leaveswith a convenientandtemporarydate,he canonceagainescapethe reality
of the situationfor a few morehours,becomingdistractedwith emptypleasurethat is a
counterfeitof affection,"the touchof flesh,the soundof anotherhumanvoice". Theuse
of the religious term "purgatory" paints a visual imageof both a cloudy, in-between
place that occupiesthe spacebetweenhis two selves,indicatinga senseof spiritual
lostnessand confusedidentity, and a needfor cleansing,purging. Whenhe writes of
steppingout into the "dawn'ssurly light", McInerneyis makingan ironic allusionto the
Americannationalanthemthat begins"Oh saycanyou see,by the dawn'searlylight", a
declarationof purevision, independence,
strengthand freedom. Althoughour herohas
no "ties" to anythingor anyone-his motherhasrecentlydied andhis wife hasrecently
filed for divorce-he is not free,but trappedin an endlesscycle of denialanddelusion.
His ultimate"freedom"is yet anothercruel reminderof his lack of connectionto others
and his inner instability.His vision is alsonot pure,yet an idealismtaintedby his own
confusionand inability to choosebetweenhis two selves.He is painfully awareof his
own paralysis,yet unableto escapeit.
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Our narrator is longing for intimacy, particularly manifested in the form of one
night stands, in an attempt to suppress his fears about mortality.

Unlike Ellis's

protagonists,this one has an emotional centre, albeit fractured and raw, that needssome
senseof connection and approval. Well into the novel, we realize that the narrator's
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Amanda's rejection, provides the novel with an emotional centre. At the beginning of
the novel when our narrator stepsout from the club, his seedyworld of temporary fixes,
he is bathed in light that shameshim, as the "glare is like a mother's reproach" (8). His
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framework that religion provides. In the club, as he realizes that it is actually Sunday
morning, he saysto himself:
Repent. Your body is the temple of the Lord and you have defiled it. It
is, after all, Sunday morning and as long as you have any brain cells left
there will be a resonantpatriarchal bassoechoing down the marble vaults
of your churchgoing childhood to remind you that this is the Lord's Day.
(6)
This reminder of a distant paradigm, providing answersto the questionsof identity and
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drown out, which he literally doeswith a fresh drink (6).
This double-minded protagonist continues to reluctantly join Tad in the pursuit
because
dissatisfied
feeling
they are not
these
with
pursuits
always
of pleasure,

82

symptomatic of his "real" identity. At times, he is frustrated with his desire for morewhat seems to be a spiritual longing for there to be a reality and purpose beyond his
casualleisure and careerpursuits. He often tried to repressit, and wishes he could be as
utterly narcissistic and superficial as Tad; itjust seemseasier:
You keep thinking that with practice you will eventually get the knack of
enjoying superficial encounters, that you will stop looking for the
universal solvent, stop grieving. You will learn to compound happiness
out of small incrementsof mindless pleasure.(52, emphasismine)
Although he fights thesedesiresto seekthe "universal solvent", someexternal agent that
explains the nature of life and death and upholdsjustice, he cannot deny theseurges that
seemto define his thought world. He hopes that his episodic pleasurecould construct a
senseof meaning and provide an escapefrom the grieving he still experiencesover the
loss of both his mother and his wife. Does this utteranceof a candid, raw emotional and
spiritual hunger indicate the emergenceof a third and actual selp. Our hero is clearly
not a pure hedonist or a "normal" guy; his real self is composedof these deep-seated
fears and desires that he continually tries to repress. The excessive and unfulfilling
excursions with Tad are not examplesof his own lust, but a desperateattempt to drown
the raw, frightened, grieving self that could emerge if he let go. Like Less Than Zero's
Clay, McInerney's hero is terrified of who he might really be-and resists the painful
face
these questions of identity.
to
process of attempting

This third self not only

recognizes its own weaknessand pain, but also acknowledgesthe need for a "universal
solvent", someoneor somethingthat provides all the answersto "the problem".
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McInerney re-emphasizes the absence of a paradigm provided by a "universal
solvent" in a poignant scene on the New York subway. Our protagonist sits next to a
Hasidic ýew who peacefully reads the Talmud while he ritualistically reads the Post,
following the "Coma Baby" storyline. He stops for a moment and notices that this man
has no interest in his Post, but looks to be purposefully reading his Talmud, as if there
was really something important to find within it. He thinks:
This man has a God and a History, a Community. He has a perfect
economy of belief in which pain and loss are explained in terms of a
transcendentalbalance sheet, in which everything works out in the end
and death is not really death. Wearing black wool all summer must seem
like a small price to pay. He believes he is one of God's chosen,whereas
you feel like an integer in a random series of numbers. Still, what a
fucking haircut. (57)
In spite of the self-mocking deflection of seriousnessin this final phrase,this is a pivotal
moment within the novel. The protagonist clearly vocalizes the philosophical and
spiritual reasons behind his wandering. He notes that for the Jew, everything is
explaincd-justice is real and dependablewithin a morally structured universe. There is
a transcendentjudge who ultimately determineshuman destiny. He also recognizesthat,
for the Jew, mortality is not the same kind of "problem" as it is in his world, but just a
transition from one world to the next. In this faith, there is a sense of purpose, of
hero
finally
our
recognizeshis fear and pain in feeling random,
of
meaning;
chosen-ness,
disconnected. As the Jew reads the Talmud, rabbinic interpretations of the Hebrew
Scriptures, he readsthe Post, a fictionalized and sensationalizedaccount of the random
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"stuff'

of reality.

This publication is his only scripture, the only book that he

continually draws from in a ritualistic fashion, yet is as random and purposelessas his
own life appearsto be. Feeling incredibly disheartened,he thinks "Sometimes you feel
like the only man in the city without group affiliation You could start your own
...
group-the Brotherhood of Unfulfilled Early Promise" and notes that the Post is full of
stories that "confirm your senseof impending disaster" (57).
This contrast between the Jew's metanarrative,as representedin the Talmud, and
our protagonist's senseof directionlessness,also relatesto his desire to becomea fiction
writer.

He is not interested in disconnected, yet verifiable, facts, yet longs for the

events, whether facts or not, to be connectedand join into a structured and purposeful
story. The story structure is inherently dependenton a senseof direction, anticipation,
he
is
in
his
knows
he
As
that
control
of
reality
and
resolution.
ultimately
not
purpose
and cannot trace his storyline, he longs to create one himself. This desire for a structure
that includes purpose and closure is closely related to his pain over Amanda, for he
"wanted an explanation, an ending that would assign blame and dish up justice" (127).
Blame and justice are well beyond his control and he knows this; his desire for these
things is perhaps an admission that he needs a transcendentreality to give direction to
this story. The Jew's faith, based on trust in the source of a "transcendental balance
find
for
this devastation,whereasour narrator only
ultimately
vindication
would
sheet"
finds an unravelled, unresolvedfantasy.
Towards the end of the novel, this repressedhunger for a sense of purpose, a
"universal solvent" and desire to fulfil an unutterable goal that is beyond any temporary
"fix", returns amid a cloudy bout of drug induced denial. McInerney emphasizesthe
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convoluted nature of what appears to be a pseudo-epiphany,yet also uses religious
languageto emphasizeits spiritual significance:
Your head is pounding with voices of confession and revelation. You
followed the rails of white powder in pursuit of a point of convergence
...
where everything was cross referenced according to a master
code.... coke runs out ... goal is receding. Whatever it was. You can't get
everything straight in one night. (170)
The battle between denial and confrontation, clouded by drug induced delirium, keeps
our hero in the purgatory between selves, away from seeking the "master code" that
would provide him with the key to "the problem". His painful longing for a seemingly
absentbut greatly desired "master code" and ultimate "goal" are numbed, once again, by
his pursuit of temporal pleasure.Unlike the spiritually bankrupt youth of Ellis's novels,
McInerney's protagonist sensessome sort of metaphysical framework, and desires to
"confess", understandits "revelation" and connect with it in order to obtain the allusive
"goal" of reality. This spiritual yearning, however, is clouded out by the immediate
"solution" of a deceitful and empty ecstasy.
The very last sceneof the novel could be read as either another manifestation of
delusion and denial or as a life-affirming epiphany. After our protagonist stumbles out
of a club, having just seenhis ex-wife, he encountersthe blinding sunlight and smells a
he
fantasizes
baked
bread.
he
freshness,
As
this
about
scent-freshly
smells
revitalizing
a different world, the world of "the righteous people who sleep at night and eat eggs for
breakfast" (181). McInerney writes that "Tears come to your eyes, and you feel such a
beside
that
tenderness
you
and
pity
stop
of
a lamppost and hang on for support"
rush
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(181). As he breathes in the smell of a world for those who are righteous and not
random, he longs to be included in their number. The uncontrollable wave of tenderness
provides him with a new kind of drunkenness. The baker, standing outside with the
fresh bread, will not let him taste the bread as he has no money. He immediately offers
to trade his expensive Rayban sunglassesfor a bag of fresh rolls. Does this trade off
signify a transition from the world of image and illusion to the world of reality, stability?
Is it an epiphany that opens up a new life of introspection and self-definition or does it
just reinforce his false and unattainable ideas of a "normal" life that awaits him as he
turns the comer? Soon, he is "Down on your knees" tearing open the bag to devour the
fresh, warm comforting bread. McInerney writes, "The smell of warm dough envelops
you. The first bite sticks in your throat and you almost gag. You will have to go slowly.
You will have to learn everything all over again" (182). As the protagonist kneels, he is
in a position of surrender,supplication-ready to devour the wholesome, fulfilling, real
bread. The last words of the novel, "You will have to learn everything all over again"
suggesta rebirth of sorts. A new self will emergefrom this symbolic trade-off-,the knelt
prayer and sacramentalenjoyment of this bread,the bread of a new life, indicate either a
radical change towards reality and stability, or the birth of a new, and even more
deceptive, illusion. Is this a real, transformative epiphany; or is this a counterfeit, like
the final "epiphany" of Less than Zero, that sardonically feigns escape from an
inescapablepattern?
StephanieGirard notes that the novel's narrator has not eaten since Friday night,
and emergesfrom the "tomb" of the nightclub on Sunday morning to meet the sunlight,
in
form
fresh
finally
bread. Asserting that this is clearly an
the
something
of
eat
and
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epiphany, grounded in the language of a religious framework, she writes: "The use of
future tense and the Friday-to-Sunday chronology are obvious signals of
resurrection/redemptionin progress; in some future spaceour hero will surely exchange
the impoverished values of the yuppies for the truths of fresh bread" (179). Yet Girard
also notes that this "eucharistic ending has as much to do with Carver as Christianity" as
it clearly alludes to the ending of Raymond Carver's short story, "A Small Good Thing"
in which a baker and a grieving family eat the literal fresh bread of symbolic community
as a way to confront grief and experiencelife. Carver, who was McInerney's teacher in
his M. F.A. programme, ends his story with an epiphany that embracesthe immanent
truth of the moment, the wholenessof the bread symbolizing the flavour of life, a means
to initiate community and healing. According to this reading, McInerney's epiphany is
both Joyceanand Freudian in nature, focusing both on the "Whatnessof the thing" and
how it symbolizes a healing of his multiple, scarred selves. Elizabeth Young, relying
completely on a Freudian reading of a splintered self, dismissesthis event's power as an
epiphany, and reducesit to mere sentimental longing for the past, a reminiscenceof the
is,
Young,
He
bread
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in
hero's
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to
according
our
childhood
of
smell
falling back into another constructedself basedon his inescapableand painful personal
history (54).Yet the strong use of religious language, coupled with the hero's
inconsistent,but earnestdesire for a spiritual reality in the form of an "universal solvent"
or "master code" indicate that he has moved beyond the multiple, competing
Ellis,
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whole.
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moment
constructions of self
McInerney does not provide a clear alternative to his protagonist's lost confusion, yet
does suggesta longing for something more that is almost completely absent in Ellis's
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novel.

The questions surrounding the validity of this final moment, this possible

"epiphany" reflect the difficulties of placing a moment of clarity and redemption amidst
a world where reality is bought and sold and "religion is success"(qtd. In Girard 173).
Douglas Coupland's second novel, Shampoo Planet, is a more "traditional"
initiation story than Ellis's Less Than Zero and McInerney's Bright Lights Big City but
still focuses on the same questions of identity, fragmentation, consumerism and the
seemingabsenceof a spiritual life in postmodem community. Although Ellis appearsto
emphasizethe absenceof spiritual desire while McInerney indicates a yearning for, but
fear of, spiritual reality, Coupland brings questionsof spiritual identity to the foreground
of most of his novels.

In his fiction as well as his interviews, Coupland often

first
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he,
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without religion" (Life After God 129), a disenchantedconsumer collective nursed on
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Sunday
than
parables.
school
advertising slogansrather
conflicted as his characters long to transcend their materialist climate to reach for
"moments of transcendenceand epiphany" (Draper 5), searching for what they believe
to be both transcendent and immanent truth, while at the same time relying on the
commodified tools they have inherited to sustain their daily existence. These are the
same tools with which ShampooPlanet's protagonist, Tyler Johnson,tries to forge an
identity; like Clay from Less Than Zero and the anonymous narrator of Bright Lights,
Big City he is left ultimately unfulfilled as he turns to consumerchoice as a surrogatefor
both
however,
Coupland
Ellis
McInerney,
Unlike
and
relationships and spirituality.
emphasizesthis lack of fulfilment and attemptsto propose an alternative, an overriding
desire for spirituality that becomes more apparent as Tyler experiences a series of
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epiphanies that respond to his deepestquestions about his own instability. This desire
ultimately suggests that Tyler's identity cannot be built around his false notions of
consumer freedom, but only on a knowledge that there must be something more,
somethingtranscendentthat defines both his core self and his connectionto reality.
The members of Coupland's generation, Generation X, are not only "the first
generation raised without religion", but the very generationto pick up and question the
pieces of shattered idealism left over from their parents' generation. The hippy
generation,as specifically portrayed in ShampooPlanet, embraceda sometimesvaguely
spiritual but mostly secular vision of peace, love, wholeness and community, still
appealing to a grand narrative of human emancipation. Generation X recognizes that
this idealistic vision is empty as it has no objective or spiritual grounding; this empty
idealism teachesthem to suspectany sort of sincerity as "sappy" and perhapsdishonest
for it is groundedin nothing "real". Coupland's generationwas taught about peace,love
and solidarity without any transcendent originating source. Although the parents in
Ellis's novel are Hollywood elite, and McInerney's parental characters are "normal"
Midwestern suburbanitesthat dream of the "real" life in the big city, both families share
a secular view of reality with the hippy parents in Coupland's Shampoo Planet.
Coupland specifically illustrates an interesting and complex transgenerational
ideological
by
the
extreme
contrast between flighty hippy
emphasizing
relationship
mom, Jasmine,and her son, Tyler. Tyler, an aspiring yuppie, whose dream life would
be that of McInerney's nameless socialite, explains that "My memories begin with
Ronald Reagan" (132) and refers to the earthy realism of his upbringing in a commune
as "the dark ages" (132). He finds things Jasmineand other hippies see as real, simple
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and from the earth, like the vegetablesin his family's kitchen, "depressing" (260) and
would much rather partake in a shiny, happy and artificial consumer world surrounded
by items like those in his room's own minicool, items that are "safe and heavily
advertised" (258).
Tyler's world is saturated in modem "stuff'; his chief interests are progress,
capital and newness. Tyler readily admits that for him, "reality" is defined by
commodity and media endorsement.If a product is not advertised enough, it is "hence
suspect" (124) and could be a remedial leftover from the "dark ages". Even descriptions
of nature are only "real" and meaningful if described in reference to manmade
like
is
"The
Pacific
Sunset
clean,
shrink
and
commodities:
utterly unused and orange
Tyler
Coupland's
(5).
Unlike
other
characters,
of
most
wrapped exotic vegetables"
for
He
joys
late
in
"freedom"
they
the
the
rich
people.
provide
of
capitalism
and
revels
longs for the life of leisure and affluence as depicted in Less Than Zero and the glamour
he
is
City.
Ironically,
Big
in
Lights,
I
Bright
fast-paced
to
that
the
city ife similar
of
trapped within quite a rural Great Plains community, "far away as possible from
is
fun"
(9).
Tyler,
According
"meaning"
to
only somethingthat
or
anywheremeaningful
by
information
by
be
a
and
endorsed
of
an exchange
media
can
manufactured
multinational company. Baudrillard highlights this type of contemporarythinking about
the deification of media information in "The Implosion of Meaning in the Media" where
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Everywhere information is thought to produce an acceleratedcirculation
of meaning... Information is thought to create communication... We are
all complicitous in this myth. It is the alpha and omegaof our modemity,
without which the credibility of our social organization would collapse."
(80)
The source of information production, the media, has seemingly replaced God as the
ultimate reference point, the final nexus of meaning, in the mind of contemporary
culture. Baudrillard emphasizesthis complete dependenceon the media for any notions
of community or meaning, for it is perceived as the beginning and end of our
contemporarysocietal framework.
Tyler appearsto gasp his almost religious reverencefor the myth of the media's
"alpha and omega" stronghold over the conception of meaning and purpose.Baudrillard
continuesto highlight the illusory quality of this new information encodedparadigm and
how it ultimately causesan implosion of both meaning and the social which he believes
are ultimately collapsing for a very specific reason: "Because where we think that
information produces meaning, the opposite occurs. Information devours its own
content. It devours communication and the social" (80). Nature paralyzesTyler; "fun"
and "meaning" are things that must be bought and sold. Thankfully, Tyler does find a
few beaconsof capitalistic hope in the middle of his boring "nowhere":
I pulled into a Circle-K grocery to buy a nostalgic bag of Cheezie
Nuggies and a ginger ale, feeling a twinge of pride in belonging to a
society that can maintain a beacon of light and technology like this
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Circle-K out in the middle of nowhere.

Convenience stores: the

economic engine of the New Order. (Coupland 193)
As he revels in the amazing progress that he is privileged to both benefit from and
contribute to, he is deathly afraid of being poor as this might land him in the "dark
ages". Tyler's insatiable desire for wealth and progressare an obvious foil to Jasmine's
earthy idealism. Tyler and his siblings grew up in a hippy commune, a community
basedon sharedutopian ideals rather than visions of material progress.
The years in the commune representthe ultimate "dark ages" for Tyler; he finally
found his own "reality" and thus his home when he steppedinto the modern world of his
family's new house:
Let me tell you of the house that became our new home and the new
immediacy,
inside:
lights,
shocksand crispness.
grills;
switches,
wonders
I rememberjumping up and down on the novel smooth floor and yelling,
"Hardness! Hardness!" I remember TV, stereos, and reliability-lights
that would never fail. I was home. (19)
Tyler obviously defines "home" and "reality" in accordancewith very superficial and
transient factors, the power the "New World Order" has to create immediate pleasure
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fails to identify the source of light or any reason for trusting it. Tyler, like many other
children of his generation, is told to be good, fair and just with no real reason that is
grounded in something outside of what seems merely to be his own, his parents' or
society's whims. Like the burnouts he observesat his local mall, he was not given the
tools of belief through which to interpret the world-he was given the freedom of choice
to make senseof his environment himself, a freedom of existential choice echoedin the
freedom of consumer choices he is given every time he goes shopping or watches
television. Although Jasminetaught her children to "be good to one another", she did
not offer a satisfactory reason why they should behave this way. Thus, Tyler and his
"global teen" friends are looking for something more, looking to redefine "real". In the
face of fuzzy idealism and absenceof a solid paradigm, Tyler looks for something that
he thinks will be more lasting and appealing in his immediate environment. At one
leave"(176).
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For Tyler, who was raised without any religion or pictures of eternity, Whas become
an eternity on earth. Believing that the human desire for progress,propelled by a deeper
desire to make money, will last forever, he clings to it for assurancein his own identity.
This desire for a productive future producesa vision of a purposeful and fulfilled
life; in the absenceof a religious or political grand narrative to provide direction and
meaning, the new capitalist telos becomes an end in itself. As mentioned in the
introduction to this thesis, Coupland frequently draws attention to the distinctions
between the "future" and "eternity": the "future" is a modem, capitalist vision of
highly
developments,
form
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technological
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whereas
of
more
advanced
progress
"etemity" is a vision of the afterworld that transcends the limited capitalist idea of
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"reality" (Ashbrook). Both Jasmine's vision of a peaceful earthly community and
Tyler's fantasies of a progressive future ignore any supernatural reality and long for
some senseof fulfilment in an earthly utopia. PerhapsTyler is, in a sense,mixing both
Coupland's ideasof the "future" and "eternity" together in his belief that progress,malls
and televisions are the manifestations of the desired ultimate "end" to life and will
themselveslive forever. His fixation on progress is symptomatic of his desire to touch
something that will always be new and last forever, thus a vision of earthly,
technologically engineeredparadise. Jean Baudrillard suggeststhat "the heavenshave
come down to earth" in the affluent, secular West, yet he also notes that this "taste of
material paradise;' is "fatal" ("Anorexic Ruins" 34). The death-inducing "sweetness" in
the contemporary"land of milk and honey" ("Consumer Society" 33) is the dark subject
of Less Than Zero, as Ellis's satiated characters fail to recognize their own spiritual
deaths,masking them in the false promises of luxury. Masking this underlying desire for
touching a spiritual reality, Tyler also replaces a forgotten metaphysical metanarrative
with a material one; he is in dangerof the same"death" that Ellis's protagonistsmistake
for life.
Early in the novel, Tyler makes it clear that he equates mental, spiritual and
emotional health with material prosperity and media endorsement:
I love the mall. I always have. The health of your mall is important. At
the mall people are interested only in staying as modem as possible,
continually forgetting the past while envisaging a shinier more fabulous
future We are so lucky to be living in the times we do. (132)
...
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The mall is a model of progress, a "real" geographical space that correspondswith
television's virtual space and supplies millions of consumers with guidance for
achieving a healthy, wealthy and "happy" life. G.P. Lainsbury notes that in postmodern
youth culture "the mall is the television version of place - it representsthe victory of
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"modem" community echoes Baudrillard's analysis of the media's effect on
socialization: "Everywhere socialization is measured by the exposure to media
messages. Whoever is underexposedto the media is desocialized or virtually asocial"
(Simulacra 80). For Tyler, anyone outside of the fluorescent light of the mall's
information rays is an outsider, someoneunlucky, a victim of the "dark ages". Sadly,
Tyler's mother, Jasmine, is one of these "desocialized" individuals, continuing to
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immersed in the artificial reality that is everyday life for the apathetic ciphers of Less
Than Zero. In commenting on the late capitalist world of the Ellis novel, Elizabeth
Young describesa uniform, synthetic society that would make Tyler's mouth water:
Commodity relations had come to permeateevery aspect of life; social
life, erotic life, knowledge and culture, and this process inevitably
alienatedus from our own lives. The capitalist spectacle... was seductive.
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It promised to satisfy all desires,relieve all burdens, fulfil every dreambut one could only achievethis nirvana through consumption.(32)
Tyler, not recognizing the alienating effects of this desired form of postmodernnirvana,
continues to trust in a messianicvision of capitalism's ultimate offerings. His identity is
validated only when in strong connection with the virtual community of fluid
information exchangeand acquisition of ever-changing"new" designergoods.
As he reflects on this all important association,he constructs a poignant picture
of the environment that attractedand entrancedhim most as an adolescent:
The Ridgecrest mail was where my friends and 1, all of us hyper from
sugar and too many video games,feeling fizzy and unreal-like products
without

advertising--shunted about

in

our

packs: skatepunks,

deathcookies,jocks, pseuds,Euros, and geeks, all of us feeling like the
man who was hypnotized onstageby the circus magician and who could
never wake up from his trance. (13 1)
Tyler and his mallmates were entranced by the seductive glossiness of the mail's
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world
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symptomatic of the certain depthiessness of postmodem culture, a picture of
contemporaryculture that ZYgmunt Baumanseesas partially defined by:
A shopping mail overflowing with goods whose major use is the joy of
purchasingthem; and existencethat feels like a lifc-long confinement to
the shopping mall. It meansthat exhilarating freedom to pursue anything
and the mind-boggling uncertainty as to what is worth pursuing and in the
nameof what one should pursue it. (Liquid Modernity A i)
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This is a freedom that Coupland's characters both appreciate and resent as it is a
freedom that synonymously liberates and paralyzes. Although Tyler and his friends are
free to choose what they want, both products and religions, they have not been given
guidance in their choices, and are quickly lulled into a zombie like state by the very
cultural products that have nurtured them from their childhood; this freedom from a
traditional paradigm, is the life-long "confinement" to another. This entrapment, so
vividly representedas the individual hell of each beautiful, affluent character in Less
Aan Zero, is unrecognized by an initially carefree Tyler. The only twinge of
foreshadowedhorror in Tyler's world is in a frightening vision of a "postshoppingworld
of frozen escalatorsand nothing for sale" (132).
Tyler's fascination with capitalism and progress is clearly linked to a desire to
continually reinvent himself, not just in a business sense,but also in a relational and
quasi-spiritual sense. The novel continually contraststhe "Old World" of Europe with
the "New World" of the U. S.A., a place where, "You are allowed to redo history--- erase
your tapes and start over again; make a first impression twice" (159). According to
Tyler, in the "New World" you don't have to be reminded of the "Dark Ages" of the
past, as history can be completely rewritten. He sees that in the United States, the
individual can construct his own identity basedon his drive to achieve. Tyler's vision of
America is ultimately as idealistic as Jasmine's love for commune life; he truly believes
in the transformative power of the "American Dream" where an individual can "pull
himself up by his own bootstraps", leaving behind the darknessof poverty for the bright
light of the future. He believes that history equals past mistakes and baggage,rather
than important stages of development that can be instructive to the contemporary
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generation. The past is something we need to "get over" so we can move forward and
progress.
On his trip to Europe, he is annoyedby the old world inconveniences,a clinging
to historical nostalgia (as he seesit) that prevents Europeansfrom ever becoming truly
modem. In a conversation between Tyler and his friends before his trip to Europe,
Coupland emphasizesthe surplus nature of history and other traditional subjects in the
New World of information overload via technology. Anna Louise says, "Fair's fair. I
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have to throw old information out to make way for the new stuff' (58). Then Tyler
begins to wonder about her commentsin relation to the lifestyle of all his friends:
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Tyler emphasizesthis by exclaiming, "History's dead,but right now is alive" (228). This
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sentiment provides yet another generational contrast when, later in the novel, Tyler's
grandmotherexpressesher fears of technology erasingthe past. Sheclaims that she is:
frightened by how heavily influenced she is by the most recent things she
encounters: TV shows, magazines, conversations... the new things just
seemto erasethe old things the way new sceneryerasesold scenerywhen
you're driving down the highway. (58)
Unlike his grandmother, Tyler does not fear the power "information" has to erase the
past, but dependson it entirely to build a new future. Tyler's only initial and superficial
interest in history is in using it to encourageand perpetuateprogressthrough making lots
of money. He does this by sending a letter to his favourite CEO proposing a History
World theme-park where those who have a weakness for "history" can indulge
themselvesby digging up historical artefactsin landfills.
Tyler's views on history don't just apply to the American national collective
history, but to his personal history as well. History is simply baggage that prevents
identity.
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His vision for the happily hyper-capitalist future of his country also guaranteeshis own
freedom to reinvent himself. Tyler is training to be an executive in the hotel industry
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I think hotel/motels are a career with a future. I like hotels becausein a
hotel room you have no history, you only have an essence. You feel like
you're all potential, waiting to be rewritten, like a crisp, blank sheet of 8
V2by II inch white bond paper. There is no past. (28)
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According to Tyler's theories, capitalism can buy everyone a blank slate, or two, or ten.
We can buy whatever we want, and our identity developmentdependson this. Perhaps
this desire to reinvent the self through capitalist achievementsmasks a deeper spiritual
desire for rebirth that is present in many of Coupland's novels. Ironically, Miss
Wyoming's John Johnson desperately tries to untangle himself from the strings of
progress in order to find redemption and identity; Tyler longs to become entangled. In
the above quotation, Tyler does not wish to annihilate the self, for he acknowledgesa
core "essence", but desires to "rewrite" his identity, gain a second chance to be clean
and new through the "purifying" power of capital.
As Tyler leaves the "new world" and travels to the "old world" of Europe, he
seems to treat it almost as a trip to Disney's Epcot centre where history has been
replaced by kitsch nostalgia. He holds no esteem for the factual reality of history's
if
is
but
Europe
be
leftovers
them
to
that
sees
away
ever
as mere
remnants
cleared
need
to experienceprogress. Like Tyler, the continent of Europe needsto rewrite its identity.
Ironically, Tyler's excursion into the "old world" gives him the opportunity to recreate
himself as he moves from city to city, continually making interchangeable travel
"friendships":
We had the absolution of youth, which bubbled over our brief but ultraintense travellers' friendships-brief

friendships allowing us complete

license to reinvent ourselves and our personal histories sans reprisal or
exposure.(97)
Amidst the excitement of continually rewriting his identity as he moves from hostel to
hostel, Tyler begins to sensehis own rootlessness,admitting that he "felt homeless,like
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a snail without a shell" (104). Suddenly, the "new world" of the USA, land of reinvention, becomes a vision of stability, commitment, family and relationships. This
idealized longing for "home", a nexus of interpersonal connections, introduces an
underlying desire for a stable, fixed reality that appearsto be a contrast with Tyler's
capitalist rebirth fantasies.
Although Tyler's loneliness does cause a bit of self-reflection, this doesn't last
for long. Soon after lamenting that he has had "too many experiences but no
relationships" (105), he meets Stephanie, an exciting, seductive and unpredictable
French girl who makes him forget about his homesick longings. Although Stephanieis
part of the "old world", her fiery attitude, flippancy towards commitment and
unpredictability are enticing and alluring "new world" qualities that cause Tyler to
forget all about his girlfriend Anna Louise and the conversely American "old world"
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Louise, Stephanie is not interested in a developing relationship, but in fun, adventure
and continual re-invention of the self for the sakeof shirking any senseof responsibility.
Tyler tells us, "My time with Stephaniewas not a story. I never went from A to B, or
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Tyler is no longer interested in any of his previous attachmentsthat remind him of the
"essence' of his self, rewriting the self is not enough-he wants a complete new self,
based on the ever changing pursuit of pleasure embodied by Stephanie.The notion of
home is stagnant and stifling, whereas the excitement of continual travel and episodic
freedom.
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Once again, however, Tyler begins to realize that stability and commitment are
what he desires as Stephanieall but abandonshim in LA as she networks with the.rich
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dramatically as it began. After eating in an expensiverestauranttogether, she tells him,
"Sor-ree, Tyler. We had fun. It's over. Firooz's friends have moved my things for me
tonight while we ate. Good-bye" (234). Tyler's romance with spontaneity and the
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bought and sold, a world so horrifically representedin Less 7han Zero, but only hinted
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great I'm allowed to reinvent myself every week" (223). In an ironic twist, Tyler
recognizesthat Stephanie'sever-changingsenseof identity basedon temporal passions
is not as appealing as he had imagined. The romantic lore of reinventing the self is not
as appealing when his partner also partakes in this "liberating" activity, and therefore,
dumps him. Unlike Clay from Less Than Zero, Tyler ultimately realizes that he is not
satisfied with disconnectedepisodesthat provide momentary and transient pleasures;he
wants these episodesto connect together and move forward as a relationship develops.
He is ultimately unsatisfied as he and Stephanie's affair never becomes a story, and
longs for the ultimate and fulfilling purposethat a story arc reveals. Like the protagonist
of Bright Lights, Big City, Tyler longs for the sense of justice and resolution that a
traditional story provides.
Tyler's dissatisfaction with transient, pseudo-relationshipsbased on pleasure
rather than communication is perhaps analogousto his growing suspicion of the very
capitalistic goals and glossy popular culture that he credits with nurturing him and
providing "meaning" for his life. Gordon Lynch notes that Coupland's charactersare
frequently "drop outs" that exist on the edge of a consumer culture, trying to find a
different source of "meaning" for their lives (92). Alternatively, and thus neglected in
Lynch's description, Tyler initially appearsto be a non-critical product of his consumer
culture, looking towards capitalism as a non-mystical heavenon earth, a ticket for a new,
forever exciting and luxurious identity. Lynch arguesthat a:
GenerationX view of the world is a product of western culture in which
capitalism and the free market have emerged as fixed points of social
organisationwhilst personalmeaning is fluid and unclear. (3 1)
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Tyler, who has had a lifelong reverencefor the "fixed points" of capitalism and the free
market, begins to question their ability to provide meaning for his life. As a "global
teen", Tyler's deepestdesires initially appear to be merely for wealth and a luxurious
lifestyle basedon the foundation of a power position in a multinational company. After
his devastating rejection by Stephanie,he begins to think more introspectively, asking
whether the "things" that he calls "home" are really the answer to his life's longings.
Lynch refers to a fluid sense of identity and lack of clarity in a personal search for
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and more disillusioned by the answers that the unstable paradigm of pop culture
supposedlyprovides for him. He experiencesa poignant realization after meeting with
his grandfather, a relentless entrepreneurstill searching for the "things" that will make
him happy. Tyler finally concludes that "Grandpa's getting old: aging with nothing to
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emptinessof this cycle as he points out that consumerobjects are only attractive as long
as desire is left ungratified. The major power players in a consumer society actually
master the art of producing desire itself in order to keep the consumer masses
unsatisfied. In a capitalist society, we work to make money and buy things in a futile
attempt to quench this thirst of consumer desire, the very thirst that is born out of our
endlessneed to feed it ("Consumer Society"). Tyler concludesthat a life built on these
shaky, and ultimately unfulfilling, foundations-the same"foundations" that he used to
cling to for existential "meaning", is not a life worth living. Thug, the only "fixed point"
of capitalism's social organization is a collectively shared,continually unsatisfied desire
to construct identity and find meaning and purposethrough acquiring things.
Tyler's progressive distrust in the ability of his capitalist fantasies to provide
meaning for his life also exposes a more spiritual longing for a transcendent"fixed
point" that can provide him with answersabout his own identity. Questioning what he
initially perceived as the closed material universe of image and commodity, Tyler longs
for some senseof mystery and magic to unlock the secretsof both his identity and any
meaning within the universe that relates to him.

After watching a scientific

documentarythat advocatesatheistic materialism, he commentsthat the concept that the
universe is both "unforgiving and cold" is something that he doesn't want to believe
(118). Examining his own desire to understandhis identity, and how his personalorigin
relates to the possible objective origins of the universe, Tyler recognizesthat he wants
"to know the software secretsencodeddeepwithin my cells" (Coupland 175). Rejecting
the notion that his primary identity lies in his roles as both consumerand entrepreneur,
Tyler wonders who has createdthese secret,mysterious codesthat define his desires,his
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personality, his essenceas a human being. Tyler acknowledgesthat there is something
mysteriously, intrinsically "human" within him, and longs to unlocks the keys to selfknowledge.
Tyler wants to understand how his personality connects with a universe he
refusesto see as empty and meaningless.Coupland questionsthe connection between a
possibly empty, impersonal materialist universe and individual identity; how can
individual human personality arise from an impersonal universe? Christian theologian
Francis Schaefferaddressesthe samequestionsas he assertsthat:
The assumption of an impersonal beginning cannot adequately explain
the personal beings we see around us; and when men try to explain man
on the basis of an original impersonal, man soon disappears.In short, an
impersonal beginning explains neither the form of the universe nor the
personality of man. Hence it gives no basis for understanding human
relationships, building just societies, or engaging in any kind of cultural
effort. (10)
Schaeffer argues that the universe and its inhabitants do have a senseof personality as
they are reflections of a personal creator. Struggling with questions similar to those
raised by Schaeffer's comments about "personality" or identity, Tyler wonders who or
what has implemented the code that creates the software of the selp. Is his identity
basedon the plan, strategyand arrangementof some sort of divine coder-or do his own
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teenager with clearly superficial concerns about gaining wealth and status and having
fun, he does increasingly divulge a senseof spiritual longing and wonder early on, a
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fragile yet ever-presentundertow that permeatesthe central questionsand actions of the
novel. Immediately before confessinghis affair (to his readers,not to his girlfriend), he
invites us to:
Imagine you are sitting down in a chair and on a screenbefore you
are shown a bloody, ripping film of yourself undergoing surgery.
The surgery saved your life. It was pivotal in making you you. But you
don't remember it. Or do you? Do we understandthe events that make
us who we are? Do we ever understandthe factors that make us do the
things we do? When we sleep at night-when we walk acrossa field and
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Tyler is clearly questioning how the evcnts/choicesof his own life help to create his
identity, while clearly acknowledging that there is a core "soul" that can change. With
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software secrets encoded deep within my cells" introduces the possibility of a
transcendentsource of the codes, this vivid surgery image ponders the existence of a
surgeonwho has forged Tyler's existencethrough mysterious acts of spiritual "surgery".
Only after Tyler has been rejected by his idealized fling, Stephanie,and deeply
hurt his girlfriend, Anna Louise, by cheating on and leaving her, does he begin to more
actively question the larger purposeof his life and look beyond himself, his new car and
his vast array of hair care products for answers. After finally landing his dreamjob with
a Fortune 500 company, Tyler, the prodigal, takes the bus from California to
Washington to reunite with his mother and estranged ex-girlfriend.

In this most

mundane of places, a Greyhound bus, he experiencesan epiphany that brings him a
sense of new life and hope. In an almost farcical, yet bizarrely tender scene, the old
woman sleeping in the bus seatacrossthe aisle from him losesher denturesin his lap; he
reaches across the aisle and gently places them back in her withered hands. As he
experiences a moment of his own kindness that no one else witnesses, he begins to
weep:
I cry becausethe future has once again found its sparkle and grown a
million times larger. And I cry becauseI am ashamedof how badly I
have treated the people I love--of how badly I behavedduring my own
personal dark ages-back before I had a future and someonewho cared
for me from above. It is like today the sky openedup and only now am I
allowed to enter. (253)
In this epiphanic moment, as he witnesses a forgotten capacity for tenderness and
kindness, he instantly and finally realizes that he is ashamedof his past attitude and
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behaviour. This epiphany revealsa deeperunderstandingof the self as he recognizesthat
"the dark ages" are a part of his personal past, not becauseof the hippy environment of
his youth, but becauseof the darknessthat is inside. The layers of self-deception are
peeledback to indicate a deepertruth about the nature of his soul.
Not long before the bus journey, Tyler receives a letter from Jasmine that tells
him that:
Shortly, if not already, you will begin to notice the blackness inside us
all. You will develop black secretsand commit black actions. You will
be shockedat the insensitivities and transgressionsyou are capableof, yet
you.will be unable to stop them. (246)
After years of mocking those who have less material wealth, drive for ambition and
commercial successthan he does, he recognizesthat the "dark ages" are not the effect of
material deprivation, but an inherent existential state that becomes even darker when
ignored. Only now, as he seeshimself showing kindness to someonewho, becauseof
age and economic status, appearsto be below him, in the "dark ages" herself, is he
finally shocked by his amazing insensitivity towards those who love him. This is the
type of epiphany, an exposure of past callousness,that Less Than Zero's Clay missed
when he failed to stop his car and help the poor Mexican woman and three children
stranded by the side of the road. A bit later in ShampooPlanet, while reflecting on his
stepfather's cruel treatment of his mother, Tyler comments that, "And I am fuelled by
the awarenessof all the badnessin this world-badness I have tolerated becauseI had
never chosen to see it for what it was" (274). Tyler is experiencing several pivotal,
identity defining moments at each of thesepoints, as he recognizesthat the conceptsof
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"good" and "bad" are not constructsbasedon perceptions,but realitiesthat do not go
awaywhenignored. He hadnever"chosento see"whathe admitsto be "all the badness
in this world"; this indicatesthat "badness"is somethingthat existswhetherhe chooses
to acknowledgeits presenceor not. To ignore it, therefore,perpetuatesits cancerous
the
growth.Again unlike Ellis's Clay,Tyler's epiphanyhasenabledhim to acknowledge
presenceof boundariesand standardsbeyondthose of his own making. Ratherthan
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senseof shameand recognition of a need for repentance,but an attitude of gratefulness
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somewhatambiguous.Who exactlyis this "someone"from abovethat hasgivenhim a
secondchance,a future? This questionis particularly relevantwhen we remember
Coupland'sclear distinctionsbetweenthe modem conceptof a "future", an earthly
accomplishmentbuilt on utopian idealsof progress,and the vastly different spiritual
conceptof "eternity" that indicatesa "real" reality that is beyond the materialworld.
Tyler's sentence,a strangemix of capitalistdreammyth and desirefor transcendence,
couldindicateeithera spiritualrebirthor a new allegianceto capitalistidealsof material
salvation. Is his saviourGod...or Frank E. Miller, his idol and CEO of the Bechtol
Corporationwho hasrecentlyofferedhim sucha promisingjob? This overarchingfigure
in
be
life
has
him
for
could
either... or
who
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with security purposeandmeaning
a confusedmix of both.
In many of his novels, Couplandemphasizeshis post-Christiangeneration's
inability to form spiritual pictures of eternity, or to even speculate on any sense of
meaning beyond what is offered in the material world, as they have received no religious
training to guide them in these metaphysical explorations. Although Jasmine,Tyler's
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obvious desire for spirituality has been obscuredby a lifelong lack of spiritual guidance
that has been replacedby his strongest"moral" and "spiritual" guides,the media. In the
midst of such a seemingly cleansingconfession,perhapsTyler only knows how to revert
back to his old patterns as he projects his desire for meaning and salvation onto his
earthly idol. PerhapsMiller, the beneficent capitalist, is the only messiah he has ever
been able to envision. Does this confusing confession indicate a life-transforming
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epiphany or is Coupland, once again, merely satirizing the spiritual vacuity of his
generation? Like the final "epiphany" of Brights Light, Big City and the "false" vision
of SusanColgate in Coupland's Miss Wyoming,this epiphany exposesthe complexities
of experiencing a moment of true enlightenment and spiritual awakening in a
contemporary culture so polluted with synthetic replications of "truth". Although
Coupland does not discredit the epiphany, as it clearly changesTyler's entire perspective
on his identity, he nevertheless, indicates the blurred relationship between authentic
spirituality and the promised heavenof a consumerculture.
Some significant episodes in the last few pages of the novel again invoke the
above questionsabout the nature of Tyler's transformation; is he merely entering a more
advanced phase of commodity induced fantasy, or has he recognized his longing for
something "real" that is beyond a successful commercial future and cannot be
orchestrated by any earthly agent, even the CEO of a multinational corporation?
Although Tyler's bus "epiphany" does birth some realizations about the darkness of
human nature and his place in that collective depravity, his vision of a solution for
rebirth appearshopeful, yet confused. His love of material wealth, and his attempts to
base his senseof value and meaning on its ability to construct an identity for him, is
obviously unfulfilling; yet he does not know where else to look for answers about the
44secrets"
of his mysterious soul, its desire for a spiritual reality, and his needto override
his admitted "darkness".
In the last pages of the novel, Tyler visits Anna Louise, his ex-girifriend and
injured
his
deeply
of
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episodic soireewith Stephanie,in an attempt to restore
most
their deeply fractured relationship. Anna Louise allows him to stay the night in her
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apartment,but he must sleep on the floor. Previously elated by his promising job offer,
he now lies awake and ponderswhat he initially thought were earnestrealizations about
his life, wondering if hejust might have missed something:
Lying here on the floor, sipping a cola, I make a tally in my head, I make
a sum-credits and debits-a balance of accounts. What secretshave I
traded these past months for other secrets?

What sweetness for

corruption? Light for darkness? Lies for truths? Curiosities satisfied in
return for anxieties? -Overall there appearsto be a net loss. I feel there
has yet to be one more revelation coming my way, becauseI think there's
some insight I've just plain missed.(28 1)
Tyler is awake, on the floor, tallying his "bad" versus his "good" behaviour, thoughts,
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deny that "Overall there appearsto be a net loss" (281). His questionsabout an eternal
balancesheetand both a fear of and need forjustice echo the samequestionsthe narrator
of Bright Lights, Big City raises when he seesa Hasidic Jew on the subway. Although
more transformedthan McInerney's protagonist, Tyler indicatesthat the epiphany on the
bus appearsto still have only taken him only halfway to salvation from the darkness
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Tyler's hope for a "revelation" employs religious language,yet does not assign
the word "revelation" a large "11". Once again, Coupland indicates a desire for
transcendence,a need for someoneor something outside of the commodified system to
break through and reveal truth. Unlike Ellis, Coupland createscharacterswho are not so
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paralyzed by their entrapment in consumer culture that they can't begin to search for
somethingmore. This desireto searchfor truth and clarity is still seenon the level of the
human, the mundane as Tyler uses the terms "revelation" and "insight" almost
interchangeably. "Insight" implies the ability of the selfto dissolve the murkiness of
previous ideas, whereas"revelation" indicates the need for an outside agent to provide
clarity and disclose truth to the self. Joyce's original epiphanies,spiritual manifestations
in the midst of everyday trivialities, do not seem to function satisfactorily in Tyler's
world, where the trivial flux of everyday life is no longer dependant on nature and
relationships, but the constructedvalues and social systemsof commodiri cation. Tyler,
like Ellis's Clay and McInerney's anonymousanti-hero, cannot distinguish betweenthe
"real" natural world and the "illusory" world that has been built around them. These
protagonistsare blinded by artificiality that is a counterfeit for identity, relationshipsand
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take on the clearly supernatural manifestations of Girlfriend in a Coma or Eleanor
Righ.y--Tyler does not experienceapocalyptic visions or welcome an angel's visitation.
But, in the midst of a very "normal" social situation, Coupland employs overt biblical
imagery that introduces,once again, questionsof origin, salvation and meaning.
In this completely unexpected and farcically dramatic final episode, Coupland
drafts a vision of a fractured, makeshift, yet hopeful Eden. Tyler, having, finally fallen
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asleep on the floor after a night of continual self-reflection, is awakened by drops of
water splashingon his body and a puppy licking his face. The floor of the flat above has
crashed in on the couple, bringing with it a deluge of pond water and animals who are
"adorning all surfacesof the room flowing downward into our lives" (282). As Tyler
...
looks around he notices that "All of the technology in the room is wrecked, but it seems
besidethe point" (282). This puzzling statementimplies an immediate paradigm shift as
Tyler labels the tangible reminders of his comfortable commercial world as "beside the
These ruined products are representativeof what had previously formed the

point".

nexus of a consumer culture that manufactureddesire, values and meaning for Tyler's
life. Suddenly, they are not a part of his new focus, but what is his new "point"? He is
confronted head on with what he used to label as the "depressing" natural world; the
shiny new objects of his safe, manufactured world are destroyed and, rediscovering a
sort of lost innocence, he exclaims to Anna-Louise "Wake up-the world is alive! "
(282). The technology that once created the defining arc of his sense of life and
purpose, is now consideredirrelevant. This messy, natural Eden invades the organised,
artificial world of his past life; as it is destroyed, the world becomes "alive". After
life,
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The developmentof the central protagonist's emotional and spiritual identity is
impaired in Less Than Zero, Bright Lights, Big City and Shampoo Planet. All three
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novels illustrate the soured dreamsof an idealized "future" in which identity is defined
by the acquisition of wealth, glamour and success. These superficial obsessions
dominate the minds, dreamsand relationshipsof Clay, Tyler and McInerney's unnamed
protagonist. Clay's identity is the most "anonymous" in its decentredapathy, while the
narrator of Bright Lights, Big City is a splintered consciousness,desperateto find the
formula for a domestic, "righteous" normality. The presenceof crippling wealth and
privilege and the absenceof any sort of alternative, metaphysical paradigm through
which to read reality provide thesetwo young men with no clear senseof identity. Only
Couplartd's Tyler, initially embracing the gospel of capitalism with great fervour and a
hope for "salvation" from the "darkness" of the normal, real world, ultimately rejects
this false gospel, reclaiming his identity. Unlike an almost completely indifferent Clay,
both Tyler and the anti-hero of McInerney's novel long for a sense of justice and
purpose in reality, and realize that they must access this "code" or discover the
"universal solvent" in order to find themselves. But the protagonist of Brights Light, Big
City is unable to discern the difference between reality and appearance,a distinction he
wants to have faith in, but can never completely trust. Clay, on the other hand, is too
numbed to even rememberthat there is such a concept as the distinction between"real"
and superficial; Ellis truly depicts a one-dimensional city full of equally onedimensional characters. Only Coupland very clearly portrays a defined distinction
between Tyler's media-generatedidealism and a spiritual dimension that is not just
another commodified alternative, but the most important reality. Through a series of
epiphanies, and a final "revelation", Tyler experiencesa rebirth, an escape from the
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CEUPTER THREE
Transcending Irony: Generation X, Life After God, Hey Nostradamus!
The defining desireto discoverthe possibilitiesof faith and wonderin a postreligious culture is evident in all of Coupland's writing. Andrew Tate commentsthat the
postmodem space of Coupland's fiction is also a "space of religious possibility. The
uncertaintiesof the postmodemworld have inspired him to negotiatethe possibilities of
finding truth, rather than reject it as an obsoletequest" (337). Tate's stanceechoesthe
notion that Zygmunt Bauman re-emphasizes in Intimations of Postmodernity that
postmodernity allows room for a "re-enchantment" following the dismantling of
modernity's "legislating reason" (x). Although Coupland's protagonistsare, in a sense,
products of their own zombie culture, a culture "preoccupiedwith violence, indulgence,
sexual excess, decadence,consumerism and commerce" (Annesley 1), they are also
acutely aware of the devastatingeffects of this culture. Fredric Jamesonnotes that the
postmodem subject suffers from fragmentationand a "waning of affect" (10), incapable
of expressingangst and alienation. These splintered, seemingly indolent and apathetic
subjects, are frequently the subjects of much postmodem fiction, particularly the new
breed of Generation X minimalism, what James Annesley labels "blank fiction"
(Annesley 2). Despite Jameson'sclaims, Coupland's protagonistsare severelyaffected,
jerk
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irony" (Generation X 150), cynicism and passivity to addressproblems. Coupland's
Generation X, a novel, and Life After God, a collection of short stories, explore the
difficulties of experiencingepiphany in the post-religious contemporaryculture. These
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books both indicate two prerequisites for the manifestation of a postmodem, resacralizedepiphany: the presenceof a narrative template in the lives of the protagonists
and a clear moment of escapefrom postmodem irony and cynicism. His characterslong
to understand life not as an unrelated sequenceof events, but as a purposeful story.
Although they, in many cases,initially respond to their world through ironic, cynical
gestures,as if irony were a natural, inherited reflex, they also wish to transcendirony's
protective, elitist shell and question the emptinessof an existencesuperficially defined
by image and commodity.
Although GenerationX.- Talesfor an Accelerated Culture was commissionedto
bea non-fiction cultural critique, Coupland chose, instead, to create his first piece of
fiction. Why did he choosefictional "tales" over '!factual" accountsand statistics? In
an interview with New York Timesjournalist SteveLohr, Couplandstates:
I'm interested in people my age and younger who have no narrative
structure to their lives. The big structure used to be the job, the career
arc, and that's no longer there. Neither is family or religion. All these
narrativetemplateshave eroded.
This lack of "narrative templates" in the form of structural work ambitions or
metaphysical paradigms produces, in Coupland's world, a generation adrift.
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structure, his protagonistsdo not trust the media, big businessCEO's, and any others
who, having access to the most advanced technological tools, want to create this

120

structure for them. The three central charactersof GenerationX, Dag, Andy and Claire,
have all seemingly escapedthe corporateworld of middle-classAmerica to reside in the
desert which they refer to as a "quiet sanctuary" (4) and tell stories to one another
,
while voluntarily working in low-pay dead-end occupations that Coupland labels as
"McJobs"(5). By physically moving across country, and acceptingjobs that squander
their high levels of education and thwart the 'American Dream' of wealth as progress,
they refuse to allow the corporate world to absorb and manipulate their individual
stories. Coupland comically labels this moving, not as an individualistic, nonconformist
and liberating act, but as part of a trend of "Emallgration: migration toward lower-tech,
lower-information environments containing a lessened emphasis on consumerism"
(173). Although his protagonistsflee from an engrossingconsumerculture, they are still
dependant on "Mcjobs".

Coupland's use of humorous irony in labelling his "free

thinkers" as practitioners of a new convention, does not completely undercut their real
desireto re-navigatetheir lives, abandoningmodernity's map.
Dag, Andy and Claire's attemptsto actively reject a technologically constructed
overarching narrative reflects Lyotard's claims that in a postmodemsociety, "the grand
narrative has lost its credibility" (PostmodernCondition 14). Lyotard's indictment of
the grand narrative is a responseto " Modernity's claim to ground its legitimacy on the
project of liberating humanity as a whole through science and technology" (The
Inhuman 34). Although, as Westphal notes, the, "premodern world legitimated its
cognitive practices with either mythological or religious narratives" ("Heidegger &
Lyotard"), the modem world no longer uniformly consults these narratives.

In the

absence of these mythological/ religious narratives, the grand unifying force in
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modemity is supposedlyall-powerful reason. Through science leading to technology,
modernity could become its own god, demystifying the universe and finding all the
"right" answers and material facts through experimentation and research. Lyotard's
critique is a particular indictment of the scientific, modem age that re-invents narratives
to legitimate itself, after hypocritically having rejected the mythological narratives of
premodernity (Smith 360). By an "appeal to universal Reason",perhapsa myth in itself,
modernity has createda new story that feigns global unity and human omniscience.The
modem narrative of progress based on technology, the pinnacle of scientific reason's
achievements, has lost its appeal to the refugees from modernity in Coupland's
GenerationX
When the stronghold of reason loses supreme authority, there is space for
mystery and "re-enchantment". Coupland's abandonmentof his original assignmentto
createa collection of statistics, interviews and other "facts" is, in a sense,an attempt to
move past propositional truths, facts and figures and return to the senseof mystery that
can only be approachedthrough narrative. Kelly James Clark notes that the "story",
more reliant on imagination than reason, is more apt to challenge us to question our
beliefs and presuppositions,to convince us of some senseof truth through imaginary
identification with the other (15). He claims that "Literature forces the good reader to
experiencethe universally human through the particulars of another", thus transcending
a universality based strictly on reason (15). Coupland's chief pursuit is, again, to
encounter"moments of transcendenceand epiphany" (Draper 5), and for this, he must
move past data and statistics.Although narrative calls for imagination, it also implies a
senseof structure,organization and purpose.Coupland is clearly interestedin exposing
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the initial spiritual lack of his characters,as well as exploring their transformations;this
can only be portrayed in a story that enablesthe readera bird's eye view of the narrative
arc moving towards a senseof fulfilment and purpose. The use of narrative also enables
the exploration of a spiritual reality, a reality that cannot be measured,organized or
reducedto statistics.As Coupland's protagonistsstruggle along a "deep, abstractsearch
for meaning in a very material world" (Chidley), the sense of confusion, yearning,
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Coupland's desert searchers want to achieve freedom by disentangling
themselves from the structures of a modem metanarrative, yet they have no other
defined source of structure or direction to govem their lives and relationships; the
fragmentation that comes from this processleads to a state of alienation. Although the
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religious paradigms to provide any senseof structure once the modem comforts of a
capitalist metanarrativehave dissipated.
In an attempt to regain the sense of connection and purpose that narrative
provides, the group ritualize storytelling into a communal, almost sacredevent. When
they tell their seemingly cathartic "bed-time stories" to one another,no one can interrupt
or criticize (14). Dissatisfied with seeing her life as a sequenceof meaninglessevents,
Claire admits that "it's not healthy to live life as a successionof isolated little cool
moments. Either our lives become stories, or there's just no way to get through them"
(8). In this context, narrative implies direction and purposefor an individual life, but the
individual must draw on the outside perspective of the community to legitimate her
stories. Andy tells us that the group came to the desert "to tell stories and to make our
own lives worthwhile tales in the process"(8). They are desperateto locate their stories
within the framework of a larger, legitimating one that would "subordinate,organizeand
account foe' (Connor 30) their narratives;they attemptto achievethis goal through their
intimate confessionalstorytelling community. This desire for sharing stories to create
connectionsand community is comparableto the compulsive longings of Tyler Durden,
the protagonist of Chuck Palahniuk's Fight Club. Tyler frequents support groups for
terminally ill people, a "faker" addicted to a searchfor authenticity and community to
escape from his sterile, Ikea furnished existence. Just as Claire, Dag and Andy
transform the stories of their own lives into metaphysical fairytales, Tyler Durden
clothes the stories of pain and alienation from his own life within tales of prostatecancer
and brain parasites.Both Tyler and the desert pilgrims long to see that the "reality" of
their isolated existenceshave connectionswith something larger than themselves.Only
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narrative can connectthe seemingly random scribbles of their individual stories to create
both existential and collective meaning. Through ritualistic storytelling, they attempt to
see a sense of purpose, pattern and meaning in their individual lives. This migrant
storytelling practice is an attempt to reach something authentic through the creation of
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"retired to live inside our own advertisements"(Zizek 14). The abundanceof imagesin
the form of television shows, websites and advertising, have "murdered the real"
(Baudrillard, "Evil Demon" 196). The members of postmodern society are, as Slavoj
Zizek notes, consumedwith a passion for the real that has been lost (9). This desire for
the real and the need for the authentic to wake a sleeping urban consumercommunity
can sometimesbe expressedthrough "a violent intervention to shake them out of their
ideological numbness,their hypnotic consumeriststate" (Zizek 9). Fight Club's Tyler
Durden resorts to nihilistic violence in an attempt to dismantle the artificialities of
corporate America and touch the real.

Coupland's Gen Vers also express this
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attempts to find love or spiritual enlightenment. One of the most poignant tales is
Claire's story about Linda, a Western "poor little rich girl" who tries to find truth and
enlightenmentthrough practicing Easternrituals of isolation and meditation. Like many
of Coupland's characters, including Scout from Life After God and Linus from
Gir1filend in a Coma, Linda wants to understandmore of the nature and purposefor her
existence, find the real "pinpoint of light trapped within her flesh capsule" (124).
Imitating a group of Buddhist monks and nuns she encountersin the Himalayas, Linda
vows to deprive herself of any worldly pleasuresand meditate for "seven years, seven
months, sevendays and sevenhours" in order to find a truth and "Higher contact" which
promise an ecstasygreaterthan the pain of any physical deprivation (120). At the end of
the story, this previously privileged disciple of Eastern thought finds out that she has
misunderstood the formula for enlightenment and spiritual peace. The period of
meditation was practiced for sevenyears too long, as Linda was following the Western,
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particular
skull caves in after her self-imposed trial, Linda has a "supernatural conversion" and
"the piece of light that was truly Linda vacated her old vessel,then flitted heavenward,
where it went to sit-like

a small yellow bird that can sing all songs-on the right hand

of her god" (128).
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open spaceleft from the dismantling of their former materialist belief system. As Claire
tells her story, Coupland defines her particular as well as her generation's collective
searchas:
Me-ism: A search by an individual, in the absence of training in
traditional religious tenets, to formulate a personally tailored religion by
himself. Most frequently a mishmashof reincarnation, personaldialogue
with a nebulously defined god figure, naturalism, and karmic eye for eye
attitudes. (126)
In the absenceof any guiding spiritual principles or norms, the self is left to construct a
spirituality from this "mishmash" of rituals from different faiths, without pledging
allegiance to the overarching governmentof any. This processis ultimately unsatisfying
as it is completely self-generated. Although the self can provide insight, these
sojournersare longing for epiphany that enablesa connectionwith transcendence.
A clear desire to experienceepiphany as a sign of the authentic, to bridge a gap.
between the immanent truth of the experiencedmoment and a possible infinite reality
beyond it, is pervasive in the final chaptersof Generation X When Andy goes home to
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but a secular commercial event, a time to buy presents and stuff themselves with
excessive amounts of food, he creatively attempts to infuse the family's secular
Christmas routine with a senseof awe through ritual, but reverts to spectacle. In an
attempt to construct a spiritual experience, he buys "massive quantities of
birthday
candles, emergency candles, dinner candles, Jewish
candles,
candles... votive
candles, Christmas candles, and candles from the Hindu bookstore bearing peoploid
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cartoons of saints" (141). This pluralistic collection of candies reflects a cafeteria style
aspectof religious choice in the postmodernage-Andy mixes candies for all uses,both
sacredand secular,together in an attempt to "resacralise Christmas" (Tate 332) through
his abundantconsumerchoices. These are the commodified tools of a new pluralism, a
vague but earnest attempt to create something real and beautiful to enable a senseof
community within the family and connect them with something larger than themselves.
When the family views Andy's display, "a dazzling, fleeting empire of ideal light" they
are "instantaneously disembodied from the vulgarities of gravity" (Coupland 146), but
the candies bum out too soon and "normal morning life resumes" (147) ; they quickly
lose their senseof other-worldly amazement.
Andy attributes his family's inability to retain this senseof awe to the fact
that "our emotions, while wonderful, are transpiring in a vacuum" so that "small
moments of intense, flaring beauty such as this morning's will be utterly forgotten,
dissolved by time like a super-8 film left out in the rain" (147). Although the candies
remind them of a deep desire for something sublime, transcendentand supernaturally
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these feelings are alien within a sterile, middle-class vacuum. After the abandonmentof
over-arching religious narratives and the rejection of a modem metanarrative,there is
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his
is
But
Andy
satisfied
with
constructing
own spirituality, or
ultimately
unknown.
does he have deeper longings to base this spirituality on an already existing, yet
is
it
he
As
this
collects
shrine,
a celebration
and
assembles
suburban
structure?
mystical,

128

of humanautonomouscreativity or a searchto find somethingthat lies beyondand
animatesour creativeurges?
Andy doesnot merely experiencea vague,new age euphoriaby lighting his
pluralisticcollectionof candies.Instead,he becomesacutelyawareof his dissatisfaction
with what Couplanddefinesas "Me-ism". Like the charactersof the desertgroup's
bedtimestories,Andy hasconstructeda "mishmash"of rituals in a convolutedattempt
to simultaneouslyfind andconstruct"truth". We areremindedof Andy andhis brother,
Tyler's, "secularupbringing"(141)whenTyler asksAndy what votive candiesareused
for and Andy replies,"You light them when you say a prayer. All the churchesin
Europehavethem" (141). As Andy refersto this ancientold world ritual, we areall too
awarethat when the family views the spectacleof hundredsof burning candies,their
emotionsand longingswon't be directedtoward any deity in prayer,but will simply
transpirein a new world "vacuum"of secularpostmodernspace. AlthoughAndy is a
practitionerof "Me-ism", the lyrical resonances
of the chapterpay a sort of respectfor
his unaffecteddevotions,howevermisguided.The emptinessthatAndy is left with after
the endof the quasi-spiritual"happening"is not a resultof anypretensionor artificiality,
but a sort of spiritual illiteracy. This chaptercontainsno sardoniclabels,cartoonsor
slogansin the margins,thus leadingthe readerto experiencethis directly, without any
sort of ironic filtering. The pervadingsenseof sadness,
emptinessand disillusionthat
hovers in this middle classvacuumis often the subjectof Coupland'sridicule, but
Andy's experienceis craftedwith a senseof empathyandtenderness.

129

Most of the charactersin Coupland's fiction are products of the same middleclass, secular environment; his privileged members of society are spoilt for choice and
continually feel the pangsof loss for having no guidanceto make thesechoices.
This middle-class statusraisesmany of the central ironies within both GenerationX and
the entire body of Coupland's fiction. He sees his privileged characters as a set of
marginalized. and lost individuals, a set ignored by history as "history will never
champion your causesand never feel sorry for you. It is the price paid for day-to day
comfort and silence" (147). Beneaththis veneer of material "comfort and silence" lies a
deep discomfort and emptiness, a desire to find meaning beyond the world of
supermarketcheckout lines, mall shopsand pop icons. The GenerationX slacker culture
"both revels in the matrix of the popular and, at the same time, tries to distance itself
from it" (Annesley 27). Andy, Dag and Claire chooseto escapeto the desert and take
low paying jobs below their educational training, but the luxury of this choice reemphasizestheir privileged position in the middle-class. "Slacking as a lifestyle is 'a
choice... a range of options that define them as privileged despite their apparent
contempt for privilege and their seemingly low-rent lifestyle" (Annesley 123).
Coupland is acutely aware of this irony and continually draws our attention to it through
the use of definitions, locatedwithin the margins of his novel, that tend to underminethe
seemingly worthy efforts of his characters. He is the ironic metanarratorof this text and
"the reader is aware at all times of being inside a constructed thing rather than the
capitalistic drearrispaceof contemporary realism, where the experience of fictional
others is offered up as yet another mode of consumption" (Lainsbury 20). As Andy,
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Dag and Claire tell each other "bedtime stories", Coupland frames the overarching
narrative of their "pilgrimage" with ironic distancethrough the use of labels,
As we are told about Dag and Claire's instant relocation to Mexico in the hopes
of finding something "authentic", Coupland provides us with a definition of their
characteristic"type" of movement in the margin of the page:
Terminal wanderlust: A condition common to people of transient
middle-class upbringings. Unable to feel rooted in any one environment,
they move continually in the hopes of finding an idealized sense of
community in the next location. (17 1)

Thesemarginalcommentstend mockingly to diffuse any strongsenseof sincerity or
developmentof pathosin the narrativesof the characters'lives. But is the supposedly
bohemianlifestyle constructedin the novel just a parody of a desperate"type" that
Couplandmocksasjust anotherconsumerproductin a depthlessculture? David Foster
Wallace arguesthat, "Irony-exploiting gaps betweenwhat's said and what's meant,
betweenhow things try to appearand how they really are-is the time-honoredway
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illuminate
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(65).
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much victim or villain as they are. Just as his charactersdistancethemselvesfrom and
playfully evaluate their culture through the use of irony, so does their author. The
hypocrisy of young privileged idealists who have turned their backs on the totalizing
stronghold of corporateAmerica, yet have "Mcjobs", is the samehypocrisy as that of an
author who usesirony to critique the ironic lifestyle choicesof his characters.
Generation Xs

narrator, Andy, has absorbed the ironic distance of his

generation, but wants to move beyond it to touch something real.

G.P.Lainsbury

commendsCoupland's clever use of irony and pastiche, calling him a "good bricoleur"
who assemblesa fictional construct from GenerationX's fragmentaryexperiences(237).
He then tells us not to forget that, "this is a work createdin the spirit of play-irony

is

the dominant mode" (237). He seemsto have overlooked the fact that in the last chapter
of Generation X the margins are left blank, perhaps signifying the absenceof irony in
order to make space for epiphany. As Coupland recounts Andy's ambiguous and
ironic
definition
its
final
he
to
undercut
vaguely mystical
epiphany,
offers no witty,
authenticity. The only other chapter in the novel that boastsblank margins, encouraging
us to read the text at face value, is the previously discussed"Transform". In that chapter,
Andy's attempt to create a spiritual moment that ultimately becomestransient spectacle
does not "transform" in an overt way, yet point towards the final, actualized and
transformative epiphany of this final chapter. Lainsbury clearly overlooks the almost
reverent treatment of thesetwo delicate, awkward moments: the first, a manifestation of
spiritual desire; the second,an unexpectedfulfilment of this desire.
On the way to join his friends in Mexico, Andy stops to watch an egret circling
in the air. Birds are important to Andy; they seem to bridge the gulf between the
I
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temporal world of his society and the mystery that is "out there". Andy, like the narrator
of the short story "Things That Fly" in LifeAfter God, would "sacrifice anything" (173)
to become a part of the almost mystical bird community. Andy soon notices that he is
not alone in his observation; a group of mentally retardedteenagersis also watching the
egret, and as he swoops over all of them, Andy remembersthat "We felt chosen" (178).
The bird soon touches down on Andy's head, cutting him in the processwith its claws.
As soon as this happens, he is bleeding and the concerned-community of disabled
teenagersseeksto embracehim with enthusiastic and heartfelt compassion. He kneels
down before them, allowing one girl to inspect his cut, savouring "the faith-healing
gesture of a child consoling a doll that has been dropped" (179). Soon he is "dogpiled ... crushed" (179) by all of them, experiencing a "crush of love" unlike anything I
had ever known" (179). Andy finds a senseof transcendenceand the experienceof real
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Lainsbury is correct in targeting Coupland's use of irony as a tool in Generation
X, yet he fails to recognize that it is being explored and used as a tenuous means of
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exposing inconsistenciesand dissatisfactionswith both media manufacturedand pseudobohemian idealism, rather than advocatedas a constructive, hopeful world view. The
two most significant "spiritual" experiences in the novel are devoid of irony, thus
indicating Coupland's complex and, at times, uncomfortable relationship with irony. In a
1998 interview from Macleans magazine, Coupland admits that, "Irony has its limits.
You can go to really interesting placeswith it, but you can't go to the best place with it"
(Chidley). Irony thwarts an unguardedsearch for reality, thus preventing epiphany, but
what or where exactly is this "best place" that Coupland can go if he abandonsirony?
Coupland examines irony's limitations, while still employing its comic, satirical and
dramatic power in his later novels, particularly Girtfriend in a Coma and Hey
Nostradamus! This ironic critique of irony itself is coupled with an*overarchinggoal of
finding the "best place" that both the authors and characterscan go after sheddingtheir
ironic skin.
Coupland's play with irony, particularly in the earlier novels, is quite curious as
he tends to focus on the uber-cool members of various subcultures. The almost
unbearablywitty repertoire of these charactersseesthe cultural products of its collective
past as personal linguistic amusementparks. Although many of them are consumed
with the "heroic" goal of liberating themselvesfrom the homogeneous,depthlessbonds
of consumer culture, their speechis almost completely composedwith continual ironic
and nostalgic referencesto the products of the late capitalist culture that they call home.
Although these linguistic nods to the products of their culture are an attempt ironically to
distance themselves from any dependenceon them, they are nonethelessconstantly
talking about them. Their particular use of irony is as much a cultural artefact, a product

134

of their particulargenerationandsubculture,asarethe Rubik's cubeandAtari. Yet, this
scathinglinguistic tool is not just a passingfad, but a deeplyingrainedtrend that has
been strengthenedthrough the tools of pop culture: television, pop music and
advertisements.In his poignantessay,"E UnibusPluram:TelevisionandU.S. Fiction",
David Foster Wallacenotes that television,the subjectof many "high-brow" ironic
jokes, is actually a purveyor of someof the most acute ironic representations
itself.
Postmodemirony, which was once an erudite meansof critiquing the culture, has
becomeabsorbedin the"low brow" productsof thatculture. Wallaceexplainsthat:
For the last ten years now, television has been ingeniously absorbing,
homogenizing, and re-presenting the very same cynical postmodern
aestheticthat was once the best alternative to the appealof the low, overeasy,mass-marketednarrative. (52)

Readersare well awarethat Coupland'sprotagonists,entrancedby what Wallacecalls
"T.V. 's ironic aura" (55) blur the lines betweena distancedcritique and a continual
participationin the lifestyle they claim to critique; GenerationX's margindefinitions
are an overt allusion to this complex relationshipbetweenirony, idealism and pop
culture.

Coupland's protagonistsare smart enough to joke about the trivial

of sitcomvalues,expensivegadgetsand fruit roll ups,but by doing this,
worthlessness
they inflate theseproducts'worth, exposingthe items' placeas the definingcolour of
their existence. The centralcharactersof GenerationX, ShampooPlanet,Microserfis
andmostof Coupland'sotherfiction aremembersof ironicallysubcultural"in groups";
their choicesto live on the outsideof the mainstreamhave given them ýhepower to
standoutsideof it and knowingly critique it throughthe useof humour,cynicismand
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sarcasm. WhetherGen X bohemiansor self-labelled"geeks" at Microsoft, they are
proudof their outsiderstatus;eveninsiderssuchasyuppieTyler in ShampooPlanetare
smartenoughto ironizetheproblematicrelationshipswith their belovedpossessions.
Irony is a tool to protect Coupland'scharactersas they wittily use it to fight
against absorption into the terrifying system of multinational capitalism, while
employing the very irony that has becomea marketed product of "Generation X" itself
Coupland demonstratesthe same protective tendency as author, proving to his readers
that he doesn't "buy" the privileged bohemianism of his characters. We know he is not
absorbedin this idealist escapismas he ironically undercutsthe lifestyle choices of his
charactersby sarcastically creating comic definitions for them within the page margins
of Generation X. Just as his charactersattempt to knowingly stand on the outside of
their capitalist cultures sarcastically laughing, the privileged author ultimately standson
the outside of their story having what appearsto be the last laugh. Yet this laugh is not
final, as he ultimately discardspostmodern irony in order to createan open spacefor his
charactersto searchfor "the best place".
Perhaps Coupland realizes, as Linda Hutcheon notes, that irony implies an
"assumption of superiority and sophistication on the part of both the ironist and the
intended interpreter" (Irony's Edge 11) that advocates an exclusionary rather than
...
inclusionary view. Although pleas for tolerance,breaking down boundariesand cultural
inclusion are central to many strandsof postmodem thought, the use of irony alienates
and recreateshierarchies between those who are "in the know" and those who aren't.
This use of irony both critiques the binary distinction of high/low culture and enforcesit.
Although much postmodern theory, and specifically Richard Rorty's "liberal ironist"
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stance,refutes models of interpretationand advocatesthe use of irony to indicate
contingency,irony is itself evaluative,creatingelitism because" the sceneof irony
involvesrelationsof powerbasedon relationsof communication"(Hutcheon2). As the
members of Coupland's bohemian subgroups distance themselves from their
commodified past by turning its products into nostalgia and pastiche, they are
acknowledgingthe fact that they can seethe differencebetweenthe real world of their
making and the virtual world providedfor them by the media. This type of "ironic"
themnot only from therestof their culturebut alsofrom eachother.
protectionseparates
This focusof irony as a doubleedgedswordis a centralconcernof Coupland's
third work of fiction, a collection of short stories called Life After God. In these stories,
and particularly in the title narrative, the protective shell of irony distancesits usersfrom
any unaffected acceptanceof either spirituality or human relationships. In the story "in
the Desert", Coupland's unnamednarrator museson the fact that his only true "home" is
"a shared electronic dream of cartoon memories, half-hour sitcoms and national
tragedies" (140). Coupland's spiritually orphanedpostmodernsubject wanders through
a desertstory that begins with the cross-shapedepigraph (129):
You are
The first generation
raised
without
religion
Driving through the Mojave Desert, the narrator recognizes that he is numbed to its
barren
beauty,
to
to
this
respond
appropriately
amount
of
unable
awe-inspiring
peculiar
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space. As he focuses only on the "nothingness" that surrounds him, he wonders if
"feeling nothing is the inevitable end result of believing in nothing?" (143). Coupland
explores this question throughout the text of Life After God, and directly relatesthis loss
of feeling and belief to his generation'santi-creed of pervasive irony.
Coupland's ironists appearterrified of belief, trust and commitment as they have
no vision of a reality past the contingent world of the suburbandreamscape. Although
their middle class lives are "comfortable", this comfort is deceptive and suffocating as it
continually

distracts them from

acknowledging a sense of

emptiness and

purposelessnessin their lives. Scout, the narrator of the story "1,000 Years: Life After
God" feels the damaging effects of his own use of irony as a reflexive defence
mechanism. Irony has replaced and prevented any sort of reliance on faith, either
relational or spiritual, for this generation"raised without religion".
When we first meet Scout and the friends he refers to as "my fellow fetuses"
(225), they are leisurely floating in a pool the temperature of blood (219) or perhaps
amniotic fluid. This brief reference to his friends as "fetuses" possibly alludes to a
purely materialist perception of personhood; Scout has no concept of transcendenceto
give his friends' lives sacred meaning beyond their roles as scientific products of the
natural universe. Scout tells us that as they float in the pool, unable to differentiate
between their own bodies and the water, they listen to clichd love songs, the music of
manufactured emotion and commercial replication. Although these songs repeatedly
sing about "love" based on formulaic pop conventions, Scout admits that he and his
friends do not believe their message(220). Although they are the children of an
artificial, earthly "paradise" that has no grounding in transcendent truth, this false
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paradiselulls them into believingit is so safe,real and sufficientthat it "renderedany
discussionof transcendental
ideaspointless"(220).ThusScout'sgenerationhassuffered
from an acuteblurring of dreamlife and real life; as they grow up they experiencea
disillusioned"expulsionfrom Eden," (229)discoveringthattheir paradisewasgenerated
from imagesratherthan engagedwith truth. PerhapsScoutnow understands
that this
Edenic dream does not provide them with an ability to love becausethey have no
Eden
is
their
"love"
themselves
their
culture;
or
materialistic
within
paradigmof what
containsno Godto redeemthemandteachthemto love andforgive.Scoutlamentstheir
(220).
These
heaven"
dependence
"earthly
the
childrenof
salvation
on
edge
of
on
naYve
for
developed
God"
(220),
"life
a reality
yearnings
no overt
after
privilege,experiencing
beyond their making, their own heavenon earth. Narrator Scout contemplatesthis
in
have
the absence
they
trade-off,
gained
what
wondering
comfortable,yet unsatisfying
for
life
beyond
faith
in
"I
the
themselves:
think
golden
paid
our
we
price
of
anything
it
irony
in
love;
instead
believe
inability
that
everything
to
scorched
an
we gained
wasan
touched. And I wonderif this irony is the price we paid for the loss of God" (221).
him andhis
Scoutdirectly links the inability to love with a goldenlife that discourages
friendsfrom evenconceivingof the possibilityof a reality beyondtheir own making,a
sourceof "authentic" love outsideof the saccharintinged artificiality of pop song
for
inheriting
desire
Instead
the sourceof any
to
seek
a
sense
of
wonder,
a
of
romance.
it
defensive
irony
"scorched
inherited
have
that
"love",
everything
they
a numbing,
such
touched"andbecame"the pricewe paid for the lossof God" (221).
This irony is not only a defensivemeansof protection,but an aggressive
act,one
that "scorches"the notionsof faith and relationship.David FosterWallacevoices a
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cautionary view of irony that echoesboth Scout's and Coupland's own trepidations; he
admits that when reading postmodernnovels, littered with flippancy and irony, he "ends
up feeling not only empty but somehow oppressed"(67) becausein fiction, as well as
...
in wider culture:
irony, entertaining as it is, servesan almost exclusively negative function.
It's critical and destructive, a ground-clearing But irony's singularly
...
unuseful when it comes to constructing anything to replace the
hypocrisies it debunks.(67)
After irony's "ground-clearing", a reactive act that denies any connection between
language and external reality, the only "reality" left to fill the vacuum is irony itself.
Although it exposeswhat is perceived hypocrisy and totalizing hegemony, it ultimately
becomesits own absolute,a norm that, according to Wallace, "tyrannizes us"(67). Irony
as a "cultural norm" or world view is counter-productive,"based on an implicit 'I don't
really mean what I'm saying'... 'it's impossible to mean what you say"' (67). Wallace
seesthis ironic stance,when treatedas an acerbic worldview rather than occasionaltool,
as elitist and condescending(67). Coupland himself arguesthat the cynicism inherent in
an ironic worldview is "lazy thinking posing as depth and coolness" ( Butler 4). This
type of thinking encouragesboth artificiality and a lack of substanceas "there's no
nutrition in cynicism" (4).
In direct contrast to both Coupland and' Wallace, Richard Rorty, central
proponent of what he terms a "liberal ironist" perspective on (anti-) reality, envisions
"the possibility of a liberal utopia: one in which ironism, in the relevant sense, is
universal" (xv). Rorty's ideal liberal ironist would argue that there is no intrinsic nature
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within human beings or "out there" in the world itself, and there is certainly no
Godfigure to inscribethis naturewithin humanityor naturein orderfor the
transcendent
self,world anddivineto havepointsof connection.A liberalironist is:
the sort of personwho facesup to the contingencyof his or her most
central beliefs and desires - someone sufficiently historicist and
nominalist to have abandonedthe idea that those central beliefs and
desiresreferto somethingbeyondthe reachof time andchance.(xv)

,

The self is merely "a tissue of contingencies" and there is "no central faculty, no central
self', whether it be reason or the concept of Imago Dei. Thirdly, as there is no direct
"correspondence" between the contingency of self and the universe itself, there is no
ultimate true or false; only contingent, constructeddescriptions can be true or false, not
basedon a universal standardof correlation, but on a subjective, metaphorical construct
(4). Rorty's unique interpretation of a sort of Nietzschean perspectivalism ultimately
intrinsically
it
is
"if
irony
individual
but
that
not
admits
as an
worldview,
advocates
resentful, at least reactive" and, therefore, is not a means for constructing a "public
rhetoric" (87). Although Rorty advocatesthis intellectual perspective for individuals, it
is not useful for constructing collective, public conceptsofjustice and morality.
Coupland's abandonment of irony in his fiction when addressing questions
in
the
the
transcendence
that
the
of
self
and
possibility
culminate
nature
of
about
"a
he
belongs
Richard
Rorty's
theologian or
to
that
of
category
proves
epiphany
both
in
beyond
because
he
"believes
time
which
an
order
and
change
metaphysician"
determinesthe point of human existenceand establishesa hierarchy of responsibilities"
(xv).

Rorty's affirmation of liberal irony is distinctly different from Coupland's
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criticism of irony as dangerousand, in some cases,destructive. Rorty advocateshuman
freedom and autonomy rather than "a convergence toward an already existing truth"
(xvi), whereasCoupland's protagonistsoften experiencethis type of freedom, unfettered
by any sort of metaphysicalgrounding, as paralysis and a senseof lostness.The "liberal
ironist" worldview has no conception of a "higher order of knowledge" (Maltby 5), no
belief in "truth" and, therefore, no space for epiphany. The search for "an already
existing truth" (Rorty xvi), I want to suggest,dominatesthe lives of Scout and many of
Coupland's central characters.
Scout, a corporate player searching for something real and enduring beyond a
fortuitous capitalist dreamtime, mourns the lack of a religious upbringing and admits
that he, like everyone else, has "religious impulses," something that he confesses
thinking about every day (221). Rather than cynically dismissing this longing for faith,
he embracesit wholeheartedly, confessingthat "Sometimes I think it is the only thing I
should be thinking about" (221). This conviction intensifies as Scout reflects on the
somewhat glamorous environs of post-religious suburbia,recognizing the desperationin
the eyes of his now adult friends. The protective shell of ironic adolescencehas wom
thin as they have moved beyond the cynicism of their halcyon days to disconnected
moments of burnt out fear and empty exhaustion. One of Scout's most harrowing
descriptions is of friend Dana who has turned his back on the lucrative pom industry and
attempted to erase his past by secretly and mysteriously becoming a fundamentalist
religious zealot with a new "normal" and wholesome family, a family ignorant of his
soiled past. The reformed Dana calls Scout to tell him that "God is descendingin the
suburbs", describing a violent and destructive apocalyptic moment in which "your
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dream life and your real life will fuse" (241). The didacticism of the messageand
frenetic nature of its delivery causesScout to hang up the phone, but his words ironically
reflect Scout's own deepestfears and convictions about the true nature of reality.
Another of Scout's childhood friends, now divorced "Malibu Barbie" Stacey,
fuels her desperationwith alcohol as she and Scout lament schoolmate Mark's recent
discovery that he hasAIDS. Irony and cynicism cannot protect them from the deep pain
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think of how hard it is to reach that spot inside us that remains pure that
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that
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exists-and
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which
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spot. (245)
In direct contrast to Rorty's ironist, Todd's theories about the self imply a core,
has
divine
beings-perhaps
human
that
is
intrinsic
the
to
of
that
a
spark
all
something
been obscuredby the taint of earthly preoccupations.Todd continues expanding on his
theories of the self by differentiating between "this meat thing" he calls "your corpse"
He
Scout:
"You"
(246).
he
then
asks
calls
and what simply
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What is you, Scout? What is the you of you? What is the link? Where
do you begin and end? This you thing-is

it an invisible silk woven from

your memories? Is it a spirit? Is it electric? What exactly is it? (246)
These questions of identity presupposethe notion that there is a "self' but admit to not
understandingwhat this self is actually made of-a

conglomeration of experiencesand

memories, a purely material (electric) being, or a soul, perhapseven with a supernatural
foreshadowing
These
the
the
throughout
story,
origin.
questions of self are pervasive
final epiphanic moments when Scout achievesa senseof communion betweenthe self,
God, and the natural world, a new and authentic spirituality.
As we meet another of Scout's friends, "normal" housewife Julie, Coupland
have
develop
fatal
lost
do
to
that
the
necessarily
children of suburbia
not
emphasizes
diseasesor bottomlessaddictions to finally face their emptinessand dissatisfactionwith
the lost paradiseof their youth. Julie has two kids, a "nice-guy" husbandwith a sensible
and securejob and lives in a neighbourhoodthat is "about as suburbanas suburbangets"
(23 1). But she ultimately expressesa desire for something more than the "comforting"
ironic
hell:
from
know-I'm
"You
trying
to
cynicism
escape
virtual world of suburbia:
into faith; randomnessinto clarity; worry into devotion" (231j. Coupland's placement
of religious languagein the mouths of supposedlypost-religious suburbanitesis telling;
"faith" and "devotion" are words that indicate a sort of vulnerable hope or belief in
somethingbeyond the material world. The words that Julie usesto relate her experiences
is
indicate
"final
desires,
(73)
Rorty
that
also
a
she
vocabulary"
calls a
what
and
"theologian at hearf' (73).

Rorty claims that all humans "carry a set of words

which ... tell the story of our lives" and expresstheir deepestneeds(73). He arguesthat
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final vocabulariesthat include conceptsof transcendence,faith and belief are a "result of
a metaphysical upbringing" (94). Interestingly, Julie, Scout, and Coupland himself,
have not had what Rorty calls a "metaphysical upbringing" (94). Actually, Coupland
continually laments his characters' lack of a metaphysicalupbringing, and it is apparent
that thesecharacters'own final vocabulariesexpressa desire to find a truth beyond their
own linguistic constructions. They don't believe, as Rorty does, that we can only
describethe world; they want to experiencea truth that is both in the world and beyond
it. Julie and Scout are motivated by a strong desire to submit and discover truth rather
than merely createit.
Since Scout and Julie have beenexpelled from the false Eden of their youth, they
have becometrapped in an "ironic hell". Irony's Teflon coating has protectedJulie from
the fear of commitment and sincerity, but she is trapped within the flames of its deathly
protection. No one can come near without getting burnt and the flames extinguish all
her
larger
haze
than
to
to
their
artificial
upwards
something
and seepast
attempts reach
world. With the destruction of ironic hell, Julie would gain clarity and guidanceto point
her towardsfaith, and the strength of a devotion to sustainthat faith. But as Julie looks
at her immediate cultural and familial surroundings, she finds no alternatives to a
faithless, ironic existence. She claims that she tries "to be sincere about life and then I
turn on a TV and I seea game show host and I have to throw up my handsand give up"
(231). These fake replications of manufacturedsincerity, the ecstatic game show hosts
hell.
She
her
into
ironic
induced
force
her
back
must
songs
of
world,
pop
and saccharin
distinguish herself from the feigned sincerity of "cheesy celebrities" (23 1), emphasizing
this distinction with a self-aware irony that prevents absorption into the system. This is
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analogousto the scene in Less 7han Zero when Clay watches a glittering televangelist
who usessome of the sametricks as these "cheesy celebrities" to "sell" the gospel; even
faith is flattened, packagedand sold as a product in the world that both Julie and Clay
inhabit. Although Julie, unlike Clay, knows she is trapped, she seesno meansof escape
since the truth is blurred and appears to disintegrate as the television world of
counterfeit truth dreamsis switched on.
Scout has also struggled against emotional and devotional sincerity as he has
frequently consumed anti-deprcssants"to effectively flatten out my moods" (222).
These mood altering drugs have enabled him to flinch away from his own feelings of
pain and loss, creating for him a deceptively beneficial "cosmetic surgery of the brain"
(223). These pills, another form of protection from the painful real, create a different
type of numbing dream world for Scout, a dream world he knows he must escapeif he is
to find any sort of meaning in life and connections with others. Scout's life-altering
addiction to antidepressants in order to "get by" parallels his friends' coping
mechanisms/addictions:Stacy's alcoholism, Dana's fear-basedfundamentalism,Todd's
pervasivepost-juvenile slackerdom,Kirsty's recreationalsex with "challenging" married
men, and Julie's suburban"normality". The story is written in a confessional mode as
Scout continually tells his readersthat what he is saying is hard for him, emphasizing
that he is a child of irony and cynicism. But it is his "real", an authentic internal burning
and aching to connect, a longing so strong that it eats through the lining of protective
irony as well as the coating of mind numbing pills. He has finally arrived at a point
where "sincerity ceasesto feel pornographic" becauseof an insistent need that "bums
inside us to share with others what we are feeling" (226). Scout, desperate for an
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authenticconnectionwith some"other", decidesto leavehis corporatejob andtrashhis
anti-depressants.After a businesstrip to New York, he catchesan Amtrak train to
WashingtonDC to watch the presidentialinaugurationratherthan take his scheduled
returnflight to Vancouver.
Havingfinally donesomethingsporadicandreal,differentiatinghimselffrom the
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X, he is drawn towards a senseof community, an event, in order to begin defining his
individual story. Unlike Dag, Andy and Claire, Scout's "event" involvement does not
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Ironically, Coupland uses the experience of attending a presidential inauguration, a
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from the realm of the artificial. As he feedsoff the communal vibes, he notes that:
Suddenly I realized that I was feeling-well, that I was actually feeling.
My old personality was, after months of pills and pleasantnothingness,
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Scout's liberation from a blurry vision of reality to the clarity of a distinction between
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Largeman, central protagonist of Zach Braff's recent film Garden State (2004). Both
Andrew and Scout have accepted a "cosmetic surgery of the brain" that, although
freeing them from the pain of their past, also disables them from engaging from their
present sense of self.

Having relied on pills to provide him with a surrogate

"happiness", Andrew throws away his pills, admitting that he would give up his illusions
of happiness if it would just "be okay to feel something again, even if it's pain". In
Garden State, love and pain co-exist as part of the real; Andrew's new girlfriend, Sam,
respondsto the pain he feels once he discardshis pills: "That's life. It hurts. That's all
we have". Scout also rediscoversa piece of himself as he experiencesa sort of euphoria
from liberation from the drugs, but now he must return to his "normal" life and face the
knowing senseof emptiness,the numbedpain that originally causedhis dependency.
Having tastedthe real, Scout returns home, unable to force himself back into the
corporate world and the job he refers to as "the evil empire" (275). Once again,
Coupland uses irony as a tool to expose Scout's muddled ideas of liberation. He has
been freed while attending a U. S. presidential inauguration, but calls his real world job
"the evil empire", without a hint of cynicism about the possible connectionsbetweenhis
corporate nightmare and a senseof US governmentas "evil empire". He simply explains
to his colleague and friend Kirsty that now he can "see life differently" (277) and he
can't push this discovery under the rug and becomea robot programmed by companies
because
he
inauguration
He
there was
that
to
the
also
explains
went
or pills again.
"something there I neededto see- evidence of a person or a thing larger than a human
being" (273). This ambiguous comment sounds as if Scout recounts what he has seen
almost as the divine right of presidential inauguration, that there is some large and
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benevolentcontrollingforcebehindthe ceremonyandits attendants.
He obviouslylongs
for somethingthat transcends
the singularhumanexperience,but perhapshe misplaces
or confuseshis longings,asdoesTyler of ShampooPlanet. Tyler longsto connectwith
someoneor somethingto give him a destiny,yet he is unclearwhetherthis personis
God or a shrewdCEO. Likewise,Scoutlongsfor a senseof wonderand majestythat
indicatesa reality largerthanhimself,but lookstowardsa largegatheringfocusingon a
perhapsdeified political "saviour" rather than a supernaturaldeity. Both young men
havereceivedno religioustraining and lived, up to this point, with the corporateand
mediaworlds somehowgoverningtheir directionand focusin life. The questionthey
now face is how they begin to look outsideof the only referencepoints they have
known.
Scout'squest for somethinglarger than both himself and a closed,deceptive
capitalistsystemcontinuesashe leavesthe city for the forest,searchingfor "purity" and
"sanctity" (279). He must physicallyescapethe visible embodimentsof his emotional
and philosophicalroutines.In the wilderness,Scoutfinds freedomand sanctitywhile
"preparing my story" (283). But once he moves away from the city, he also appearsto
recognizethat there is some life giving, omnipresentsourcethat has written his story for
him already; and he knows that he must connect with that source. Having abandoned
the protection of irony and pills and the delusions of his artificial Eden, he anticipates
that "this is the end of some aspectof my life, but also a beginning - the beginning of
someunknown secretthat will reveal itself to me soon. All I needto do is ask and pray"
(284). Scout admits that in order to truly answer Todd's questionsabout the nature of
self, and answerhis own questionsabout his destiny, that he must search for a particular
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truth rather than attempt to construct it for himself. He recognizesthat there is a marred
correlation between himself and the universe, and that he must ask God, the author of
these correlations, to reveal thesetruths to him. Coupland, like his character,completely
sheds his ironic skin; there are no witty commercial references or cultural labels to
distract us from Scout's raw sincerity and burning confession. This confessionis written
alongside lush, dewy descriptions of the revitalizing natural world, a vision much closer
to the biblical Eden than to the false paradise of suburban youth. Scout, still in his
business suit, huddles next to a soakedtent, drinking running water from a deep pool.
This water, unlike the tepid, stagnantwater of the manmadepool in the story's opening,
appearsto be the living water of his new life. Just as the warm amniotic pool water was
an incubator for him and his "fellow fetuses", this water promises a cleansing and
renewing secondbirth.
After drinking from the cool, clean water of the natural pool, Scout
begins to notice the intenserays of the purifying sun. He realizesthe sun as a constant:
This is the samesun - the sameburning orb of flame that shoneover my
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suburbiaand TV and books about Andy Warhol. (287)
The sun is something undeniably real and unchanging; it covers and affects everything
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lost, the despairing and the reborn alike. Perhapsthis sun, a large and powerful constant
larger
life,
toward
the
constant
source,
something
or
someone
ultimate
points
source of

150

than the naturalworld and all its inhabitants.But this sun is also a sourceof pain and
I
suffering. This juxtaposition introducesa tension central to much of Coupland's work:

can an omniscient and benevolentGod be sovereignover a world that includes evil, pain
and suffering? Here, as in other texts such as Hey Nostradomus! and Girýfriend in a
Coma, he choosesto introduce the question and not attempt to answer it, but allow the
tension to exist.
Toasted by the intense sun, Scout peels off his clothes and immerseshimself in
the water. The last few pagesof Life After God read almost like a Psalm, the heartfelt
reflections of a despairing, wandering man who has found his way home. Scout
suddenly hearsan amazing,unifying soundthat overpowersyet connectseverything:
And the water from the streamaboveme roars. Oh does it roar! Like the
voice that knows only one message,one truth - never-ending, like the
clapping of hands and the cheers of the citizens upon the coronation of
the king, the crowds of the inauguration, cheering for hope and for that
one voice that will speakto them. (288)
This jubilant

exclamation focuses on revelation rather than tension; Scout is

overpowered by a senseof unity, truthfulness, reality in nature. But strangely, his most
immediate point of reference for the unity contained within nature's clapping hands is
the clapping hands of the inauguration. Once again, Coupland mixes pieces of Scout's
past metanarrativewith a hint of the divine, perhapseven a direct biblical allusion. The
focus on transcendentunity within nature and the sound of clapping of hands seemsto
joy-f
the
powerful,
illed words of Isaiah 55: 12:
echo
You will go out injoy
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And be led forth in peace;
The mountain and hills
Will burst into song before you,
And all the treesof the field
Will clap their hands.
The clapping of hands in the natural world provides a picture of reality chargedwith the
life of God. This vision is a promise to those who are thirsty and seeka fulfilling drink.
The invitation at the beginning of Isaiah 55 is to one who is thirsty for something that
can't be bought and exhausted from unsatisfying work that ultimately earns nothing
in
life
is
It
invitation
listen
to
to
to
order
receive
meaningful.
also an
prophetic voice
and reality:
Come, all you who are thirsty,
Come to the waters;
...

Come, buy wine and milk

without money and without cost.
Why spendmoney on what is not bread,
And your labor on what doesnot satisfy?
Listen, listen to me, and eat what is good,
And your soul will delight in the richest of fare.
Give ear and come to me;
Hear me, that your soul may live. (Isaiah 55: 1-3)
All of thesecomponentsparallel Scout's own desperationand desire for new life.
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His thirst has neverbeenquenchedby the chlorinatedpool water of a "comfortable"
middle-classlife; he thirsts for somethingreal and clean. The unsatisfactoryfutility of
Scout's labour in the world's current "system" yields no meaningfulrewards,only
moneyto buy more things. He must submitor "give ear" to someonelargerthan this
systemso that his soul "may live"; he admitsthis methodto fulfil his coreneedas he
tells us that "All I needto do is askandpray" (284).
After praying, waiting and experiencingthe thunderingvoice throughnature,
Scoutfinally confesses
his deepestunderstanding
of truth, a confessionso far from irony
that its sincerityis tender,yet startlingandraw:
Now here is my secret:
I tell you with an opennessof heart that I doubt I shall ever achieve again,
so I pray that you are in a quiet room as you hear thesewords. My secret
is that I need God - that I am sick and can no longer make it alone. I
needGod to help me to give, becauseI no longer seemcapableof giving;
to help me be kind, as I no longer seemcapableof kindness;to help me to
love, as I seembeyond able to love. (289)
This is the revelation that Scout previously prayed for, the climactic point of his storythe truth that actually moulds his collection of experiencesinto a story. According to this
revelatory assessment,Scout's previous life as a fully autonomousindividual, seemingly
beyond God, was crippling. He claims to have a "sickness" that cripples his ability to be
loving, kind or generous. Although Coupland deliberately chooses not to employ
theological language, terms such as "original sin" or "total depravity", to label this
sickness, it is clear that this "sickness" comes from a lack of connection with God, the
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source of these three attributes. Coupland's wording is far more biblical than
theological, as he uses a concrete metaphor of sickness in order to indicate an abstract
spiritual state.According to the gospel of Luke, Christ Himself claims that, "it is not the
healthy who need a doctor, but the sick" (Luke 5:3 1). Scout's acknowledgementof his
own spiritual need, his request for healing and wholeness, is the transformative
"sickness" that Christ claims leads to healing. Only after an act of supplication, thus
acknowledging his own sickness,can Scout be healed.
According to Scout's wilderness revelation, a culture beyond God is also beyond
love, kindness, and generosity. Scout and his "fellow fetuses" have no guiding concept
that teachesthem that love, kindnessand generosityare real; they are trapped within the
cycle of the most central human "sickness"-complete self-interest. This epiphany
indicates a human inability to truly care for one another without an intrinsic connection
to one another moulded by a creator that Scout directly acknowledgesas "God". Richard
Rorty argues that a liberal ironist can develop generosity, kindness, or love for another
simply by imagining the pain of others and identifying with them. Scout claims that we
are unable to even care enoughto imagine this unlesswe are given that power and desire
from the ultimate sourceof love, kindnessand generosity. Rorty's formula of projected
empathetic imagination does not work in Coupland's fictional world; his characters
admit that they do not have the tools to truly love and that their desireto learn how must
take them to a sourceoutside of their own making.
Scout must actively admit his weakness,shed his ironic coating and exposethe
raw nerve of a desperately needy existence. As he reflects upon this painful, yet
deeper
into
he
the "rushing water" (290). The roar and
confession,
walks
exhilarating
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clapping of hands grows louder and louder and Scout allows himself to finally be
holistically absorbed into a new understandingof reality that transcendsall others and
reflects a pattern of truth, wholenessand purity. The clapping hands"heal" and "hold";
they are "the hands we desire becausethey are better than desire" (290). Perhapsthese
hands are not just the joyous euphony of nature's responseto God, but also an image of
the moulding force of the creator. Scout's final words connect God's hands with the
hands of those createdin His image: "These hands the hands that care, the hands that
mold; the handsthat touch the lips, the lips that speakthe words - the words that tell us
we are whole" (290). The emphasis on hands and lips are central to the connection
betweenthe self and God. The creating handsof God have touched the lips of Scout, the
storyteller, and his ability to speak with his mouth and act with his hands reflects a
creative nature that demonstratesa possible image of God's reality. Scout is finally
whole, part of a larger story, wholly dependentupon the divine narrator who is beyond
the constricting lines of irony.
In his article "Douglas Coupland: In and Out of Ironic Hell", Mark Forshaw
admits that he, along with Coupland's other "less transcendental,more materialist
readers" feels uncomfortable and somewhatdisappointed with both Life After God and
Girlfriend in a Coma's surprising vision of "a spectral other-wordliness" (Forshaw 40).
Coupland chooses to transcend irony and embrace spiritual longing and desire for
fulfilment, a desire that, particularly in "1,000 Years: Life After God" is met with an
acknowledgementof God as the ultimate sourceof life. This turn, although fictional, is
literally "located in the realm of metaphysics" (Rorty 40) that makes some postmodern
literary critics like Forshaw squirm with discomfort. Although Forshaw rightfully
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admits that the central charactersin both Life After God and Girlfriend in a Coma have a
"lack of faith" that "drives them to a private crisis" (48), he sees these crises as
destructive rather than regenerative.Forshaw readsthe redemptive experienceat the end
of Life After God as a fatal ending to a man who remains "very much caught in atomised
in
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Scout's
(48).
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himself (48). Forshaw and the "less transcendental,more materialist" readershe refers
to appearto still adhereto an ironic worldview that Coupland's characterswish to leave
behind (48). Incapable of reading the direct, devout nature of Scout's searchfor hope,
they must dismiss the crux of the story by reading an ironic, fatal slant into the ending.
Forshaw choosesto ignore the overt biblical languageand religious symbolism of the
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the revolutionary, confrontational, perhaps even subversive, truth claims of Life After
God
Douglas Coupland's eigth novel, Hey Nostradamus!, is an examination and
interrogation of the tension between the author's perceived darkness of human.nature
and the possibility of transcendenceand redemption. The dramatic ending of Life After
God, envisioning a moment of clarity and redemption more similar to a conversion than
a momentary epiphany, is echoed in the multiple biblical themes and even more
dramatic ending of Hey Nostradamus!. The novel's depictions of grace and redemption
are life-affirming and, at the same time, subversive in a contemporary post-religious
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Hickling claims that Coupland "has toned down all the arch, ironic posturing and
compulsive slew of pop-cultural references,allowing a newly meditative, moral tone to
emerge".

In order to enable this "meditative, moral tone" to emerge, Hey

Nostradamus!'s characters do not have the exciting and encyclopedic pop culture
knowledge or pseudo-bohemianlifestyles of the protagonistsfrom GenerationX or even
Microserfis. Hey Nostradamus! shows a different side of Coupland, as its narrative
!

focuses on character development much more than, the sardonic cultural critique that
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plays such an important part in novels such as Generation X, ShampooPlanet and Miss
Wyoming.
Hickling's glowing review continues to note and applaud Coupland's apparent
change in direction: "Hey Nostradamus! is Coupland's first novel to feature a full
complement of three-dimensional characters rather than a swarm of exaggerated
cartoons.He seemsto have reacheda new plane of philosophical awareness." This "new
plane of philosophical awareness" is Coupland's grappling with large theological
questionswhile, at the sametime, achieving a profound senseof humannessin the midstand aftermath of crisis. The very human, tender and dramatic Hey Nostradamus! relies,
not on a now discarded "knee jerk irony", but on a traditional use of dramatic irony to
illustrate the novel's final climactic extendedepiphany, a beautiful portrait of grace and
brokenness in the most unexpected of characters. Throughout the novel, Coupland
enablesus to seehow each of four charactersrespondand develop in the aftermath of a
central tragedy as they searchfor some senseof divine logic, truth and transcendencein
the midst of such seemingly random and unjust violence. The novel is divided into four
parts with each part narratedby one of four distinct narrators including: Cheryl, the last
victim of a brutal school shooting who speaks to us from an unidentified semipurgatorial place she can only label as "the stillness" ; Jason,the boy who was secretly
married to Cheryl in high school and has passedmany years fuelled by bitterness,anger,
doubt and alcohol; Heather, Jason's first girlfriend since the tragedy that happened II
years ago; and Reg, Jason's legalistic, cruel father who Cheryl characterizesas a "mean
dried out old fart who defied charity and used religion as a foil to justify his undesirable
character traits" (28).These characters, unlike the protagonists of Generation X or
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Shampoo Planet, do not even initially define themselves in relationship to their
adherenceto or resistanceof an absorbing consumer culture; they are in the processof
defining themselvesbasedon their existential struggles with religious scepticism, grief,
doubt, resentment,and ultimately, redemption.
As Coupland's readers looking for his comfortable, characteristic, yet always
double-edged,use of quirky irony, perhapswe automatically assumethat we have found
it when reading the novel's opening epigraph. Coupland's novel about the trauma of a
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commit all possible sins. Even those of us who try to live a good and true
life remain as far away from grace as the Hillside Strangler or any demon
who ever tried to poison the village well. What happenedthat morning
only confirms this. (3)

-

Cheryl emphasizeswhat she sees as the darkness or depravity in human nature, an
equalizing depravity that finds someonelike Cheryl, one of "those of us who try to live
good and true lives," just as "far away from grace" as her murderers. Cheryl's
understanding of the democratizing reality of sin is similar to the orthodox Christian
recognition of the presenceof evil in all human beings, as espoused,for example, by
Bishop N. T. Wright:
The line between good and evil does not lie between "us" and "them",
between the West and the rest, between left and right, between rich and
human
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line
down
That
the
every
of
each
of
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middle
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society, every individual.

This is not to say that all humans, and all

societies, are equally good or bad; far from it. Merely that we are all
infected and that all easyattemptsto seethe problem in terms of "us" and
"them" are fatally flawed. ("God, 9/11, the Tsunami" 3)
Wright's statement is a responseto questions about the biblical analysis of evil in
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"fateful line" of evil or "sin", as Cheryl calls it, running right through the middle of
himself or herself. Cheryl personalizesthese claims, indicating that both she and her

160

murderers, as representativeof humanity itself, have the consistent capacity to commit
evil; both Wright and Scout from Life After God use the metaphor of sickness or
infection to indicate the pervasive, contaminating presenceof sin. Cheryl also seesthat
this infection is universal, thus convincing her to not see even her tragic situation as a
case of "us" and "them". But how does this dark view of human nature relate to
Coupland's chosen epigraph about the promise of both physical and spiritual
transformation and rebirth?
Speaking with radio interviewer Tom Ashbrook, Coupland explains that his
selectedI Corinthians passagewas written on the tombstoneof one of the victims of the
Colombine massacre. He also explains that he deliberately placed these two passages
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with Tony Watkins, Coupland refers to the famous Andy Warhol quotation, "Heaven
and Hell are just one breath away" to indicate the always unexpected supernatural
transformation that comes with what he calls a "visitation from beyond". He comments
again on his initial responseto the I Corinthians passage:
I read that passage,and it just-wow! What it's saying, I think, is that heavenand
hell are just a breath away, but at any moment something startling could happen
to you, something amazingly, suddenly-no matter what you're feeling, the
world would become charged with meaning and the feeling of something
better.... (Watkins)
Coupland appearsenthusedby this promise of unexpected,redemptive change,while at
the sametime his protagonist acknowledgesthat, "just by being alive, we could all do all
sins" (Watkins). Cheryl's statementabout each of us being equally as "far away from
grace" resonateswith Coupland's interpretation that the Corinthians passagepromises a
transformation "no matter what you are feeling". Both Coupland and Cheryl grasp hold
of the Pauline concept that spiritual transformation is not basedon an individual's merit
or feeling, but on an objective spiritual reality outside of them. The earthly entrapments
of sin, evil and death- all so vividly realized in this novel-can only be redeemed,
transformed and given life by a visit "from beyond". But, this "beyond", this spiritual
reality, is a mystery that cannot be controlled by human efforts or fully understoodby
the human mind. In the above quotation, describing a world that is, becauseof divine
intervention, "charged with meaning", Coupland sounds more like an impassioned
Gerard Manley Hopkins who seesthe world "charged with the grandeurof God" than an
apathetic,pop culture saturatedGen Ver. Coupland's novel is an exploration of the two
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extremes of sin and grace, while emphasizingthe biblical principle that the darknessof
sin ultimately emphasizesthe fulfilling and pure glare of grace.
What Coupland calls a "drama" between these two spiritual polarities is also a
continual theme throughout I Corinthians 15, the biblical chapter of Coupland's chosen
epigraph. Paul is writing to the church in Corinth, a church who was confronted with
the heretical teaching that there is no bodily resurrection from the dead, thus nullifying
the resurrection of Christ and the conceptof eternity. In an earlier part of the chapter,the
Apostle Paul writes:
For if the dead are not raised, then Christ has not beenraised either. And
if Christ has not been raised, your faith is futile; you are still in your
sins.. If only for this life we have hope in Christ, we are to be pitied
-..
more than all men. (I Corinthians 15: 16,17,19)
This passageagain highlights the relationship between spiritual death through sin as a
contrast to spiritual (and bodily) resurrection. According to Paul, the only hope for a
transformative eternity, a freedom from the spiritual devastation of sin,, is a hope in
Christ's resurrection from the dead that He promises His followers the next world. The
Apostle's vision of eternity is one basedon what he claims is the reality of an afterlife.
Again, Coupland's frequent distinction between the future and an afterlife (eternity) is
helpful. He claims that we can only really believe in one of the two: the future, a
lives
human
based
through
to
our
on
an
attempt
perfect
progress
modernist vision of
science,or eternity: hope that lies in the assuranceof an afterlife (Ashbrook).
The Apostle Paul continues to stressthe dichotomy between sin and renewal as
his letter continues: "For since death came through a man, the resurrection of the dead
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alsocomesthrougha man. For asin Adamall die, so in Christall will be madealive" (I
Corinthians15: 21-22). Justas the capabilityto commit all possiblesins throughthe
birth of the sinful naturecamethrough one man, so the capability of a rebirth that
ultimately transformsthe sinful natureand promiseseternity,comesthroughanother.
Immediatelyfollowing Coupland'schosenpassage,
Paulspeaksaboutthe lost powerof
earthly deaththroughthe "victory" providedthroughChrist's redemption.Alluding to
Isaiah25:8, he proclaimsthat,"Deathhasbeenswallowedup in victory" (I Corinthians
54). He then quotesHosea 13:14 which asks: "Where, Oh death, is your victory?
Where,0 death,is your sting?" (I Corinthians15:55). But, hasdeathlost its sting in the
fictional world of HeyNostradamus!,
a world that revolvesaroundthe devastatingafterbrutal slaying of children?Whereor what is the victory in the
effects of a senseless,
midstof suchgratuitous,cruelcarnage?
Coupland'svision of eternityis by no meansas comforting,assuringor defined
legalistic
Paul.
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Christian youth organization "Youth Alive!, " speaksto us from "the other side", she is
unsure of exactly what this "other side" is. She is in a completely still place, left alone
with her own thoughts. The only other soundsshe can hear are "prayers and curses" as
"they're the only sounds with power enough to cross over to where I am" (9).
Interestingly, this appearsto indicate that the only speechand action that has an eternal
presence is that which is directly acknowledging God, whether in requests,praise, or
curses. These prayers reflect the anguish, confusion, devotion, anger, faith and
'faithlessness that are generatedfrom asking serious questions about the "meaning" of
such a horrific and cruel slaying. Cheryl hears the prayers of those questioning the
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presence(or absence)of a goodGod during suchan event:"Dcar God,I'm prayedout,
and yet hereI am, still knockingon Your door, but I think this could be the last time"
(31). Although Cheryl,the victim of the crime,hearscriesof pain anddoubtfrom those
that the
who are still living, she doesnot experiencedoubt herself. She understands
world of herpreviousearthlylife is a broken,darkworld:
To acknowledge God is to fully accept the sorrow of the human
condition. And I believe I acceptedGod, and I fully acceptedthis sorrow,
even though until the events in the cafeteria, there hadn't been too much
of it in my life. I may have looked like just another stupid teenagegirl,
but it was all there-God, sorrow and its acceptance.(4 1)
To "acknowledge God" means, for Cheryl, to acknowledgethe collective condition of
64sorrow"in all human beings as all are "equally far away from grace". Even though
Cheryl has not experiencedmuch pain or sorrow in her own life until the slayings, she
has acceptedthat pain and sorrow are results of the human condition and indicate a need
for God. Unlike those who are still living and grieving her death, she does not appear
angry, but sure that what she has acceptedis true. She is not fearful of the future as she
knows it will be spent in eternity, but she is left with what seemslike an endlessamount
of time to simply think about her life.
With admirable and endearingcandour, she admits that, I had, and continue to

have,a naggingsuspicionthat I usedthe systemsimply to getwhat I wanted. Religion
included. Doesthat cancelout whatevergoodnessI might haveinsideme?" (7). Before
her true conversion,Cherylusedreligion as a system,a meansof manipulationto gain
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ignoring
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of
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emanates from any source but herself. Her initial "conversion" was a ploy to attract
Jason, the boy who would eventually become her husband. She does, however, admit
that in the midst of all this acting and manipulation, she did surprisingly have an
authentic conversion experience. Through the telling of her story, we find out that
Cheryl, like Coupland himself, comes from a non-religious family who was "not so
much anti-God as it was pro the world" (13). Like the suburbanitesfeatured in most of
Coupland's other fiction, Cheryl's parents are not deliberately anti-God, but decidedly
"comfortable" in a deflated domestic "universe", believing they controlled it by
themselves.In this contemporary suburbanworld, God is seen as irrelevant-a distant,
perhaps even nonexistent, nebulous force to be ignored. Following in her parents'
footsteps,Cheryl initially believed that she was in control of this "force", using it for her
own elaboratepurposes. But she was surprisedwhen sheultimately discoveredthat God
was not a system,but a reality.
Cheryl initially stands out as the only earnestconvert in the novel, yet directly
before her death, she doodles the phrases, "GOD IS NOWHERE; GOD IS NOW
HERE" over and over again on her notebook, emphasizingthe ever-presentparadox at
the centre of this novel. This paradox is clearly a reflection of the dramatic tension
between sin and transcendencethat Coupland claims is the crux of the novel. Coupland
also uses this ambiguous scribbling to expose Cheryl's "Youth Alive! " group's one
dimensional oversimplification of the complex issuesCheryl's play on words explores.
Both the youth group and the local media ignore the "God is Nowhere" part of the
scribbling, but turn the latter, "God is Now Here" into a faith-filled "slogan" that brings
inspiration to the evening news. Jason,the young husbandCheryl left behind, comments
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on this highly selective representationof Cheryl's faith and the last moments before her
death:
They keep referring to Cheryl and her notebook with GOD IS NOW
HERE as some sort of miracle, and this I can't understand. It's like a
twelve-year-old girl plucking daisy petals. He loves me, he loves me not.
(111)
A respectable, religious appearance is of the utmost importance to these "good"
Christians; the pressureto "perform" as "good Christians" dominatesthe youth group. In
this sense,there are certain questions and struggles that are off-limits. No one openly
asks if the paradoxical graffiti on Cheryl's folder indicated her doubts or questionsabout
the co-existence of God's perfect goodnessand the evil that possibly causes one to
question His presence. They certainly do not admit to having any such questions
themselves.We are left to wonder if the individuals who claim Cheryl's statement"God
is Now Here" as a confident, definitive battle cry of faith in the face of adversity, are not
the same individuals who utter the angry, doubtful, bitter prayers that become the.
soundtrack to Cheryl's post-deathexperience.These are prayers of brutal honesty, full
of despairing questionsaskedin secret,such as:
Dear God,
I'm going to stop believing in you unless you can tell me what possible
good could have come from the bloodshed. I can't see any meaning or
evidenceof divine logic. (14)
This searchfor evidenceof "divine logic" or merely divine presenceduring the massacre
continues in prayerssuch as:
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DearLord,
If you organizeda massacreto make peoplehave doubts,then maybe
You ought to considerother ways of doing things. A high school
massacre? Kids with pimento loaf sandwichesand cans of Orange
Crush? I don't think You would orchestratesomethinglike this. A
in a high schoolcafeteriacanonly indicateYour absence-that
massacre
for somereason,in somemanner,You choseto absentYourselffrom the
room.Forsakeit, actually. Cheryl-thepretty girl who wasthe lastoneto
"
be shot. Shewrote that on her binder,didn't she? "God is nowhere.
Maybeshewasright. (25)
In letters such as this one, Coupland confronts the problem of evil, as these anonymous
prayers secretly ask how a good, omnipotent, sovereign and perfect God could be
present in the midst of such obvious evil.
Age old questions about the co-existence of God's goodness in the midst of
suffering arise in the pained cries of these letters. Each letter echoesquestions that are
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for theological debate in David Hume's Dialogues Concerning Natural Religion.
Speakingof the God of the Bible, Hume asks:
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These questions are raised, but not dealt with as philosophical quandaries. Rather,
Coupland emphasizesthe humanity of those asking these questions, those traumatized
from witnessing the massacre,experiencing varying levels of anger, doubt and serious
searching faith at the sametime. Thesequestionsare prayers,not theological treatisesor
impassionedargumentsbetweenhuman beings.
Coupland makes no direct effort to answerthese questionsabout the characterof
God, yet the novel indicates that both God and eternity are not concepts,but realities.
Cheryl, the ultimate victim, does not voice these doubts from her place of ambiguous
death
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many of the novel's characters,Coupland choosesto allow the tension and mystery to
permeatethe novel's questionsrather than to reduce them to some sort of all assuming
theological system. He uses this fictional tragedy, and the questions raised by it, as a
context in which to explore human faith and hypocrisy, as well as the possibility of
divine graceand redemption.
The hardback cover of Hey Nostradamus! is clearly a pictorial depiction of the
sametensionsand ambiguities that are scribbled on Cheryl's notebook, as well as woven
thematically throughout the entire novel. On this cover, a generic cartoon figure kneels
forward, head bowed, in supplication--but is it a willing act of prayer or a forced act of
execution? This image, taken from one of Coupland's sculpture installations, clearly
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and drink, meltedplasticchairs,and all kinds of post-traumadebris. The installation's
most importantcomponentsare its stunning,eerie,initially unidentifiablesoundeffects.
by a chorusof different mobile
This powerful visual imageis, in reality, accompanied
phoneringtonesandpageralertsthat,on first listen,soundlike exotic birds . Coupland
createdthis installation and namedit "Tropical Birds" after reading the following
newspaperaccountfrom Denver'sRockyMountainNews:
Moments earlier, (ATF) agent Marcus Motte had gone inside the school
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Across the cafeteria, telephone pagers in the abandoned

backpacks were going off, unanswered calls from desperate parents.
("Inside the Columbine Investigation")
Coupland reconstructsthis profoundly disturbing sceneto reflect on some of the same
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But in the midst of such a bleak, tragic and depraved event, Coupland attempts, not to
indicate the absenceof God, but the presenceof hope. On his homcpage,he claims that,
"This installation was an attempt to isolate something holy and transcendentwithin a
landscapeseemingly beyond redemption". In the midst of such senselessdestruction,
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Couplandattemptsto find fragmentsof beautyand hope,howeverbroken,"isolated"
flecksreflectingthe still presentrealityof God.
Perhapsthis notion of hope is again related to Cheryl's idea that "To
acknowledgeGod is to fully accept the sorrow of the human condition" (41).
Interestingly,Couplandcontinuallyturnsthe meaningof Cheryl'sabovestatementon its
head throughout the course of the novel by indicating that the first step to
acknowledgingGod is to recognizethe "sorrow of the humancondition"and,thus,the
needfor a Godto rescueus from it. This movementtowardsredemptionby recognition
of spiritual desperationis mostpoignantin Reg'scase,but also somewhatindicatedin
oneof theprayersof the grieving:
just
don't
You
the
that
school
exist
as
much-if
massacre
could
mean
...
not more-than it could mean that You do. If I was trying to recruit
followers, a school massacreisn't the way I'd go about doing it. But then
it got me here right now praying, didn't it? (32)
But the above prayer, unlike Cheryl's claims, indicates that perhapsGod is a part of the
suffering and pain, using it deliberately to recruit followers rather than, in sovereignty,
allowing it to happen as a result of an "infected" world. This prayer again revisits the
problem of evil, but admits that these frightening questions cannot prove or disprove
God's existence.
Some of theseprayers could have easily come from the mind and heart of Jason,
Cheryl's high school husband,who held her in his arms as she died. Jason,the son of
tyrannical fanatic Reg, vehemently turns his back on his father's indoctrination, but
comesto understandthat this ironclad, hypocritical code of living is vastly different than
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Cheryl's faith, an honest faith that admits struggles and questions, recognizing that
perhaps they are a part of faith itself. Even Reg admits that Cheryl has a "pure heart",
indicating trust and honest faith, rather than sinlessness(240). Jason's last words in his
section of the novel echo Cheryl's Calvinist understanding of original sin as they
implicate an admittanceof inner darknessand a need for redemption, two of Coupland's
seemingly favorite themes:
We're all born lost, aren't we? We're all born separatedfrom God-over and
have
life
inform
to
this-and
names,
all
real:
we
yet
we're
over
us of
makes sure
feel
is
And
I
heart
My
have
lives.
We
We
cold.
so
must.
we
mean something.
in
fill
hole
it
if
the
to
lost.
I
block
hate
but
emerges
so
shed my
of
what nothing
left? The universe is so large, and the world is so glorious, but here I am on a
sunny August morning with chilled black ink pumping through my veins and I
feel like the unholiest thing on earth. (146)
Although he has no way of knowing it, his last written words also echo the last words
we read from Cheryl, speakingfrom the beyond:
the sun may bum brightly, and the facesof children may be plump and
food
drink
in
in
breathe,
but
the
the
and
we
water
achingly sweet,
air we
(42)
be
in
darkness
this
there
world.
will
always
we share,
Cheryl continually emphasizeswhat she seesas the dark, fallen and depravednature of
both the natural and human world; her belief in this collective fallenness is a
democratizing force in which all people, whether they appear to be good or bad, are
depravity,
from
"
This
"far
in
universal
away
grace.
need of redemption and
ultimately
however, is coupled with a sense of life and delicate beauty; once again, Coupland

172

emphasizesthe tensionbetweentwo co-existingpolarities. Jason'sunderstandingof
reality also includesa senseof collective lostriess,but is embitteredby a belief that
"Redemptionexists,but only for others"(135). Althoughhis reflectionsconfessa belief
in God, a standardof holinessandhumansignificance,as we "must meansomething",
Jasondoesnot havethe hopeof everredeemingthis "meaning"in his own life-he is
is
direct
he
is
beyond
his
idea
"unholiness".
Jason's
that
a
redemption
obsessedwith
him,
legalistic
"religion"
his
father,
is
face
heartless,
to
Reg,
the
of
result
who
of
himself
he
him
As
he
is
tries
to
"zero"(77).
telling
that
convince
continually
nothing,a
that "we must meansomething"becausethereultimatelyis a God, he neverfeelsthat
this Godwill extendthe gift of redemptionto him. In Jason'smind, God'slove, like his
father's,is basedon his own behaviourratherthanunconditionalgraceand love, andhe
depravityin a similar
hasgivenup the will to try andearnit. Althoughhe understands
free
he
is
the
blinded
Cheryl,
natureof grace,
to
to
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continually
an understanding
way
from
his
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or from God.
whether
Although Jason was raised in a conservativereligious family, he has no
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understandingof
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fiction,
Tate
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Andrew
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Douglas
absence
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and epiphany
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lack
Western
life
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established
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a
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becomes a defining trauma in Coupland's -fiction" (327). Coupland's early novels do
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industrial
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societies.
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western,
of secularism
effects of
examine
is the first novel in which Coupland closely explores a "religious" lifestyle. In this
defining
immersion
in
both
are
subculture
a religious
religious upbringings and
novel,
traumas of their own, traumas whose effects parallel the effects of the novel's central
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tragedy. Hey Nostradamus! does, in a limited sense,follow in a long line of subcultural
critique; just as Coupland defines deadheads,yuppies, microserfs and trust fund hippies
by their own pop culture contributions, so he defines the religious by their exclusive
youth group meetings singing "Kumbayah", cookouts that end with chastity talks, and
fish bumper stickers.
Both Cheryl and Jason are active members of a Christian youth group called
"Youth Alive! " that seemsto pay more allegiance to its insulated church culture than
love, forgiveness or graciousness. Cheryl's closest girl friends frequently eat lunch
together off campus,thus starting their own clique called the "Out to Lunch Bunch".
Their friendships, just as their religion, appear to be superficial and contrived, as they
force each other to confess sins to one another at the beginning of each lunch meeting.
Cheryl's memories of the group expose the fact that their religion is a pop culture,
faith:
devotion
than
that
and
commodified product
relies more on saccharinrituals
The Out to Lunch Bunch talked about going to heavenin the samebreath
as they discussed hair color. Leading a holy life inside a burgundycolored VW Cabrio seemslike a spiritual contradiction. Jasononcejoked
that if you read Revelations closely, you could seewhere it saysthat Dee
Carswell counting the calories in a packet of Italian dressing is a sign of
imminent apocalypse.(33)
This parody of the wearing of religion as an exclusive, seasonalfashion indicates that
the "faithful" are not communing with the real, but conforming themselvesto consumer
artificiality and blinding themselveswith a contrived, insincerefaith basedon superficial
group dynamics rather than sojourning. This portrait of a religious "type" has its roots
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in some of Coupland's own high school experiences. Coupland explains the
"fantastically hierarchical" structure of North American high schools to Tony Watkins
from Damaris.org, recalling them as educational institutions in which the student body
elects yearbook "superlatives" based on beauty, popularity, and coquettishness.
Coupland goes on to say that "every high school has the good-looking girl gang" and
that the lives of these cliques have a certain "tabloid" quality in the high school
community. He continues by mentioning that the members of the "good looking girl
gang" frequently "became evangelical" (Watkins).

In both the aforementioned

interviews with Brian Draper and Tony Watkins, Coupland speaks candidly of his
painful experienceswith an exclusive Christian youth group like Youth Alive!

in his

inviting
high
He
the
that
this
around
school
own
school.
explains
group put up posters
join
he
barbecue.
Coupland
to
them,
to
that
asked
when
students a youth group
claims
he was told not to come-, on more than one occasion. It becameclear to him that the
membersof the group had talked about him and made a collective decision to reject him.
For Coupland, a young teenager"raised without religion", this was a first exposure of
the religious subculture, a subculture that initially appeared to be self-righteous,
judgemental, and exclusive to the point of cruelty. When explaining this to Watkins,
Coupland ends by saying that perhapshis life would have beendifferent if "they'd have,
like, just invited me to a barbecueor something...". But when Watkins tells Coupland
that The Observer's review of Hey Nostradamus! claims that it was "an attack on
religion", Coupland responds,"Oh, no, no. I don't think so at all. I would never do
that .... it's a non-censoriouscritique". As the novel develops, it is clear that Coupland's
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critique is not of Christianity,or even honestfaith, but of the self-righteousnes,
s and
hypocrisyof thosewho wearreligionasa statussymbolor metalof self-achievement.
One clear indication of this is how the false friendshipbetweenthe "Youth
Alive! " groupandJasondisintegrates
soonafter the massacre.Jason,who kills one of
the murderersin an attemptto saveCheryl,is rumouredto havepossiblymasterminded
the massacre;the "Youth Alive!" group instantlybuys into the crowd mentalityand
abandonshim as they condemnhim. Jasoncommentsthat "My many friends from
Youth Alive! set the tone, gleefully providing police with a McCarthy-eradossieron
Cheryl and me-a diary of the time we spenttogether..." (88). The vicious crowd
mentalityof the youthgroupexposestheir desire,not to find thetruth, but to affirm their
unfoundedsuspicions,andto judge and condemn.Onceagain,this is a pictureof those
who usereligionto imposetheir own agendaandform their own in-group,ratherthanas
an earnestsearchfor truth.
This betrayal,however,is not asdamagingasthe betrayalof Jason'sown father,
Reg. Although Jason's killing of one of the gunmen probably saved dozens of lives,
including his own, Reg's only responseto his son and the investigating police is, "What
I understandis that my son experiencedmurder in his heart and chosenot to rise above
that impulse.

I understand that my son is a murderer" (77). Reg's hate-fuelled

condemnation of Jason's actions is the final breaking point in their relationship.
Although Jasonhas virtually no contact with his father after this point, he spendsa good
deal of his life thereafter trying to redeem himself in his father's, and possibly God's,
eyes. Later in his life, Jasonis kidnappedby an organizedcrime thug named Yorgo and
taken out to a forest where he is to be killed. Jason is able to ultimately outwit Yorgo
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and eventually has him at his mercy. As Jason recognizes that he, once again, has a
criminal's life in his hands,he tells us that:
I lunged for a river rock and then-time folded over in a Moebius stripI was once again in the school cafeteria, and there was Mitchell's head,
but it was now Yorgo's head,and in my hand was a rock and-suddenly I
had the option of murdering again. (125)
Jason decides not to kill Yorgo, even though this "murder" would have been selfdefence. Instead, he leavesYorgo injured, yet alive, lying in the woods and goes to call
for help. As he reflects on this moment in a letter, he writes, "And then I felt the chunk
of concretehate fall from my chest. A part of my life was over, I realized. I was now in
some new hate-free part, and I beganto hear the highway's pale drone" (130). Although
through this action Jasonhas, in a strangesense,"redeemedhimself' from the "murder"
he has been unjustly accusedof, he still feels beyond redemption. Reg's harsh legalism
has taught him that he must earn approval, and Jasonknows that nothing he could ever
do would be good enough. As Jasonmakes a frail, human attempt to pay a penance,he
is continually confronted with his inability to redeemhimself. In his father's world, there
is no room for grace,only punishment.
Reg's cruel, hateful, self-righteous behaviour towards his own son again brings
to mind the dichotomy of sin versus grace through redemption and, ultimately,
resurrection. The Apostle Paul writes in I Corinthians 15:56 that "The sting of death is
sin, and the power of sin is the law." This complex verse indicates that a lack of
repentancebrings death through sin, and that humanity knows what sin is by looking at
the law, God's perfect standardthat is ultimately broken. In the book of Romans,Paul
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indicatesthat the purposeof the law is to showhumanitythe perfectstandardwe have
fallen shortof, thusshowingthe needfor redemptionandsalvation.Jason,keenlyaware
that he has fallen short of a standard,has beentaught by his father that althoughhe
needssalvation,he musteam it himself. Reg's characteris a portrait of a manwhose
religion is propelledby a desireto perfecthimself,to keephis own law, in a desireto
belittle others;this corrosiveself-righteousness
taints his son's understandingof both
himself and God. Reg's religiosity has blinded him from understandinghis needfor
graceor redemption;he is seton savinghimself. Coupland'scritiqueof Reg,therefore,
is not ironic, but biblical. Thegospelsemphasizes
that Christhimselfwasenragedwhen
the religiousleadersof his day,a groupof menwho often,
speakingwith the Pharisees,
like Reg,focusedon how goodthey thoughtthey couldmakethemselvesby upholding
the law. The Pharisees,like both Reg and the "Out to Lunch Bunch", trustedin their
lust
for
in
lorded
it
"goodness"
selfand
ruthless
a
cruel
own
and
over everyoneelse
blatant
hypocrisyand self-righteousness
A
were the targetsof someof
similar
glory.
Christ's most angry words in the New Testament.Jesus'words to the Phariseesin
Mathew23:27 couldhavejust aseasilybeensaidto Regor the YouthAlive! members:
I
Woe to you, teachersof the law and Pharisees,you hypocrites! You are
like whitewashed tombs, which look beautiful on the outside but-on the
inside are full of dead men's bones and everything unclean. In the same
inside
but
the
to
the
on
righteous
as
appear
people
outside you
way, on
you are full of hypocrisy and wickedness.
The Pharisees,like Reg and the membersof the high school youth group, appearto be
"good" and "holy", but are rotten inside, consumedwith pride and self-righteousness.In
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the gospel of Matthew, Christ not only exposes this hypocrisy, but pronounces a
judgement upon the religious hypocrites when he exclaims: "You snakes! You brood of
vipers! How will you escapebeing condemnedto hell?". These Pharisees,frauds and
masters of religious performance, appear to be far away from grace, blinded by their
own claims of goodness.In Hey Nostradamus! this character trait is most prevalent in
the mercilessReg who extendsno grace,nor recognizesits need in his life.
Perhapsthe most shocking aspectof this novel is that Coupland choosesto give
Reg, a hateful, religious hypocrite, the last words. Reg is the narrator in the last section
of the novel, which is actually a letter composedto his missing (and presumably, dead)
son, Jason. Although this is a novel that explores the tension between the existence of
God and the presenceof evil, the central manifestation of evil-the cafeteria murdersis not the focal point of Coupland's exploration. Instead,Coupland choosesto explore a
much more subtle, "acceptable", yet paralyzing evil, the evil of lifeless, gracelessand
cruel "religion" used to serve man rather than God. In the final section, Reg, like Scout
at the end of Life 4fter God, writes a confession. As Reg becomes vulnerable by
exposing his interior brokennessin a letter that his son will probably never see, he is
transformed from a monster into a human being, a person who, as Jasonhas previously
said, has a name,has a life, and meanssomething. In this confession,Reg admits that he
"rejected his son" for selfish reasons,becausehe could seethat God gave his son, rather
than him, an important mission (235). In the spaceof a fourteen page letter typewritten
on a rented computer in a Kinko's copy shop, Reg bares his desperate,dead soul and
admits that becauseof "pride and vanity" he had become a "religious fraud" and a
"hypocrite" (237). When Reg recalls his most recent girlfriend telling him that he was
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"harder to please than God" and his realization that he was "further away from the
gates" (240) we are reminded of Jesus' rebuking of the Pharisees,who, becauseof their
self righteousnessand hypocrisy, recognize no need for forgiveness and redemption,
becoming their own feeble saviourswho will be ultimately condemnedto Hell.
Reg seesthat writing his letter has "emptied" him of "lies and weaknesses"and
that, "as with recovering from a poisoning-I

felt mended again" (241).

Reg's

recognition of the "poison" that has been his life (or death) force for all of his adulthood
sounds quite similar to Jason's mention of the "chilled black ink pumping through my
veins". Although Jason recognized the darknessinside himself, his bitterness towards
the man who forced him to drink the poison of false religion prevented him from ever
"mending again". Ironically, Jason,who has been honest about his own depravity and
need for redemption for many years, has seemingly died, panged with guilt and unsure
of redemption. Towards the end of his life, Reg finds redemption at the cost of his son's
disappearanceand possible death. Reg's confession indicates a wearied, defeated, yet
his
heart,
than
truth
proclaiming
own
now
asking
open
questions and seeking
rather
loss
delusional
in
face
Only
the
and pain
of
unbearable
righteousnessand
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can Reg face the truth about himself, his son and God. This realization is epiphanic, but
it is not a momentary flash of revelation or truth; rather, this transfon-nationindicates
further
Reg
dramatic
irony
develops
This
to
as
ends
even
closer
a
conversion.
something
the novel with words taken directly from Christ's parable of the prodigal son from the
Gospel of Luke:
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Awake! Everyone listen, there has been a miracle-my

son who was

once dead is now alive. Rejoice! All of you! Rejoice! You must! My son
is coming home! (244)
The parable of the prodigal son is a story used to pictorially illustrate the concept of
grace. The father in the story gives his son his inheritance, which he ultimately
"squandered in wild living". He soon finds himself destitute, longing to eat even pig's
food, which forces him to have to return home and beg his father to hire him as a
servant. On seeing his returned son, his father races towards him with open arms,
embracing him, placing the best robe on him, and planning a celebration for his return.
The prodigal's jealous brother, who has worked so hard to be good and pleasehis father,
is obviously angry over this treatment of his undeservingbrother. But his father simply
responds,"But we had to celebrateand be glad, becausethis brother of yours was dead
and is alive again; he was lost and is found." The prodigal son is completely undeserving
of his father's love, yet he admits his great need for it, and it is ultimately given to him.
Although Jason is literally the "lost son" of the parable, Reg is initially the
symbolic "older brother" in this story, and then is transformed into the prodigal son
himself as he admits his own failings. Reg is deeply bitter, angry and jealous that his
own son Jason,someonehe categorizesas a "sinner" who is "Worth nothing" and lives
irresponsibly, denying his father, was given a mission from God, thus indicating God's
love and acceptance. In this case,Jason is like the "younger brother" to Reg's "older
brother"; the older brother of the parable is so full of hatred and resentment that he
refusesto go in his father's houseand celebratehis younger brother's homecoming and
acceptancefrom the father. The attitude expressedin his responseto the father is the
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sameattitude of Reg, the religious zealot, who thinks that he has earnedGod's approval
through his own works. The older brother exclaims:
Look! All these years I've been slaving for you and never disobeyed
your orders... But when this son of yours who has squandered your
property with prostitutes comes home, you kill the fattened calf for him!
(Luke 14:28-30).
In the Gospel of Luke, Jesustells this story to the Pharisees,basically holding a mirror
to their loveless self-righteous legalism. Only when Reg is writing a letter to Jason,the
son he has both emotionally and physically lost, does he recount the words of this
powerful story and experiencea moment of grace, an extended epiphany, in which the
mirror is held up to reflect the myriad evils within his own heart. For once, Reg is
humbled, as he realizes, like Cheryl, that even after all of the religious ritual and rule
following, he is as "far away from grace" as everyoneelse.
.

The vision of grace in the prodigal son narrative is a striking contrast to the type

ýof relationship that developed between Jason and Reg. Reg, a man who did not
understandgrace as he never recognizedhis own neediness,is now the prodigal son. He
is spiritually on his knees and begging for grace as he finally recognizesthe ugliness of
his sin. Although he has pointed the finger and yelled "Sinner!" to all those around, he
has ignored his own cruelty and hatred. Jason,whose life has most probably been lost,
is not the final recipient of undeservedgrace. Reg, the vile, loveless character that
Coupland calls "a nasty piece of work" (Watkins) is the most undeservingand unlikely
it
for
to
the most profoundly, even more profoundly
yet
seems
understand
grace,
vessel
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than Cheryl did, when he is faced with the devastatingeffects of his own poison.
Couplandexplainshis choiceto give Regthe final wordsof the novel:
And thenthere'sthis codaat the end,which is Reg,andhe's a miserable
bastardyou hate,hate,hateand who must die, die, die-andyet he's the
in a humanismsense,
one who actuallyendsup being
not
...
-humanized
but he becomes the moment he dropped all his he had to lose
...
....
everything-all his valuablesin this world, sort of like Job,and like, the
momenthe lost everything,the momenthe shattersa legalisticdoctrinaire
thinking and actuallybeganquestioningthings for himself, suddenlyhe
becamereal.(Watkins)
Reg has wom doctrine as cosmetics for his soul, providing him with an appearance,in
his mind's eye, of goodness. He continually kept up this pretence although everyone
around him could seethat there was no love behind his self-sculpted "religion", only a
false god crafted in the image of Reg. Only in losing his life, in the senseof losing any
semblanceof normality and security and the "appearance"of goodness,is he able to find
out who he really is and humble himself with a desire to change. Only through finally
asking questions,rather than proclaiming his own truth as gospel,does he become"real"
through the acknowledgementof his need for-grace.
The tragic, moving ending of the novel, in which Reg finishes this letter and
plans to make hundreds of copies and post them on all the trees in the forest where his
son might be lost, is ultimately not a personal tragedy for Reg, but a rebirth. The
devastatingeffects of both the massacreand an abusive father have destroyedJason,yet
his father, who was once dead, is now alive. Coupland ends this novel with a vision of

183

hope and redemption as we witness the beginning of transformation in the life of a man
who seemsthe most unworthy of all. Coupland commentsthat, "... in the end there has
to be hope, there just has to be hope. And I think in this case,giving hope to the one
who seemsbeyond it is not meant as an intentional shocker, but it is meant to say that
there is hope"(Watkins). Reg's unlikely "conversion" from false religiosity to reality
resonateswith another of the Apostle Paul's indications of the complex relationship
between sin and grace: "But where sin increased,grace increasedall the more" (Romans
5:20). Coupland's choosing of Reg, a cruel man who seems beyond hope, for
redemption, indicates a hope that transcendseven the worst of sins.
Reg has not earned this hope; his single-minded desire to keep the "law" and
he
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he
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his
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only pushed
perfect
out of
--more desperately than anyone. Coupland uses Reg's surprising transformation to
remind us once again of his opening epigraph from I Corinthians:
Behold, I tell you a mystery; we shall not sleep, but we shall all be
for
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the trumpet will sound, and the dead will be raised imperishable, and we
shall be changed.(I Corinthians 15:51-52)
In this passage,Paul is talking about "sleep" as a physical death which leads not to
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Coupland obviously relatesthis to the afterlife of those slaughteredin the massacreas he
has chosen this from a Colombine gravestone.But he also shows us that redemption,
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happens,according to Coupland, "no matter what you're feeling"; it is not basedon an
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individual's emotions or merit, but on "a visitation from beyond" (Watkins). Reg was
sleeping in his own self-righteous delusion; it took a manifestation of grace to wake him
up so he could be "changed".
The final irony of this novel is less like the "knee jerk irony" that was used as a
tool to critique itself in Coupland's earlier work, and more like dramatic irony or even
biblical paradox that leads to complete, fulfilling transformation rather than a negative
"ground clearing" (Wallace 67). The brief epiphaniesof Generation X and the extended
and confessional "visionary moments" of Life After God have culminated in Hey
Nostradamus!'s unexpectedportrait of redemption. David Malone arguesthat with Hey
Nostradamus! Coupland refusesto "settle for an easy irony or an equally easycredulity"
yet "tries to press through irony to see what lies on the other side" (9). Coupland's
attention to I Corinthians 15 is not an ironic dismissal of faith in the face of tragedy and
suffering, but an acknowledgement of hope through the possibility of spiritual
transformation. Although he clearly raises the complex questions concerning the coexistence of God and evil, he spends little time developing these theological and
he
God.
Instead,
the
the
of
character
questions
about
philosophical
nature of evil and
choosesto paint a narrative, parabolic picture of a possible answer to the "problem of
evil" itself-a picture of honest self-questioning that leads to humility and an openness
towards divine grace.
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CHAPTER FOUR
Postmodernising Apocalypse: WhiteAToise
The small, yet defining epiphaniesof Generation X and ShampooPlanet and the
quasi-conversionmoments of Life After God and Hey Nostradamus! ultimately become
apocalyptic visions of truth and revelation in the novels Girýfriend in a Coma and
Eleanor Rigby. Coupland rewrites the secular understanding of apocalypse for these
novels, investing it with a senseof sacred wonder and truth, just as he does with the
epiphany in his earlier novels. Yet Coupland also investigates the doomsday fear of
postmodem apocalypse in Generation X and Life After God and examines the
relationship betweentechnology and apocalypsein Microserfis. His idiosyncratic visions
of apocalypseare subversive,resisting the generalspirit of the times. In order to clearly
seethe subversive,countercultural nature of Coupland's understandingof apocalypse,it
is helpful to explore the relationship between the traditional Judeo-Christian ideas of
apocalypse,the contemporary, secular understandingof the term, and the postmodcrn
notion of anti-apocalypse.
According to Paul Maltby, the presence of what he calls a "redemptive"
epiphany, a clear indicator that there is a defined self and a higher order of truth
imbedded in an external reality, is dwindling in most postmodem fiction (19). This
interesting
an
question: in the absenceof both illumination and resolution in much
raises
postmodern fiction, will anything now replace the epiphany as a moment of clarity and
transformation? The presenceof self-rcferential, knowing playfulness and fragmentation
proclaim the inability to achieve clarity, enlightenment, resolution, but is this enough?
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The modernist epiphany, a tool for specific secularrevelation or humanistic "conversion
narratives," is a result of speculation on external sources of existential enlightenment
that transform an interior reality. Has this modernist vision of self-enlightenment been
replaced with another, darker senseof closure in the form of apocalyptic destruction--a
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transformation? Is the only absolutemoment of clarity the moment of recognizing one's
hopelessnessin the face of death? Whether watching Hollywood blockbusters such as
The Day After Tomorrow, reading Chuck Palahniuk's cult novel Fight Club or watching
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deny the reality of Lois Parkinson Zamora's statementthat "Apocalypse is in vogue"
(1). Perhapsthe contemporaryappealof the apocalyptic narrative lies in its thrilling fear
factor as we realize that we have the tools and perhapsthe drive to destroy ourselves.
But the realization that we have the tools to "end it all" is obviously not a new one (the
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postmodern apocalyptic narratives "there is no relief, no real revelation or redemption,
(108).
destruction"
depressingimpending
sense
of
only a profoundly

Although

Anncsley claims that the "blank fiction" narratives arc "apocalyptic", he clearly
indicates that "revelation" and "redemption" arc lost amidst a seaof postmodcrn apathy,
doom.
The
for
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unenlightened subjects waiting
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new
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any senseof change or
waiting
AtIhough Annesley here alludes to the abandonmentof apocalypse'sreligious roots by
fails,
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as many critics of
the
concepts of revelation and redemption,
employing
the
fiction
do,
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to
complete
adequately question
postmodcrn
become
bad
has
in
fiction.
"Apocalypse"
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picture of godlesschaos.
Unlike Anneslcy's Blank Fictions, Zamora's study highlights the almost
its
by
"apocalypse"
decontextualization
emphasizing
term
the
of
complete postmodem
abandonedJudeo-Christianorigins:
Apocalypse is not merely a synonym for disaster or cataclysm or chaos.
It is, in fact, a synonym for 'revelation', and if the Judeo-Christian
it
disasters
includes
history
envisions
a
the
also
end of
revelation of
...
millennial order.... (10)
The early Judeo-Christian apocalyptic literature was culturally subversive in its
demonstrationof the two-fold nature of divine judgement and redemption: ultimate and
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final collective regenerationwould follow a judgementthat used crisis, disasterand
violenceto separatethe chosenfrom the lost. As noted in Harper'sBible Dictionary,
"apocalypse"clearly indicates a revelation that leads to both transformationand
judgement(Achtemeier35). But the biblical "apocalyptic"is not limited to visions of
the "end times"; it is a seriesof specificrevelations,eitheralludingto or proclaimedby
Christ, the manifestationof God among humanity. N.T. Wright focuses on the
that initiatesthe kingdomof Godon earth:
subversivenatureof biblical apocalypse
First-century Jewish apocalyptic is not the same as 'end-of-the-world'.
Instead it invests major events within history with their theological
language
is
Apocalyptic
the
and
richly-charged
symbolic
significance...
of protest, affin-ning that God's kingdom will come on earth as it is in
heaven-not in some imagined heavenly realm to be created after the
is
In
has
been
destroyed.
the
apocalyptic
particular,
present world
languageof revolution: not that YHWH will destroy that world, but that
he will act dramatically within it to bring Israel's long night of suffering
to an end, to usher in a new day in which peace and justice will reign.
("The Historical Jesusand Christian Theology" 1)
These revelatory, "apocalyptic," moments have significance becauseof their placement
in the divine Creation/Fall/Redemptionstructure; they reveal the devastationof the Fall,
yet point towards the hope of the New Heavensand New Earth through the redemption
provided in Christ.
The derivation of the English word apocalypse is from the Greek root
apokalypsis that means to "uncover, reveal, disclose" (Zamora 10). This original
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understanding of apocalypsewas of a stripping away of the false layers of status quo
66reality"as "the divine word becomes historical fact" and "a luminous vision of the
fulfilment of God's promise of justice and communal salvation" (2). Traditional
apocalyptic patterns stem from the conviction that "most persons and institutions are
irredeemably corrupt" (Jeffrey 46). The spiritual climate of a culture in need of
apocalypse is beyond mere "reform" and must be completely transformed and replaced
with a new creation, both through immediate redemption and eternal transformation.
This is clear in the narrative patterns of biblical apocalypse, from the Genesis flood
final
Christ,
the
to
the
to
the
of
revelation
crucifixion and resurrection of
narrative,
judgement and New Jerusalem.The flood and judgement day narratives both include
done,
birth
being
justice
being
for
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a
their
new
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wicked
punished
visions of
introduces
death
destruction.
Christ's
The
the
and
resurrection
narrative of
rising out of
the notion of justice coupled with grace, as Christ the innocent and perfect ruler takes
the punishment and dies for the wicked, conquering death by rising back to life and
Thus
humanity
through
this
transforming
process.
rebirth
all
with
a
new,
providing
Christ's proclamation and promise at the end of St. John's letter of Apocalypse that, I
am making everything new!" (Revelation 21:5). James Berger notes that the
64apocalypticend, in order to be properly apocalyptic, must in its destructive moment
(5).
Only
has
been
brought
illuminate
to
trup
the
an
end"
of
nature what
clarify and
through an apocalypse,what Berger calls "the definitive catastrophe," which is "not only
final and complete but absolutely clarifying"(8) can individuals be thoroughly purged,
transformed and brought to a moment of life-shattering clarity.
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witnessing it of the eternal truth that both individually and collectively transforms while
assuring them that their ultimate destiny is being shaped by someone outside of the
44systern".
The fact that biblical apocalyptic narratives usually incorporate the role of
prophecy reflects the idea that the final biblical apocalypse,the vision of the end of the
but
is
"an
Christ,
the ultimate
to
the
end"
notjust
reign of a returned
old order subjected
"end". This end provides meaning for the multiple other revelations leading up to this
divine
justifying
human
the
plan that gives
exposing
as
existence
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point, as well
ignites
the
The
to
plan
external
existing of an overarching
sense and structure reality.
glimmer of specific, personal revelations. All revelations point towards the ultimate,
final judgement that purifies, divides and renews.David Jeffrey arguesthat:
Apocalyptic texts usually proceed by meansof a series of visions which
foretell God's destruction of social, political, and cosmic order as we
know it, the punishment of the wicked, and the inauguration of a holy
kingdom ruled by the righteous or directly by God himself. (46)
The biblical apocalypse initiates a time of final judgement when all are brought to
justice; in this salvific framework, all answersand decisionsare presentedas absolute as
they are the perfectjudgements provided by the creator of absolutes.
This traditional reliance on an omniscient creator who provides a definitive
"beginning, middle, end" structureto reality, basedon the death,resurrection,and return
longer
king
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that
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no
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"reality". Becauseof this, the transformational aspect of "apocalypse" is clearly absent
from the majori; Y of postmodem fiction; the central protagonists in novels such as
Dellilo's nite

Noise (1985), McInerney's Bright Lights, Big City experience only

"catastrophic epiphanies" that are self-induced and non-transformative,and thus not true
revelations. They only recognize the truth that they have a need to destroy themselves
and either revel in this or allow the fear of it to paralyze their lives; if this is a
transformation, then it is only a movement to a deeperring of earthly hell, rather than a
hope for and fulfilment of redemption. Bret Easton Ellis's protagonists in Less than
Zero, The Rules of Attraction and The Informers and the anti-heroes of Palahnuik's
Fight Club and Survivor have experiencedeven lesser"revelations" than those from the
don't
depthless
They
that
they
even care
so
novels.
are
yet
above mentioned
miserable,
that they are miserable; their apathy prevents them from recognizing their state long
form,
implies
its
in
in
it
it.
fear
True
to
original
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or
enough either revel
definite and transformative ending, a paradoxical senseof closure and rebirth. Many
contemporary novels, including those previously mentioned, are not about closure or
"end".
It
for
but
the
and
unrealized
an
undefined
simply about
processof waiting
rebirth,
is helpful here to recall Paul Fiddes's observation that twentieth century writers, both
modem and postmodem,"portray human life in a perpetualstateof transition, crying out
for an apocalypsethat never comes" (11). This is an obvious reflection of a collective
hopeful
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Fiddes notes that the original apocalyptic literature has "a strong momentumtowards the
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organization and unification of history from the perspectiveof the end" (24). Thus, the
lack of an "ending" in contemporary fiction clearly reflects the rejection of existenceof
an ultimate end that both transcendsand works within human time to generatea senseof
meaning and purpose.
But perhaps the contemporary fascination with apocalypse masks a collective
desire for this missing structure that provides meaning. This longing for a closure that
provides some sense of understanding through revelation, is reflected in the basic
narrative pattern that governs all communication, a pattern that Fiddes sees as
"eschatological" (5). He continues by explaining that "traditional" narrative, "provides
'paradigms of concord' overcoming discord, meeting a basic human need for resolution"
(9), thus echoing the paradigm provided by the Judeo-Christian narrative structure.
Thus, the desire for "concord," for senseto be madeout of the dissonantebb and flow of
existence, is, according to Fiddes, "a basic human need" (9). But this "basic human
need" is left unfulfilled, and even denied, in much postmodem fiction, thus implying
that this "need" is basedon constructed desire rather than a correlation with a divinely
ordained structure to be "found" in reality and reflected in fiction. Nevertheless,there is
still a longing for an end that organizesand unifies the whole, a desire to seek patterns
and connectionsamidst the fragments.The presenceof chaosand fragmentation in texts
only has meaning when a deviation from the norm is recognized. Even contemporary
readers frequently long for an illuminating end which gives us the ability to look back
and unify, categorize,and find the causesof the effects..
Fiddcs's focus on the eschatological structure of narrative alludes to the
manifestation of this "apocalyptic" desire in the creative drive of the individual. As we
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both create and read textual narratives, we long to connect the dots between causeand
effect. Only after we have made it to the end of a narrative, can we make a judgement
and piece things together in order to make senseof it all. Only after viewing the past,
present and future contained in the narrative, can we properly assessit. The text needs
an outside perspectivethat can seepast, presentand future simultaneouslyto piece these
strands of time together and unite them into a purpose.ý Very similarly, the ultimate and
final biblical apocalypse,John's book of prophetic visions, continually emphasesthat
Christ is the Alpha and Omega, the origin and the ultimate end, the only one who can
seepast, presentand future simultaneouslyas He is outside of, while still having created,
human time. This story of the divine author and creator is told in a narrative form that
Only
follows
literal
the
when we, as readers,see
pattern.
most
eschatological
obviously
the ultimate fulfilment of prophecy and resolution within this text, the complete story of
the crucified, risen and glorified Christ, can the moments leading up to this final
"revelation" give complete purposeand meaning to the moments and events leading up
to it. Fiddes elaborateson this with a helpful discussion of the Greek time models of
chronos and kairos:
The sensethat the story is working towards an ending turns mere chronos
(the 'tick-tock' of the clock) into moments of kairos, points of time filled
with the significance of being part of a larger fulfilment. (9)
The ultimate end, the all encompassingrevelation of the apocalypse,interprets all of the
it,
leading
to
up
giving purpose,significance and shape.
narrative events
The contemporary obsessionwith end time disastersclearly tends to ignore the
"revelation" aspectof the term "apocalypse". Having collectively learned how to bring
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ultimate death (both spiritual and physical) and disastersupon ourselves, we fear the
sinister "control" we have gained through this, but there is also an abandonmentof any
hope for escape,understanding,and revelation from anything or anyone outside the selfdestructive box. The postmodern notion of "apocalypse" does not achieve the positive
fulfilment of its sacred literary origins; it is a dead-enddesacralizedanti-epiphany, a
moment of recognition and realization (if even that) with no room to change,nowhere to
go. The moment of revelatory disclosure indicates hopelessness,despair and finality.
without sight of any redemption or regeneration. Krishan Kumar argues that the
postmodern apocalypse"... comes not with a bang but a whimper. It is a version of the
apocalypse that dwells obsessively on the end, without any expectation of a new
beginning" (Kumar 207). He goes onto argue that "what we seem to have today is the
apocalyptic imagination without hope" (205).

This hope, in the form of divine

from
disappeared
have
the contemporary
to
or
even
secular
revelation
epiphany, seems
imagination. Has the epiphany, a sobering revelation from the "outside" that clarifies
the "inside", becomecompletely unattainableand irrelevant in the postmodem world of
one-dimensional surfaces? How can we experiencean "unveiling" when everything is
merely a surface?How can an individual receive a revelation when the traditional binary
opposition of "outside" transcendence or "inside" personal identity have been
deconstructed?When there is no outside to provide revelation, the postmodem spiritual
landscapebecomesa place of impending doom where extreme cultural introspection has
been focused only in a perfection of self destruction. There is no "outside" perspective
from which we can see ourselves more clearly; does this mean there is no room for
revelation in postmodern virtual spaces? Just as the real has been absorbedirf media
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saturated airwaves, soundbitesand invisible internet wires, has the desire for
transcendence
to provideanswersandinstigatechangebeenreplaced
andenlightenment
with a passiveclick of the of themouseor remotecontrol?
In ZadieSmith'sIntroductionto TheBurnedChildrenofAmerica, shequestions
the bleak, self-destructivefocus of so much contemporarywesternliteraturewhose
authorsandreadersareseeminglycomfortable,well educatedandmiddleclass:
Why are thesewriters burned,what is the originating trauma exactly?
Two things seemprominent: fear of deathand advertising. The two, of
course,are intimately connected. There is no death in advertising, as
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This fear of death is ever-present in apocalyptic fiction narratives, but these death
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After sitting in a cinema watching a film about nuclear annihilation cosily nestled
between car,and beer advertisements,we walk into the light of day to face the "real"
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Paul Fiddes notes, "death gives horizon to life" (6). The promise of death at least gives
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regeneration really supply structure, purpose and unity? The cocooned postmodern
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subject has no illuminated perspective from which to assesshis or her own life's
purpose.
PerhapsSmith's clever coupling of "fear of death" with "advertising" speaksto
these questions. The eternally recycled images and slogans in our collective popconsciousnesscreate an undying world of simulation that distracts us from the reality
and finality of death. If we can create fantasies about death, transforming it into a
spectacle sponsored by Coke, then we are protected from its sting.

This death

distraction methodology is similar to Jack Gladney's attempt to avoid the horror of death
in "ite

Noise by turning it into a "safe" academic subject; the most alarming, horrific

stain of evil on the twentieth century historical map becomessimply "Hitler Studies". In
"No Apocalypse, Not Now" Derrida argues that the discourse of nuclear holocaust has
itself become an artefact, a continual waiting for a non-event. He sees that, "The
growing multiplication of the discourse-indeed, of the literature--on this subject may
constitute a process of fearful domestication, the anticipatory assimilation of the
unanticipatableentirely-other" (23). Death, the "unanticipatable entirely other" is tamed
by being reducedto a "safe" common discourseand "softened into symbolism so that it
loses its impact of otherness"(Fiddes 37).
Smith continues her analysis by emphasizingthat being reminded of death both
annoys and frightens us as our insulated, "safe" culture realizes that "it is not simply
happening over there where they are poor and brown and mad about God, but over here
where we are rich and have no God to Protect us" (xv). Smith points out the presenceof
in
is
in
God"
Western
West
"death
the
to
the
of
closely
and
comfort
related
privilege
culture. Apocalyptic visions of utter destruction absorb the vacant infrastructure of a
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generation that believes it has "no God to protect us" (Smith xv). Theseviolent pictures
of irredeemabledoom that end a leisurely life of "earthly paradise" replace the pictures
supplied by a Judeo-Christian dichotomy of heaven and hell. The typically western
consensusthat a past belief in God was merely a construct that is now dead, irrelevant
and unrelated to any "reality" offers no hope of escaping death, the only postmodern
absolute. Postmodernsubjects are living in the era of Baudrillardean simulation where
the virtual world of TV, advertising and internet become their metanarrative,the only
"real" they can readily accessat the push of a button. In "The Illusion of the End"
Baudrillard emphasizesthat the distinction between the actual real and the virtual real
have collapsedand that "meaning" is just anothercommodified media product:
Simulation is precisely the irresistible unfolding, the sequencingof
things as though they had meaning,when they are governedonly by
artificial montageand non-meaning.(255)
We have been fooled into thinking that we can read significance and purposeinto events
and "history" but both of thesethings have been flattened out and recycled in an endless
chain of media images that lull us into the false comfort of a profound sense of
"meaning" as we hope for some sort of absolute truth and source of order.

In

Baudrillard's vision of our perceived, and seemingly false, notions of a "reality"
inscribed with meaning, Fiddes's notion of traditional narrative concord is obviously
scrutinized. Fiddes acknowledges that there is a debate as to whether "concord" is
projected upon or discovered within narratives (9). The notion that concord, structure
and purpose is found inherently within the narrative form is dependentupon the notion
that there is, philosophically, an overarching "grand narrative" which ultimately unifies
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and legitimizes all smaller narratives. The "end" of the narrative ultimately explains and
validates both its origins and its cumulative events, thus acknowledging a discovered,
solid network of events that are governed by its creator. The possibility of this
discovery, a life defining epiphany when one finally begins to see the patterns formed
from a higher source of knowledge, provides a senseof hope for both earthly future and
supernaturaleternity.
Baudrillard confronts what he seesas the irrelevance and emptinessof this hope
as he makes an absolute statementabout the absenceof any absolutes,what he calls the
"overwhelming, destructive truth-that ultimately there is no God; that only simulacra
exist; indeed that God himself has and only ever has been his own simulacram"
("Simulacra and Simulation" 172). If this is so, then God is also just a manufactured
product of a synthetic system,not the creator of a natural one. There is no divine source
of protection, senseand significance; is this generation"burned" becausethey must face
the realization that death is the only absolute reality they will experience completely
unmediated through a virtual lens? In his essay, "Hystericizing the Millennium",
Baudrillard discussesthe frenzied contemporary desire for "the end" and connectsthis
apocalyptic desire to a simultaneous desire, the desire for origin. He claims that "A
spasmodicenjoyment of the end" is ultimately an attempt to "compensatefor not having
had the chance to revere the beginning" (1). The yearning for origins and ends is
ultimately a yearning for a grand narrative, for structure, for purpose; without these
historical and philosophical "bookmarks", how can we interpret the significance of any
of life's events? According to Baudrillard, we ultimately can't, and this is exactly why
we try to manufacture meaning through the artificial world of simulacra whose only
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grounding absolute is not some solid "yardstick measure" of truth/ falsehood and right/
wrong, but the fluid nature of capital.
"Hystericizing the Millennium" continues by painting a nightmare vision of antiapocalypsethat denies the cathartic destruction of most end time fantasies.This age of
apathy, exhaustion and monotonous continuity longs for the relief, not of redemption,
but of any change, even the changethat death and destruction will bring. Baudrillard
speculatesthat "The worst indeed is that there is no end to anything and that everything
will continue to take place in a slow, fastidious, recurring and all encompassing
hysterical manner-like nails continue to grow after death"(1). Baudrillard's prophecy
establisheshis belief that there is not and will never be a "real" apocalypse,for it is
impossible to have a "disclosure" in a world of surfaces,devoid of any certain origin or
end. Both the Christian idea of apocalypse as revelation and redemption and the
fictitious,
doom
equally
merely
are
postmodern notion of apocalypse as self-inflicted
products of the desire for origin: "The desire for the end is the desire for the beginning"
(3). Instead, Baudrillard seesapocalyptic yearning as an almost utopian fantasy, a desire
to find multiple dimensionsthat lead to one correct interpretation, in what we only know
as a one-dimensional,endlessly interpreted"reality".
Baudrillard calls this desire for the end a "messianic hope" that was founded on
"the reality of apocalypse"but has lost its relevance:
Today, this has no more substantive reality than the original Big Bang.
We will no longer have a right to this dramatic illumination. Even the
idea of putting an end to our planet via an atomic clash has become
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barren and superfluous-if

this no longer holds any meaning for

anybody, not even God, what good is it for? (3)
Apparently, it is only good to perpetuatean escapist fantasy that will project a certain
depth onto a clearly depthlesssociety. But this is a false projection as "Apocalypse is
not real, it is virtual ... neither does it belong to the future, it is in the here and now"
(Baudrillard 3). Baudrillardean postmodernapocalypse,as defined here, is not the lifealtering revelation of St. John or even a Hollywood vision of end time catastrophe,but
another simulation without any origins -in any "real" reality, simply another of the
myriad of constructions. This contemporary anti-apocalyptic torture, what Andrew
McMurry calls the "protracted apocalypse" (2), is the torture of waiting, a continual,
endless,unfulfilled desire for an end that will never come to interpret the events leading
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"for
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to
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alone
up
no
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Baudrillard,
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of
whole
catastrophe
end
notes,
itself"(8). The apocalypse can no longer be used as a fantastic metaphysical tool to
structure, interpret and legitimate; it is, according to Baudrillard, a weightless
simulacrurn of itself, a construction, like the "God" construct,that provides a counterfeit
ideal of truth and meaning. McMurry notes that this period of waiting, this endlessstate
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In truth, apocalypticism depends on the asymptomatic inability of the
world to ever reach conclusion; the perpetual pregnancy of the
apocalyptic moment is what keepsits metaphoricalappealso strong. (20)
The growth of secular apocalypticism follows the pattern of consumption; desire grows
as its fulfilment is withheld.
Baudrillard's postmodern subjects fantasizeabout an apocalypseas it is a break
from the meaningless routine of consumption that governs their lives. This idea of
cultural saturation relates to Zadie Smith's questions about the connection between
being "comfortable, white and American" and still being burned by the fear of death. In
this media and wealth saturated culture, the monotony of a comfortable or even
extravagant lifestyle can be paralyzing, exhausting.

When everything, even

manufactured relationships and emotions, can be bought or sold, one "desirable" break
from the monotony comes from an obsessionwith the violent, the catastrophic and the
spectacle. In this sense,the purpose of the Hollywood vision of "apocalypse" is two
fold: it provides a "shock" that enablesa brief releasefrom a predictable, apathetic,and
commodified lifestyle whilst also creating a false senseof security and protection from
death by transforming it into mere fictional spectacle. Ironically, the "release" from
itself
induced
is
commodity
and
apathy
a commodity, a distractive entertainment
media
that shocks its viewers into a brief moment of "pleasure".
These burned postmodern subjects, continually and apathetically waiting for
in
Bret Easton Ellis's novels; they are the extreme
are
vividly
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nothing,
"victims" of Baudrillard's anti-apocalyptic catastrophe. Ellis's characters, devoid of
identity,
sense
of
are analogousto Eliot's "Hollow Men" who ask to be
or
any
emotion
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"Not aslost/ Violent souls,but only/ As the hollow men/The stuffedmen"
remembered:
(Eliot 77, lines 15-18).Violenceis desiredhereasit is at least"something"thatconnects
one back to the real, transformingthe subjectback into a humanbeing rather than
merelya "stuffed" manwithout any desireto act, think or feel. The modemnarratorof
is able to utter his specific desires;Ellis's
Eliot's poem has a central consciousness,
postmodem,decentredsubjectscannot. In Ellis's LessThanZero the centralcharacters
tend to find "release"only in watchingultra-violentsnuff films as all of their other
"pleasures'ý-having promiscuoussex, doing cocaine, buying cars-have become
"boring". The (lack oo narrativein thesecharacters'lives haveclearly deviatedfrom
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the
Fiddes'sparadigmof the eschatological
text.
the
no
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knowledgeof the beginningor an end;they merelyexist.Ellis's nihilistic narrativeform
"real"
from
derived
Baudrillard's
any
with the
replacing
catastropheof apathy
reflects
"simulacra". His subjectshave forgottenany senseof the "real" world outsidetheir
is
description
Baudrillard's
times
these
a perfectmatch
anti-apocalyptic
of
constructions.
for the world of Ellis's novels:
We havearrivedat a point wherethereare no longerany causes,all we
itself
left
The
to us, effectively.
presents
world
are
with are effects.
Thereis no longeranyreasonfor it, andGodis dead.("Hystericizing"2)
In this sameapparentlyhopelesscultural climate,Clay, the centralprotagonistof Less
ThanZero reflectsupontheviolent lyrics of a pop songasthe novelcloses:
The imagesI had were of peoplebeingdriven madby living in the city.
Imagesof parentswho were so hungryandunfulfilled that they atetheir
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the asphalt and being blinded by the sun. These images stayed with me
even after I left the city.

Images so violent and malicious that they

seemedto be my only point of referencefor a long time afterwards. After
I left. (195)
In a world devoid of any legitimizing apocalypse,no revelations that point individuals
towards an objective reference point, these violent images from a manufactured pop
song have become Clay's main "point of reference". The constructed reality of pop
music has become an anti-revelation, a vision of doom, violence and destruction that
completely replacesany direct associationwith "reality". Clay is one of these "hungry"
and "unfulfilled"

individuals, so sedated by his excessive culture that he cannot

recognizi the source or goal of his own hunger. This violent, disturbing image is the
novel's key anti-epiphany, a vivid realization about the utter hopelessnessof Clay's
spiritual paralysis. Elizabeth Young asks, "Why, here in consumer heaven, in the
ultimate high-tech playpen, are these people so wretched, so twisted?" (26). Her
question provides its own answer; any "heaven" built on consumer ideals is merely a
product of its own endlessly carnivorous system, rather than a transcendentalternative.
This is a picture of "satiation that is disastrousfor it simultaneouslyleadsto lockjaw and
intertia" (Baudrillard, "Anorexic Ruins" 30) This "consumer heaven" is merely a glossy
fagade for the hell of complete self-indulgence that is the bottom line of these
characters'empty lives.
Contemporaryconsumerreality, a "high-tech playpen" in which decentredyouth
have been "nurtured by the amniotic fluid of popular culture" (Beaudoin 3) is also the
focus of Don Delillo's "ite

Noise. Delillo's apocalyptic narrative depicts the family
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and social lives of those who look to the media "as a primary source of meaning"
(Beaudoin 3), emphasizing the almost complete commodification of both personal and
public spheres. Unlike Ellis, Delillo's "subjects" are humanized by their longings for
transcendenceand mystery, a longing that is long extinguished in the fading, or perhaps
non-existent, souls of Ellis's victims of indifferent anti-apocalypse. The spiritual
longings in Kite Noise are poignantly representedas a paralyzing fear of death, and a
hope that the secular, modem apocalypse is not the only "end".

Like Coupland's

spiritual sojourners and, in direct contrast to Ellis's ciphers, Delillo's Gladney family
sensethat there is some pattern and sensein the universe. Delillo's searching family,
having rejected institutionalized religion, turn towards the alternative institution of
collective consumptionwhich is rich in codesand data that are waiting to be interpreted.
Delillo's exploration of the "religious undersideof American consumerism" (Phillips) is
a predecessorto Coupland's revivification of the spiritual in his fictional representations
of postmodern life. Both Coupland and Delillo develop charactersthat searchfor order,
structure, meaning and ultimately, transcendencein a consumer society. Delillo's
protagonists, so desperateto worship something, turn their affection primarily to their
immediate commodifed reality, whereas Coupland's protagonists push beyond the
artificial in an attemptto redefine "real".
Don Delillo's 1984 novel Kite

Noise is the seminal precursor to the current

delugeof apocalypticnovels;the intrinsic connectionbetweendeathand advertisingin
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backdrop of sorts to many of Coupland'snovels. The effects of a postreligious
childhood, and parents who advocatedsecular freedom and progressrather than
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traditional Christian faith, play a large part in forming Coupland's characters,but we
rarely seeextendedpictures of his characters' childhood or early home life. "ite

Noise

is the story of the Gladney family, held together through both a collective fear of death
and the hope of refuge through consumerism. This family, so similar to the many
completely "secular" householdsthat raised Coupland's "burned" protagonists, tries to
find patterns of meaning and order-a glimpse of hope beyond the frightening reality of
death--in the

comforting, connecting realm of the reality-defining structures of

corporate America. In nite

Noise, Delillo explores the spiritual overtones of 'product

codes, television airwaves and pseudo-liturgical productjingles, the sacredscriptures of
a contemporary family desperate for the hope of eternity in the midst of consumer
paradise.
Jack Gladney, husbandto fourth wife Babette and professor of Hitler studies in
small town America, is terrified of facing his own mortality. Jack's story, an exploration
of both the family and academic spheres of his world, is haunted by his fear of death.
Jack and Babette frequently ask each other, in both verbal and nonverbal ways, "Who
will die first? " (15). In her desperate search to escape mortality, Babette agrees to sleep
with Willie Mink, a pharmaceutical developer, as an exchange for sampling his antidrug pill, Dylar. Jack also tries to escape death's terrifying and unknown "otherness" by

facing its historically physical manifestation head on; by choosing Adolf Hitler as his
focal
he
is
confronting - and thus attempting to tame - the twentieth
academic
point,
century's archetypal face of death. Neither of these approachesprovide them comfort or
tools to cope with the unknown, the devastating"other"of death..
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Although Jack and Babette cannot deny the unpredictable, yet solid presenceof
death in their lives, they seek no refuge in traditional, religious narratives that provide
structure, explaining the nature and meaning of death. The only pseudo-comfortsleft in
the hyperreal postmodern world are in familiarity and security, not from relationships
(between each other or between humanity and God), but from the face of television
personalities and "reliable" products. Like Tyler from Coupland's ShampooPlanet, the
Gladneys have learned to trust the promises of dependable products, products that
provide structure built on the selling patterns of the all-powerful manufacturers and
personalizedbuying patternsof the consumers.This practice createsa synthetic "god" to
trust for important purchasesand a contingent senseof self built upon "personalized"
shopping choices. When Jack and Babette go shopping together, they are also
assembling their familial relationships and gaining security via trustworthy product
choices:

It seemedto me that Babetteand 1, in the massand variety of our
purchases,in the sheerplenitudethose crowded bags suggested,the
weight and size and number,the familiar packagedesignsand vivid
lettering,the giant sizes,the family bargainpacks with Day-Glo sale
stickers,in the senseof replenishmentwe felt, the senseof well-being,
the securityand contentmenttheseproductsbroughtto somesnughome
in our souls-it seemedwe had achieveda fullnessof beingthat is not
knownto peoplewho needless,expectless,who plan their lives around
lonelywalksin the evening.(20)
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Jack and Babette's entire notion of "replenishment security and contentment" is based
...
on the continually unfulfilled needs both created and fed by consumerism. Just as
Coupland's Tyler only feels at home among products that are "safe and heavily
advertised" (Shampoo Planet 260), Jack and Babette's family trust the media to tell
them what is wholesome and good as they search for "familiar, life enhancing labels"
(Delillo 119) The "snug home in their souls" that apparently desires some sort of
.
stability, refreshmentand unchanging security apparently gains this, not from seeking a
transcendentbeing, but from seeking an array of "reliable" products that are designedto
temporarily pacify their unfulfilled desires.
Within the Gladney family, however, there is a continual, dark, unuttered
awarenessthat once these seemingly insatiable desires are met there will not be just
contentment, but death; to Jack and Babette, the desire for things is a sign of life, a
welcomed restlessness. Having abandonedthe security and consistency of traditional
religious faith, the postreligious Western culture of Delillo's novel turns to the
seemingly omnipotent and omnipresent forces of multinational corporations who
provide streamlined, consumer friendly relics of a newfound faith of consumerism. In
the absenceof divinely ordained absolutes,manufacturersrely on the age-old constancy
of material desire to draw consumers into a relationship with products that provide a
"new" source of meaning and authority by producing momentary comfort, familiarity
and the illusion of security. The corporation becomes,in eyes of the consumers,a new
secure"father figure" that knows what is "good for us". The simple, natural life, the life
of others who "need less, expect less" and are content with both the non-communal and
non-artificial nature of "lonely walks in the evening" is a life that still appealsto some;
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this slight remnant still cling to a nearly forgotten unreal notion of "reality" that appears
irrelevant when contrasted with the new standardsof and sources for meaning. Their
search for a simple content "reality" deprives them of the "fullness of being" that
consumerism's continual senseof newness and "replenishment" provides the Gladney
family.
There is an obvious, acute irony in Jack Gladney's dependenceand trust in the
invisible, yet iconic producersof the products that furnish his family's lives with a sense
of manufactured warmth and security. As educated consumers, the novel's readers
know that these"dependable" products have the capacity to changeat any moment; their
senseof enduranceand dependability is always and only basedon the ebb and flow of
the production of capital, the ultimate source of all temporal hyperreal that gives the
appearanceof "security". Just as a product can be taken from the public market, it can
also stay in and change its image, packaging and appealaccording to its intended target
market. This security in consumerismis really a security in the virtual image of "home"
that companies have cleverly peddled to needy "target markets". The reality of the
product is transient, but its appeal and image is fixed in the mind of consumersas an
enduring hope of a happy, comfortable and better life. This secureimage is also a type
of secular, temporal salvation from the lingering dread of death. No longer relying on
divine revelation for a sourceof guidance,knowledge and morality, the Gladneysturn to
the supermarket, another of Bauman's temples of consumption, a place that Jack
Gladney claims must be good because"Supermarketsthis large and clean and modem
are a revelation to me" (38). For Jack's friend and visiting pop culture professor,
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Murray, this virtual world of consumer "revelation" holds the key to understanding
profound "truths" about its patrons' spiritual state. Murray explains that:
This place recharges us spiritually, it prepares us, it's a gateway.or
pathway. Look how bright. It's full of psychic data... Everything is
concealed by symbolism, hidden by veils of mystery and layers of
cultural material. (37)
The great "mystery" of traditional faiths, once proclaimed and explored in church
buildings, has been replaced with an enigmatic combination of both manmade and
"psychic" data that lies deeply coded within products that are readily available at the
local twenty four hour supermarket"temple" of choice.
In the absenceof the transcendent,glossy supermarketrows impose a senseof
order and structure upon the chaotic nature of postmodern life. Like Claire from
Coupland's GenerationX, Gladney is unsatisfied with the notion of living life as a series
of disconnected fragments-he longs for shape and order to the flux of reality. Jack
recognizesthat "As we surge up into the world, we try to devise a shape,a plan... your
whole life is a ... scheme, a diagram" (291). Rather than searching for this structure
through communal storytelling like Coupland's Gen Vers who have rejected the
oppressive structures of a corporate metanarrative, he seeks instructions on how to
develop a life schemein the ingenious layout of the supermarket,the apex of manmade
organizational skills. Jack continues to reflect on this desire for some sort of plan and
link it to a deeperlonging for an unchanging,hopefW "foundation":
But the supermarketdid not change, except for the better. It was-well
stocked, musical and bright.

This was the key, it seemed to us.
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Everything was fine, would continue to be fine, would eventually get
even better as long as the supermarketdid not slip. (170)
The "well stocked,musical and bright" world of the supermarketis a vision of order and
well-being, a superficial senseof eternal life that only gets better. This tempting world
of colour, entertainment and distraction provides a vision of comfort and sustainability
that keeps Jack and Babette's minds off death, even if for just a few fleeting moments.
The world of advertising, a "league of anti-death" (Smith xv) provides the illusions that
momentarily calm Jack and Babette's fears. Not only does this world of products and
advertising supply the image-basedpromises of a "better" future, they generate the
desire for more that is evidence of a life drive of sorts. The uninterrupted chain of
desire.
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enlightened state. This is a contrast to the capitalist West in which dying is not seenas a
creative art, a transference into a purer state, but a loss of earthly reality that is
devastating as it is the only reality that is known and believed in. Like the Tibetans,
post-religious Westernersseean attachmentto things as defining the condition of earthly
life, but with no promise of an afterlife, the acquisition of things to createthe illusion of
avoiding death,becomesthe central creative endeavour. Murray explains that, "Here we
don't die, we shop... " (38). This act of shopping nurturesthe "attachment to things" that
signifies the continuance of life itself, the creative act of sustaining the self through
shopping is an art form that enablesus to createthe illusion of evading death. Once the
narrative of desire has reached its resolution, the plot will end in facing the great
mystery beyond the layers of shiny supermarketdata. Jack voices this realizatilonas he
tells Murray, "All plots move deathward. This is the nature of plots... We edgenearerto
death every time we plot" (26). Jack's fear of "plotting" invests his dependenceon
shopping with an almost religious, life-affirming symbolism. Although he desires
structure and direction in his life, he fears the finality that this will bring, thus choosing
the arbitrary "rules" of the supermarketshelves is much less frightening. The constant
better
life
in
better
the face
of
a
new
and
and
comfort
products provides
promise of new
of death's absolutestructure.
The movement of a more "stable" plot in the form of a metanarrative is always
towards closure, ending, resolution-it
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end is, as Baudrillard notes,also the desire for an origin-an attempt to find purposeand
meaning from a structure that has been planned, recognized and brought to its
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conclusion. Gladney's commentabout the "deathward" direction of plots echoes
Derrida's crucialquestionin Writing and Difference: "Is not the center,the absenceof
" (297) Derridaalsoseesthat the nostalgic
play and difference,anothernamefor death?
longingfor an origin, a centreandan endasthe gluethat assuresa singularmeaningand
finally closes "the book". The transcendentalsignified provides the overarching
stability, closure and fixed meaningto the signifiers that point towards it, giving
authority to a plot, or a structurethat imposesa senseof meaningor purposeon the
kills
fixed
"story".
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bonding moments in "ite

Noise is when Jack agreesto go shopping at the local mall
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with the entire family: "My family gloried in the event. I was one of them, shopping, at
last" (83). Jack is baptized into the cult of shopping; this gluttonous shopping spree is a
vision of consumer paradise, a synthetic freedom with no (immediate) consequences.
Jack revels in this newfound method of binging as he says, "When I could not decide
between two shirts, they encouraged me to buy both I shopped for its own sake,
...
looking and touching, inspecting merchandiseI had no intention of buying, then buying
it" (83-84). As children are typically the best, most excitable and open consumers- the
prime target market - Jack enjoys experiencing the "joys" of shopping from their
perspective, a perspective that is paradoxically weatheredand "wise" in this consumer
context for the very reasonthat it is nave and open to a]I suggestions.
The parent/ child roles reverse as Jack enters the world of the mall, a haven of
pure unadulterated buying frenzy, a world where his children are now the seasoned
experts and become, "my guides to endless well-being" (83).

Although Jack has

formerly found security in both the necessityand appeal of the supermarketlayout, the
microcosmic world of the mall taps into an even more basic instinct of raw desire, a
"sense of fulfilment" that Thomas J. Ferraro argues, "seems to lie in the spending of
money, not the actual acquisition of goods" (21). Jack's child guides know "what is
good for him" in this context; having been nurtured by the postmodern world of
marketing and media as its very prime target, they know that almost anything, including
a "relationship" with their father, can be bought. Zygmunt Bauman notes that "children
are trained to treat all relationships in market terms" ("Consumerist Syndrome") and this
training seeps even into the sphere of parent/ child relationships. When Jack finally
entersthe child's temple of product, image and desireworship, then, Ferraro argues,"the
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structure of the family is regroundedin the actual businessof consumption" (22). Jack
seemsto experiencea beatific, quasi-spiritual and communal connectionwith his family
as he enters their sacredplace of worship. Delillo's mall descriptionsevoke imagesof
the mysteriousand sacred:
Voices rose ten stories from the gardens and promenades,a roar that
echoedand swirled through the vast gallery, missing with noisesfrom the
tiers, with shuffling feet and chiming bells, the hum of escalators,the
sound of people eating, the human buzz of some vivid and happy
transaction.(84)
This world of transactions,where temporary "salvation" and "fulfilment" can be bought
and sold, transformsthe Gladneysinto a happy family unit, if even for the few hours that
the mail's fluorescentlights transfix this momentof gluttony into a sharedsacrament.
After this intense postmodernbonding experience,the Gladneys drive home in
silence, so "full" that they cannot speak, after gorging themselves with the mail's
delicious offerings. On arrival home, each walks separatelyand silently into his or her
own room. Once out of the path of the fluorescentmail lights, the family unit de-unifies
and Jack becomesagain an outsider as he watchesdaughterSteffle sitting in front of the
TV set where "she moved her lips, attempting to match the words as they were spoken"
(84). Steffie perchesherself in front of her most respectedteacheras she mimics the
words of media-generatedwisdom that will momentarily seep their way into her
subconscious. In "ite

Noise the role of the television is paradoxical; it both isolates

family members from one another and instigates "community". Alth6ugh all of the
Gladneyshave private momentsin front of the television, they are all receiving the same
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training that createsa sharedframe of reference.The new "reality" of TV land is more
than just entertainment; it is the fabric of the family's very subconscious. Delillo
emphasizestelevision's omnipresenceand subliminal influence as, frequently during
pausesin character'sconversationsor silent moments,he tells us what words are being
spoken on television. The television, which is always on somewherein the house, is
personified, the living source of endless knowledge for the family.

This continual

"white noise" affects every part of his children's interpretations of reality: as Steffie
sleeps she mutters, not childlike fantasies,but product names: "Toyota Celica" (154).
When Jack's visiting daughterBee witnessesthe victims of a plane crash attempting to
recover she asks her father, "Where is the media?". When told that there is no available
for
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Babette is quite wary of television's "narcotic undertow" (16) that attempts to
calmly and individually drown eachof her children. To try and demystify the lure of the
television world, she calls for a mandatoryfamily supper/TV night every Friday night.
By enforcing a sharedviewing experience,she hopes to "de-glamorize the medium in
their eyes, make it a wholesome domestic sport" (16). The family awkwardly bonds
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together time during their only significant, organized event. Jack's colleague Murray
seesthe world of televisionjust as he doesthe world of the supermarket--chargedwith a
quasi-religiousappealthat provides both excitementand familiar comfort:
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Look at the wealth of data concealedin the grid, in the bright packaging,
the jingles, the slice-of-life commercials, the products hurtling out of
darkness,the coded messagesand endless repetitions, like chants, like
mantras.(5 1)
In the absenceof traditional creeds,familiar media mantrassuch as Nike's "Just Do It"
provide some senseof stability and shared community agreement.Product namesand
advertising mantrashave becomethe doctrinal creedand the liturgy of a new generation.
Ironically, the samecompaniesthat produce"divine" logos and reliable products
have also produced what becomesknown as an "airborne toxic event" and forces the
Gladneys to leave their home and relocate in a communal fallout shelter. On their first
night in the shelter, Jack watches his children sleep; he seesthis as a highly spiritual
experienceas "It is the closestI come to God" (147). Theselittle consumers,previously
Jack's all knowing guides in a spending frenzy, now appear to have surrenderedall
control and don relaxed faces that reflect complete peace and trust. Their state of
complete surrender suggeststheir communion with some sort of transcendence;this
apparentconnectionappealsto Jack's deepestdesiresfor the hopefully unchangingtruth
of somethingbeyondthe world of consumersurfaces:
There must be something, somewhere,large and grand and redoubtable
enoughto justify this shining and implicit belief. A feeling of desperate
piety swept over me. It was cosmic in nature, full of yearnings and
reachings.(154)
According to Paul Maltby, this idealistic vision of childhood communion with
transcendencereflects a romantic yearning for metaphysicsthat has been dismissed in
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the postmodernspiritual climate (73). Jack has a flash of hope that he might also enter
the secret and sacred space between child and God when he struggles to hear what
Steffle is uttering in her sleep. It was "a languagenot of this world"... that he "struggled
to understand"as "I was convinced that she was saying something,fitting together units
of stable meaning" (154 italics mine). Then she finally utters two clear words, words
that Jack hungrily graspas they "seem to have ritual meaning,(are) part of a verbal spell
or ecstatic chant: 'Toyvta Celica"' (155). The child's dream world, that intimate inner
place that Jack relies upon for some connectionto "stable meaning" appearsto connect,
not with God, but with the white noise and replication of the TV reality that has trained
it. This does not discourage Jack; although he recognizes that these "supranational
names,computer generated,more or less universally pronounceable"are "part of every
child's brain noise" he still testifies that "the utterancestruck me with the impact of a
moment of splendid transcendence"(155). This tender, sincere,almost sacredmoment
is also infused with deep, perhaps even tragic, irony.

As Jack searches for

transcendence,meaningand impenetrablemystery through the eyesof his child, he only
finds traces of the capitalistic postmodern sublime that seeps its way into the
subconsciousof even the youngestconsumer. Maltby may be correct in recognizing the
romantic natureof Jack's longing for salvation through childhood innocence,but he fails
to recognizethat Delillo's vision of childhood is quite scepticalof this romantic allure.
Delillo paints quite a sympathetic picture of Gladney, a man paralyzed by his fear of
death,looking to his children for the secretsto etcrnal life; the only answerhe receivesis
temporal, not supernatural,andjust as perishableas human life itself.
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The after-effects of the airborne toxic event include stunningly beautiful sunsets
that causeJack to once again seeksomething beyond the visible, temporal world. Jack's
death fears have multiplied as he has beenexposedto toxic chemicals;there is now solid
statistical data on his impending death. As he looks to the sunset,a beautiful spawn of
the same chemicals that solidified his toxic death sentence,he wonders who or what is
behind the sky: "Don't let us die, I want to cry out to that fifth century sky ablaze with
mystery and spiral light ... Who decidesthesethings? What is out there? Who are you? "
(103) Knowing that he ultimately has no control over the courseof his life and timing of
his death, Jack asks the questionsthat he has been avoiding for so long. The threat and
finality of death causeJack to get "closer to things we haven't learnedabout ourselves"
(15 1); in his desperatefear, he discoversthat he hasno control and longs for someoneor
of the seemingly
something bigger than himself to make sense of the senselessness
hopeless situation. Jack recognizes that in a postmodern culture of distraction and
undecideability, death is the only solid reality that no one can deny. Entertainmentand
reliable weekly grocery lists are "secure" facadesobscuring any ability to contemplate
the solid foundations of death. Jack longs for death to also be a fagade,a surface, a
depthless and transient cultural product: "If only one could see death as just another
surface one inhabits for a time. Another facet of cosmic reason.A zoom down bright
angel trail" (243, italics mine). Death is notjust a trend, phase,or expendableshopping
item, and Jack's pleasto someforce beyondthe skies indicateshis recognition that death
itself points to a possible,non-materialalternativethat he cannotaccess.
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When Jack confronts a Jehovah's Witness who believesthat eternal life is a solid
reality, a sure alternative to death, he is struck by the man's confidence. He comments
that:
I wondered about his eerie self-assurance,his freedom from doubt. Is
this the point of Armageddon? No ambiguity, no more doubt. He was
ready to run into the next world. He was forcing the next world to seep
into my consciousness.(137)
Although Jack finds this assurancein the reality of the next world "eerie" he begins to
wonder if there truly is a "next world" that could provide an answer, and possibly an
escape,for him. In indicating that the "point of Armageddon" is possibly the absenceof
ambiguity and the end of doubt, he also implies that the revelation of "Armageddon" is
the appearanceof an absolutetruth that shattersall contingencies.This line of thought,
scepticism mixed with a small senseof admiration and perhapsevenjealousy, parallels
the thinking of the namelessnarrator of Bright Lights, Big City when he encountersthe
Orthodox Jew on the Subway. Both men long to know if there is any "universal
solvent" that controls their individual fates and determinestheir senseof purpose and
morality.
Babette's fears are as strong and compulsive as Jack's, so obsessivethat she
takes an experimentaldrug, Dylar, to try to ward off the paralyzing fear of death. Once
Jack learnsof Dylar's existence,he is desperateto try someas well. He never succeeds
in taking Dylar, but, instead,createsa careeraround another figurative death immunity
"pill" that he can swallow to sooth the fear of the end. Jack Gladney,the world's expert
in "Hitler studies", spendsmost of his waking hours fixated on the horrors of senseless
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death. Ironically, Jack and his associatestalk about Hitler as if he were just another
historical figure or even celebrity; they spend hours theorizing about his "great
achievements" as well as the mundanedetails of his life, such as his great love for his
dog. Paul Cantor notes that "In a world where truth is generally thought to be relative,
Hitler often seemsto stand as the lone remaining absolute" (39). Jack longs for some
senseof absoluteswith which he can structure his life and derive a senseof morality.
Although this pervasive longing for absolutessomewhat indicates their always already
presence,their sourceis a clouded mystery. Jack is greatly disturbed by the conception
of world without these standards.When his son, Heinrich, admits that he agreeswith a
materialist view of the world, that "we are the sum of chemical impulses", Jack is deeply
uncomfortable about the logical conclusionsto this position. He asks:
What happensto good and evil in this system? Passion,envy and hate?
Do they become a tangle of neurons? Are you telling me that a whole
tradition of human failings is now at an end, that cowardice, sadism,
molestationare meaninglessterms?...What about murderousrage?...What
happenswhen we reduceit to cells and molecules?(200)
Although living in a postmodernfog of shifting truth claims, Jack still longs for some
sort of absolutesto assignmeaning to human life and action. The above statementsare
ironic as Jack, Hitler professor,has reducedthe visible presenceof absolute death to a
safe academicsubject that can be tamed through discussion. Cantor rightfully observes
that Jack and his colleagues"risk draining the horror by assimilating it into familiar
categories"(39). Knowing that Hitler is the undeniablereminder of the totalizing nature
of death, Gladney attempts to domesticatethe reality of evil and mystery of death by
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turning their chief twentieth century representativeinto an academic trend. In Jack's
university environment, no one academicsubject is privileged above another; therefore,
there is no hierarchy between"high" and "low" subjects.Ironically, the sameJack who
longs for some senseof absolutetruth, draws comfort from this eradication of ranking,
as it supportshis fantasynotion of the erasureof absolutedeath.
Jack's struggle with questions of spirituality and the presence/ absence of
absolutes continues near the end of the novel as he attempts to kill his wife's Dylar
supplier, Willie Mink. In a black comic moment, Jack finds Mink in a deserted,dingy
hotel in "Germantown", shootshim, but doesnot manageto kill him. He then decidesto
drive Mink to the nearby hospital, a desolatestructure adornedwith only a neon cross
and populated with a few elderly German-speakingnuns and doctors. While waiting,
Jack admiresa painting that depicts JFK and the Popeshaking handsin heaven. Hefirst
finds this humorous,then surrendershis cynicism and wonderslongingly:
Why shouldn't it be true?

Why shouldn't they meet somewhere,

hands?
Why
fluffy
in
layer
to
clasp
time,
cumulus,
of
advanced
againsta
shouldn't we all meet, as in some soft epic of protean gods and ordinary
people,aloft, well-formed, shining? (317)
The realization that someone still believes in an afterlife, and the presenceof this
decides
he
to ask one of
depiction
is
heaven
that
comforting
so
pictorial
comforting,
of
the nuns, "What doesthe Church say about heaventoday? Is it still the sameold heaven,
like that, in the sky?" (317). She immediately turns to him and sharply says "Do you
think we are stupid?" (317). Jack, shocked by this response,begins to asked about
heaven being the home of God, angels and those whose souls have been "saved"; the
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nun replies "Saved? What is saved?This is a dumb head, who would come in here and
talk about angels. Show me an angel. Please. I want to see" (317). Jack is confused,
shocked, disappointed by this responseas he recognizesthat this nun's materialism is
perhapseven more entrenchedthan his own.
He continues to question the nun about church doctrines and biblical narratives;
each question is met with the same type of shocking reply: "You would come in
bleeding from the street and tell me six days it took to make a universe" (318). When
Jack asks if "your dedication is a pretense?
", she replies "Our pretenseis a dedication"
(319), explaining that she and her sistersmust keep the illusion of belief as a comfort for
all of those who don't believe: "We surrenderour lives to make your nonbelief possible"
(319). Jack, now both angry and increasingly more desperate asks, "And nothing
survives?Death is the end?" (319). Although Jack has chosento live a life without faith,
the presenceof those with faith has given him the shadowof a comfort that maybethere
was somethingmore after this life. The nun's responsedevastateshim; when she begins
to answer the death questions he says, "I don't want to hear this.

This is

terrible ... You're a nun. Act like one" (320). He continuesto explain to her that there
are many great thinkers throughout history who debatedtheology and that, surely, some
irritate
just
him,
in
have
German,
believed.
begins
The
to
them
of
must
speaking
nun
and then Jack finally leaves, distraught, confused, with the same dread of death
resurfacing, heavier than before. Jack, a man who longs for "an order at some deeper
level", imaginedthat he could perhapscomprehendmore of this order in the presenceof
someonewith great faith. In this devastatinginteraction,Jack learristhat these"experts"
in faith have no accessto a higher level of order or deeper level of truth, but merely
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possessa great gift for acting. This nun's false belief is a dramatic contrast to the
Jehovah's Witness robotic faith, posing the question of which worldview is more honest,
closer to a senseof truth, order and reality.
Delillo does not answerthesequestions;the last few pagesof the novel are again
reminders of the new religion of consumerismthat is both a blessingand curse in Jack's
life. We are reminded that the corporations whose nuclear pollution has brought on
Jack's terminal status also provide the objects of his senseof worship, order and awe.
As the Gladney family watches,the amazing, exotic sunset,a sunset that has become
much more beautiful ever since the "airborne toxic event", they are overwhelmedwith a
senseof awe that "transcendsprevious categoriesof awe" (324). He does not know if
they are watching "in wonder or in dread" (324), but they are certainly confronted with
the sublime, an overpowering, unrepresentablebeauty that cannot be processedor reforce
behind
the
This,
to
the
truly
mysterious
articulated.
a
religious experience,points
sky, the possibility of both a supernaturaland a technologicalcreator.
The final paragraph of the novel begins with a sentenceindicating disorder,
(325).
have
been
"The
rearranged"
confusion, perhapseven crisis:
supermarketshelves
Delillo's comic, yet harrowing and poetic description of "panic" and "agitation" in the
aisles as the shopperswalk in a "fragmented trance", is a foreshadowingof postmodern
apocalypse as the sense of order and religious reverence is stripped away. Having
hope,
for
structure, and
to
the
arc
adhered
myth of capitalist progress's narrative
figure
"trying
to
the
they
out the pattern,
supermarket
meaning,
now scurry around
discernthe underlying logic, trying to rememberwhere they'd seenthe creamof wheat"
(325). Delillo's ingenious,darkly comic and ironic descriptionreadslike a scenefrom a
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disaster film, a crisis of epic proportions. This dramatic language,juxtaposed with such
a common scene and seemingly trivial life change, indicates a loss of faith, perhaps
paralleling Jack's encounterwith the nuns just a few pagesearlier. Towardstheendof
the lengthy paragraph,Delillo infuses a ray of sinister "hope" as the consumersrealize
that the machines, not the products, are now completely in control, thus imposing a
greater senseof order. Although the shoppersare initially distressed,trying to reorder
the apparentchaos:
In the end it doesn't matter what they see or think they see. The
terminals are equipped with holographic scanners, which decode the
binary secret of every item, infallibly. This is the languageof waves of
radiation, or how the dead speakto the living. And this is where we wait
together, regardlessof age, our carts stackedwith brightly colored goods.
(326)
A greater,more unified, comprehensivesenseof order is introduced with the presenceof
the scanners,the supermarket's"infallible" interpreters. Omniscient within the walls of
the supermarket,they decodethe languageof the product barcodes,a languagethat takes
dead
it
dimensions
in
the
to "speak to the
this
as
enables
paragraph
on metaphysical
living" (326).
Delillo's last paragraph does not mention any characters' names; the central

individual,
longer
No
"we".
has
become
an
a collective,anonymous
narrativevoice
Gladneyis oneof the shoppers,his baptisminto consumerreality is alsoindicativeof a
deathof identity.Justasradiationhasguaranteed
the absolutefinality of Jack'sphysical
death,this cheerful,suburban"radiation" feedsthe desireto shop,the ability to forget
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about death by becoming one of the many in the checkout line. As "we" move towards
the infinite light of the almighty scanner,there is time to "glance at the tabloids in the
racks" because:
Everything we need that is not food or love is here in the tabloid racks.
The tales of the supernatural and the extraterrestrial. The miracle
for
for
the
the
obesity. The cults of the
cures
cancer,
remedies
vitamins,
famous and the dead.(326)
The tabloids, purveyors of "fiction" disguised as "fact", provide the mythology needed
to sustain the shopperswhen they crave something beyond the world of machines. The
mystical language of their products has now been decoded, but the stories of the
"supernatural" and the "cults of the famous and the dead" provide enough archaic faith,
Lights,
Big
City,
Bright
Like
to
the
of
narrator
as
novelty,
satisfy.
unnamed
repackaged
the now namelessnarrator of WhiteNoise regardsthesetabloids as scripture, providing a
"faith".
hope
in
form
trivial,
the
contemporary
sense
of
of
an
absurd,
small
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CHAPTER FIVE
Re-divinizing Apocalypse: Microserfis,Eleanor Rigby
in contrast to the dark world of Ellis's anti-apocalyptic fiction, devoid of the
desire or ability to receive revelation, and to Delillo's "ite

Noise, which portrays an

impotent search for spirituality amidst supermarketaisles and waves of fatal radiation,
Coupland's work is rife with both apocalyptic imagery and manifest revelations that
breaking
bring
life
his
judge
through what
thus
to
characters,
warn,
and
new spiritual
ElizabethYoung calls the uniform "Disneyfication of daily life" (26). Coupland uses
from
including
fiction,
his
different
"enlightenment"
techniques
everything
within
many
the inclusion of simple parables,to the revelatory jolts of the epiphanic moment, to the
blatant presence of ghosts and other supernatural messengersfrom the "other side".
These different narrative techniquesserve to provide an "outside" voice that offers both
look
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first two Coupland pieces to be discussedin this chapter, a short story from Polaroids
ftom the Dead (1996) called "How Clear is Your Vision of Heaven?" and the novel
Microserfis both attempt to diagnosethe postmodern "problem" of anti-apocalypticism,
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redeeming effect on the novel's main characters.Thesepictures of the afterlife echo the
reality of devastatingsupernaturalapocalypseso poignantly and fully representedin the
novel Girlfriend in a Coma, which will be discussed in the final chapter. Coupland's
work examines both the secular fear of hopeless apocalyptic destruction and the faith
based hope of another, purposeful form of divine revelation that both ends and defines
human destiny.
In the short story, "How Clear is Your Vision of Heaven?" from Polaroidsfrom
the Dead, DeadheadColumbia tells a regular bedtime story to her children that doubles
as a parabolic response to Zadie Smith's question concerning the spiritual and
baby
by
lulls
Logan
Columbia
to
trauma
the
sleep
psychological
contemporary age.
of
telling him of "an enchantedcity next to the oceanwhose citizens, favored by God, lived
horses
bridges
lights
blessed
spires
and
and
and
with great abundance,and were
with
that never grew tired" (57). This picture of affluence and supposedenchantment,a city
that is both "blessed" with continual wealth and stability as it is "favored by God" is an
has
America,
West,
the
often traditionally
which
particularly
obvious reflection of
referred to itself as "God's Country". The residents of this privileged city are soon
I

concerned about their survival as they experience a drought, but they receive a visitor
who explains their predicamentto them. This visitor, a walking, talking skeleton, tells
them that, "I am the skeleton that lies inside you all" (59). Although the citizens have
fear
begin
don't
for
that they are cursed.
to
they
any,
and
receive
rain,
prayed and prayed
The skeletonassuresthem that they are not cursed,but that they needto know "a fact":
While you live in mortal splenclour-with glass elevators and silk shirts
is
for
in
December-the
comfort
a
pay
your
price you
and grapes
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collapsed vision of heaven-the
heads of an afterlife.

loss of ability to see pictures in your

You pray for rain, but you are also praying for

pictures in your heads that will renew your faith in an afterlife. (59)
The inhabitants of this "enchanted" city have settled, in their "mortal splendour" for a
kind of heaven on earth, a false utopia of material wealth that erases their visions of
eternity and darkens their understandings of their own deepest needs. The more they
indulge their inexhaustible desires for wealth, comfort and pleasure, the more their
understanding of their deepest needs is numbed. As they pray for practical things, they
are unable to articulate their deepest desires, which include an assurance that there is
purpose and a structure provided by the existence of a reality that transcends their
pseudo-heaven of earthly things.
The skeleton in Columbia's story, as well as his message, are quickly rejected

by the inhabitants of the privileged city. As the story continues,the beautiful city itself
begins to crumble as "glass elevators crack", bridges fall down and all the awe-inspiring
buildings are destroyed,one by one. In betweeneach bout of decay and destruction, the
is
Only
his
the
city
after
almost
skeleton returns and re-emphasizes revelatory words.
completely levelled in a fire, do the city's king and his hard-heartedsubjects finally
listen to the skeleton's words. These increasingly devastating periods of material
destruction are, like the biblical plagues in Egypt, emblems of judgement and a severe
demand for change that ultimately leads to liberation. The residents of this fairy tale
city, like the population of the affluent Western world, are in a slavery of their own
making as they worship the gods of capitalism and luxury. Unlike the biblical Exodus
narrative, the judgement of this story falls upon those who are chosen,"favored by god"
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(as it does in many other Old Testamentnarratives). The "plagues" in Columbia's story
are indications of a severemercy, a meansto unplug the ears and open the eyes of those
who have unknowingly become blind and deaf to spiritual realities becauseof their own
over-indulgence in worldly pleasures.They have learnedto trust only in the things that
they, themselves, can produce, and perhaps assign a godlike quality to those who can
produce the most goods and the best quality, reaping the greatestmaterial rewards from
these. When the king and citizens of the kingdom finally surrendertheir pride and listen
to the skeleton, they admit, "We are losing our soul. We realize now that our city's
splendour tricked us into forgetting about death and the afterlife... " (60).

These

comments are reminiscent of Zadie Smith's claim that advertising is the "league of antideath" that distracts us from focusing on anything but our immediate, camal desires.
Just as the deepestspiritual desires of these fairy-tale residents are masked under their
prayers for immediate physical needs,any desire to ponder significant questions about
origin, death, or the possibility of reality beyond the material world of postmodern
comfort, are safely masked under prayers to the gods of advertising and entertainment
who will provide temporary moments of pleasure and distraction. The discussion of
questions concerning spirituality and the possibility of transcendenceare perceived
"irrelevant".
While speaking with interviewer Tony Watkins, Coupland divulges his own
struggles as he recognizesthe extreme discomfort that others in contemporary Western
culture experiencewhen forced to discus anything to do with God or the afterlife:
So here I am, there's this huge elephantwhich I'm always thinking about,
grabbing this pizza-pie slice of my day, and no one's talking about it ... I
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usedto think that the easiestway to clear out a room was to say, 'Hey,
let's talk about being lonely,' but I think that's wrong, I think the first
easiestway to clearout a room is to say,'Hey, let'stalk aboutreligion and
God,' and everyoneflees.And why is that?And how did it becomeso
Or, why won't peoplediscussit?
stigmatised?
One answer to Coupland's question is provided in this story, an insightful critique of the
lack of spirituality in contemporary society in the guise of a child's story. Perhapsone
reasoncontemporary Westernersare hesitant to discussGod or heavenas possibilities is
becausethey have supposedly been replaced with a reliance on our ability to build a
heaven on earth. In the opening pages of Generation X, Andy, one of the members of
the "povertyjet set" recognizesthat we were "all promised heaven in our lifetimes" (7).
Becausethis promise has never been fulfilled for Andy, and he sensesa non-stop, selfannihilating cycle of desire and consumption, he choosesto move away from the nexus
of commercial "heaven" into the desert, a blank space in which to hope for
enlightenment.
Logan's bedtime story in "How Clear is Your Vision of Heaven" ends with the
skeleton telling the citizens, "Accept the fact that as we live, we are also dead and all of
your other prayers will be answered" (61). Here Coupland introduces the distinction
between spiritual and physical death that is also so clearly present in the overtly
in
immortality
have
Girtfriend
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The
in
of
a sense assurance
citizens
apocalyptic
a
based on a false confidence in their ability to control destiny and create a future for
themselves; they have missed the possibility of eternity by limiting themselves, only
focusing on "the future". As they can only seeand perceive their earthly bodies and the
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riches of their own immediate workmanship, they tend to fixate on this as the only
reality, thus cutting off the spiritual realm and suffering intensely from this amputation.
Although they confidently parade their accomplishments,taking pride in their wealth,
they are walking skeletons,both denying and unaware of the spiritual death which is the
root of their longings. The title of one of GenerationXs chapters,"Dead at 30, Buried at
70" indicates that spiritual death, not physical death is the core problem at the heart of
contemporary urban trauma. The citizens of the fairytale's magical city finally surrender
their pride and control, falling to their knees and expressingthankfulness as the city is
rebuilt and the rains begin to fall. This sort of supplication is a desperateresponseto the
power of a divine message,an admission that there is a reality beyond their own material
constructions.
The contemporary"collapsed vision of heaven" spokenof in this children's story
is again a central subject in Coupland's Microserfs, a novel about computer geek
subculture. The novel explores the lives of those working within the computer industry,
themselves creators of this paradise on earth that erasesany need for pictures of the
afterlife.

Throughout all of his fiction, Coupland continually explores the coping
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and often
with
of
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society
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methods
ignored reality. How does one deal with death, the greatest mystery of life, when
contemporary society often refusesto explore the possibility of the mysterious "other",
denying the possibility of an afterlife? In Microserfs, the central protagonist, Dan, faces
the reality of death at an early age when he loses his brother, Jed, in a tragic accident.
The fictional citizens in "How Clear is Your Vision of Heaven?" receive a warning
becausethey have a "collapsed vision of heaven", but Microserfs' Dan and his friends
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haveno vision of heaven. Like the charactersof Life After God, Dan is also a member
of the first generationraisedwithout any religiousbeliefs:
I'd like to hopeJed is happyin the afterworld,but becauseI was raised
without anybeliefs,I haveno picturesof an afterworldfor myself. In the
pastI havetried to convincemyselfthat thereis no life after death,but I
havefound myself unableto do this, so I guessintuitively I feel thereis
something.But I just don't know how to begin figuring out what these
picturesare.(15)
Dan's vague notion of undefined pictures suggestsmurky middle-ground, an inability to
imagine both life after death as well as death with no afterlife; he has been given no
tools to help develop and refine these pictures, as the secular nature of his upbringing
has only provided him with a "collapsed picture" of an earthly heaven. Troubled by
if
Microsoft
he
looks
his
they share
lack,
he
to
to
see
at,
what
colleagues
now sensesas a
his cloudy vision: "Over the last few weeks I have been oh-so-casuallyasking people I
know about their pictures of the afterworld. I can't simply come right out and ask
directly because you just don't discuss death at Microsoft" (15). Coupland is
...
pinpointing Microsoft, the multinational pinnacle of postmodern replication , as a
member of the "league of anti-death" (Smith xv). The employees at Microsoft, while
working to create code that simulates a non-ending world of virtual reality, repressthe
idea that death could ever break that continually replicated code. Microserfs are known
for "major death denial" that perhapscausesthem to project their camouflagedquestions
and fears about God or the afterlife onto the rituals of daily life at Microsoft. Dan
speculatesthat Microsoft's corporate zest for recycling aluminium, plastic and paper is
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perhaps a sublimation of the staffs "hidden desire for immortality" (16). Interestingly,
those who produce quality tools for the marketing of products are experiencing the
"sense of replenishment" and "well being" that Jack Gladney, chief consumer in nife
Noise experiences when going shopping; both the production and consumption of
material goods feign an eternal life-cycle that is comforting for those with no pictures of
an afterlife.
Dan also wonders if "this whole Bill thing is actually the subconscious
manufacture of God" (16). The novel suggeststhe idea that Bill Gates, faceless and
seemingly all powerful, is more of an entity than a human being; he is the unreachable
force that gives shapeto his employees' destinies and provides security for their futures.
Dan frequently notes that his "Geek" friends show little evidence of an "interior life"
that indicates questions about spiritual concernssuch as the origin of life or the finality
of death. In this absence,they depend on a figurehead like Bill to tell them what to
aspire to, how to live, after all, "Bill is wise. Bill is kind. Bill is benevolent" (1). Dan
also notes that the mist floating above the "lego-pad" style grass on the Microsoft
campus reminds him of how, "the presence of Bill floats about the campus, semivisible, at all times... Bill is a moral force, a spectral force, a force that shapes,a force
that molds. A force with thick, thick glasses" (3). Dan's playful scepticism towards
what he later calls the "cult of Bill"

(35) humorously indicates Bill's

(geeky)
I

humanness;
he is a moral force,a presence,
a visionary,but his sight-both literally and
figuratively- is greatlyimpaired. Nevertheless,
Dan and his techiefriendslong for the
structureand guidancethat a "Bill" provides;"Bill is the objectof both reverenceand
awe" (Heffernan 95). When they move to Silicon Valley in search of creative
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independence
in orderto starttheir own company,they initially feel lost without a Bill
to guidethem.Their lessadventurousfriend, Abe, who decidesto staywith Microsoft,
writes andasks"Who's your Bill?"(1 11).Whentouringthe Apple campusin California,
Dan explainsthat Apple is "depressing"but that they must"Keep the Faith", evenin a
placewherethereare "No Bills" (108). Dan is disappointedby the "bland anarchyhe
finds" therebecause"Nobodyrulesherein the valley" (108). Ironically,the "freedom"
that is soughtby Dan and his computergeekcohortsis initially unsatisfactoryandthey
desirethe sort of structurethat Bill provides.Dan's new friend and businesspartner,
Ethan,recognizesthat Silicon Valley is "a kingdomof a thousandprincesbut no kings"
and blamesthis for the lack of a "centre" in valley life. Things,jobs, peoplein the
valley are "pretty" but "it's a vacuum";he blamesthis overly democratic"vacuum"for
"the centerlessboredomof Valley life" (136).This desirefor autonomybut fearof true
"freedom" reflect the rejection of any supernaturalreality or God figure in these
to find patternsand a structurethat
characters'lives; the questcontinues,nevertheless,
could possibly provide meaning. After their conversationabout the "centerless
boredom"of Valley life, Dan musesthat theremusthavebeen"A collectivedecisionto
disfavoura Godhead.It's not despair;theyjust want the RealThing" (136). Although
Dan is clearlyreferringto the lack of visionaryguidanceby a GodlikeCEO figure,this
is reflectiveof many of the novel's centralquestionsaboutthe desireto "manufacture
God". Clearly, the modem religion of seeminglyinfinite technologicalpower, with
figureslike Bill asthe Godhead,cloaksa sort of quasi-spiritualitywithin the novel.The
throughcomputation"
act of codingitself is a.way to hopeand "achievetranscendence
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(6 1), a safe, human way to either find or create some sort of pattern that provides
meaning.
Microserfs consistently questions the relationships between machines and
humanity in a modem technocracy, and how this relates to ideas about the absenceof
spirituality in this particular subculture. Dan and girlfriend Karla speculateabout the
"future" a time when humanity will finally create an "entity" that has "its own
intelligence" (35). Dan wonders if these visions of a science fiction future indicate a
deepersort of religious longing, a desire for the keys to deeperknowledge about life and
a possible afterlife. He writes:
Perhapsthe Entity is what people without any visions of an afterworld secretly
yeam to build-an

intelligence that will supply them with specific details-

supply pictures. (35)
Dan again feels the need to have a supply of "pictures" of a possible reality beyond the
material world, a reality that holds the answersabout life in this reality. The hope for an
entity that transcendshuman intelligence veils this desire,but also raisesquestionsabout
technology's complete dependenceon humanity for creation in contrast to its seemingly
autonomous ability to go beyond and destroy humanity. Dan again connects yearning
for an all knowing "Entity" with Bill's godlike status:
Maybe we like to believe that Bill knows what the entity will be. It

force
holding
feel
the reins of
though
there's
a moral
as
makesus
technological progress. Maybe he does know. (35)
This quasi-religious vision places Bill as a God the Father figure, the only one who
knows when the revelation of his messiah"Entity" will be unveiled.
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In this depictionof a completelysecularizedworld in which the one who holds
the keysto technologicalknowledgehasusurpedthe placeof God,pavingthe way for a
new reality in the form of a computerizedsaviour,what role doesthe "nortnal" 46nonBill" humanbeingplay9The mind reignssupremein Microsoft office spaces;a sort of
modemGnosticismis practicedas humanreasonis developedas the key to technology
and, therefore, progress,but the body is neglected.Dan wonders if humansand
machines are actually intrinsically connected,as machines are the mechanical
(228). Karla explainsthat althoughit is a
manifestationsof our collectivesubconscious
"silly- thing" for a "logical personlike me" to believethat humanbeingshavespirits or
souls,shethinksthat perhapsshedoesbelievethis (33). Danalsoagrees;whenhe types
"random" thoughtsinto his computer,he is using it to enablea concretepicture of his
subconscious.Whentheseideasare actualizedinto building a pieceof technology,he
believesthat our humanessence
is stampeduponthe machine,allowingthemto become
"windows into our souls" (228). This assigningof a sort of revelatorycapacityto a
manmadeproductis ironic in that it indicatesthat we can only truly "know ourselves"
lives.
interior
According
have
an
covert
oncewe
artificial replicationof our otherwise
to Dan,technologyhasnot only givenus the ability to try andknow ourselves,but it has
suppliedus with the ability to changeourselves.He arguesthat computershaveerased
"history" as an institution,convertingit into a more flexible, externalized"memory"
(253):
Memoryhasreplacedhistory-and this is not badnews. On the contrary,
it's excellentnewsbecauseit meanswe're no longerdoomedto repeat
our mistakes;we canedit ourselvesaswe go along.(253)
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In Dan's romanticized vision of technology's capabilities, the machine, our own
creation, ultimately allows us to make ourselves perfect. Dan's idealism echoes the
mythological story of modernity that promises a better future, in which both human and
technology progressand perfect themselvesside by side.
As Dan focuses on his personal definition of "progress", he concludes that
perhapsthe future doesnot promise excitement,but endlessrepetition:
I thought about the word "machine". Funny, but the word itself seems
almost quaint, now.
machine-it's

Say it over a few times: machine, machine,

so... so... ten-years-ago. Obsolete. Replaced by post-

machines. A good piece of technology dreamsof the day when it will be
replaced by a newer piece of technology. This is one definition of
progress.(179)
The illusive "life" of this constant change numbs, perhaps even erasesthe expressed
desires for structure, pattern and stability. According to Dan's friend, Michael, "our
desire for meaning" is in the midst of this relentless transitional period (203), yet the
market-governed change of technology cannot produce "meaning" itself'. After finally
beginning to search for the source of life's meaning in relationships rather than
machines,Dan recognizesthat at the "core" of the "nerd dream", "the core of the power
and money that lies at the centre of the ston-nof technology" there is no emotion or
passion because,"emotion can't be converted into lines of code" (355). In this sense,
the "storm of technology" is based on the constant, unstable and highly impersonal
move of capital, and will never ultimately satisfy. When Dan's company Oop! finally
makes a profit, and he and his friends are living comfortable Valley lives, the dream of
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progressdoesnot meet his deepestneeds;he has misreadhis desires:"I thought the
money would meansomething,but it doesn't. It's there, but it's not emotional.It's
simply there" (358).
Dan had envisioneda modem,earthlyparadisebuilt from technological"stuff',
but the impersonality of both the "stuff' and the money that buys it causeshim to realize
that heaven is not built on concrete dreams of monetary progress. Although not an
aspiring yuppie like ShampooPlanet's Tyler, he had, like Tyler, trusted the promises of
orthodox capitalism for security in the future. In the midst of a very fast-paced,highly
pressurizedenvironment, and a continual pressureto move forward, Dan slows down for
long enough to realize that heaven is not something that can be built, but can only be
found in the context of a relationship. Towards the end of the novel, Dan writes that
"Heaven is being in love, and the love never stops. And the feeling of intimacy never
stops. Heaven means feeling intimate forever" (335). Although this phrase initially
in
is
like
its
the
text
very poignant.
reads
a greeting card clichd,
particular placement
The sharp contrast betweenthe personal nature of intimacy within a relationship and the
cold, impersonal world of technology is telling. Although the novel emphasizesthe
incapacity
it
image-bearer
humanity,
the
of the
exposes
also
computer's role as an
of
machine to becomehuman itself in order to build an earthly heaventhat genuinely meets
the deepesthuman needsfor intimacy and love.
The future vision of a surrogate earthly paradise, in which "meaning" is not
found but manufactured,is not a paradigm of progress,but a nightmare. In the middle of
the novel, Dan has an apocalyptic daydream of a "future" in which greed was the only
determinant for manufacturingthe "meaning" of consumption:
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I saw venturecapitalistswith their eyesburnedout in their socketsby
visions of money,crashingtheir Nissanson the 101-past the big blue
cube of NASA's Onizuka Air Force Base, their windows spurting
fluorescentorangeblood.(192)
This frightening image of the future reads like a prophetic vision, the missing "pictures"
that Dan continues to speak of. There is no afterlife, only an earthly hell of selfpropelled destruction. This destructive picture of the future, perhapseven the end times,
revealshow an overpowering lust for money blinds "venture capitalists" to the point that
they ultimately destroy themselves.This vision again introduces the question of death
into the text; although these capitalists have built their individual heavenswith machines
made in their image, they still die gruesome, inescapable deaths. Ironically, these
blinded entrepreneursdrive past NASA, but even the earth's most advancedtechnology
cannot help them now.
In the last pagesof the novel, the possibility of death in Dan's immediate family
makes a powerful, real entranceas Dan finds out that his mother has suffered a stroke.
When visiting her in the hospital, Dan watches the images of the after-effect of a
devastatingearthquakein Japanon TV, commenting that "At least Japancan be rebuilt"
(364). Dan ultimately recognizesthat "progress" can do nothing in the face of death; the
envisioned "Entity" is no messiah. Yes, Japancan be rebuilt with the marvellous tools
of technology, but how long can thesetools truly sustainor attempt to "rebuild" his now
paralyzed mother. When Dan first learns about his mother's stroke, he is with his friend
Todd, and Todd's very religious parents, in Las Vegas. These parents, previously

240

dismissed as fanatics, play an important part in changing the tone of Dan's thinking as
well as the tone of the novel itself. Coupland writes:
Right there and then, Todd and his parents fell down on their knees and
prayed on the Strip, and I wondered if they had scraped their knees in
their fall, and I wondered what it was to pray, becauseit was something I
have never learnedto do, and all I remember is failing, something I have
talked about, and something I was now doing. (360)
As Dan falls to his kneesto pray for the first time, he indicates his own powerlessnessin
the face of death. This very lyrical passageis placed directly acrossfrom a pagethat has
the phrase "The New World Dream" printed in big, bold, black letters. This ironic
juxtaposition uncovers a deeper contrast-a modem faith in the life-giving tools of
technology and a premodern faith in a reality that transcendsthe realm of the manmade,
a reality that perhapscontains the ultimate knowledge about the nature of life and death.
Does the "New World" really symbolize human progress? Or does it provide only a
"collapsed" vision of reality?
In characteristic Coupland fashion, the novel ends without answering these
questionsdirectly. After having exposedthe limitations of technology and the need for a
spiritual truth that cannot be built, Coupland finishes the novel with a picture of Dan's
revitalized mother who is now "part woman/part machine, emanating blue Macintosh
light" (369). Dan's mother, previously unable to communicate,makes a break through
by typing on a Mac Classic. This machine does not heal her, but enables her to
communicate,and in the midst, somehow becomespart of her. Although this is a novel
about technology, the final words of the novel focus more on the power of community
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and faith in something beyond a mechanical entity. Dan, perhaps remembering the
prayer that he said with Todd on hearing of his mother's condition, commentsthat:
I remembereda friend of Mom's once told me that when you pray, and
you pray honestly, you send a beam of light out into the skies as clear and
as powerful as a sunbeamthat breaks through the clouds at the end of a
rainy day; like the lights on the sidewalk outside the academy awards.
(371)
Although the tone of this statementis hopeful, the origin of this hope is ambiguous.The
"beam of light" is not a representationof God's presenceor responseto the prayer, but
of the focused devotion of the one praying. Thinking about this statement,Dan decides
that "You know, it's true" (371). Dan then explains another "picture" he has of the
future, not for venture capitalists, but for him and his friends:
And then I thought about us these children who fell down life's cartoon
...
holes dreamlesschildren, alive but not living-we
...

emergedon the other

side of the cartoon holes fully awake and discovered we were whole.
(371)
Coupland again emphasizesthe postmodernplight of being "alive but not living"; Dan is
set apart in his recognition of this spiritual paralysis, and envisions an almost whimsical
image of rebirth, of coming out of "the other side" otchildhood's cartoon holes to find a
new senseof wholeness. Dan's prayer enableshim to more clearly seea picture, not of
the afterlife, but of his own humanity, a humanity defined by a need for community and
longing for transcendence.
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Coupland incorporates both the contemporary popular culture and the ancient
Judeo-Christian understandings of the apocalyptic in his novels and short stories,
showing how both provide different sorts of "pictures" about notions of death, life and
the afterlife. Coupland indicates that the current popular understandingof apocalypseas
destructive, purposelessannihilation is fear-generatcd,a particularly Western response
to the encroachingconsumerismthat numbs a spiritual vacuum. This type of apocalypse
is seenas both a self-producedand self-fulfilling secularprophecy. The Judeo-Christian
imposes
but
by
is
the
upon the
mysteriously
self,
concept of apocalypse not generated
human sphere from the "outside"; this brush with an only partially discerned
transcendence cannot be prevented as the individual/society has no control when
overtaken by this manifestationof possible divinity.
Coupland introduces a strange mix of nostalgia and fear in the short story "The
Wrong Sun" from Life After God, a chronicle of the narrator's earliest memories of
fantasies.
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threat
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as well as a collection of nuclear
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Coupland, with concerns about death-denial similar to those of Zadie Smith, theorizes
that "in modem middle-class culture, the absenceof death in most people's early years
createsa psychic vacuum of sorts" (85). The story's narrator, a privileged suburbanite
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brush with non-existence" (85). He also implies that these pictures are secular attempts
to fill in the "psychic vacuum", to confront the fear of death through fantasies of
cinematic destruction. Ironically, the culture's deep-seatedfear of confronting or
discussing death has converted it into an ever-present,air brushedspectacle.
Paul Fiddes commentson the extent to which we minimize the stench of death's
reality, both literally and figuratively:
I
Ours is a society that evades death, by shutting it away in elaborate
funeral arrangements,by not allowing spaceto grieve, by pretending age
does not happen through the use of cosmetics and surgery; even the
constant display of death on our television screens, whether in news
face
death.
has
Death
been
films,
the
of
programmesor violent
evades
packagedas virtual reality, as a media event. (12-13)

Converted into faceless,namelessvirtual images,death is devaluedand becomes
fantasy."Safe", insulatedmiddle-classsocietyhasthe luxury of fantasizingaboutdeath
and disaster,and Hollywood profits greatlyfrom this covert form of escapism.Slavoj
Zizek notes that the SeptemberII attacks on the World Trade Center are often
mentionedalongside"Hollywood disasterfantasy,sothat, in a way,Americagot what it
fantasizedaboutand that was the biggestsurprise"(16). The tragedyof SeptemberII
violatedandexposedthe securityandluxury of a culturewhoseonly referencepoint for
this type of disasterwas Hollywood disasterfilms. In "The Wrong Sun", the narrator
in
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his
disaster
1970's
Hollywood
the
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movies
emphasizes part
ashe notesthat theseare,"films nobodymakesanymorebecausethey are
subconscious,
all'projecting so vividly inside our heads"(80). The particulargenreof disasterfilm
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such as Towering Inferno and PoseidonAdventure are now rarely made , as we now all
have residual pictures in our minds, fantasies of being, "amongst the last people
inhabiting worlds that have vanished, ignited, collapsed and depopulated" (80).
Interestingly, although Coupland doesnot mention this himself, this doomsdaygenre has
been resurrected in the more specific form of apocalyptic disaster film. Michael Bay's
1998 film Armageddon contains a patriotic, highly romantic speech given by the
American President in which the crowd, awaiting a completely destructive apocalypse,
is told that becauseof "all of our combined technologies and imaginations", this is "the
first time in the history of the planet, a specieshas the technology to prevent its own
human
This
the
reason,coupled with science,
of
power
modem reliance on
extinction".
in
faith
is
the
both
destroys
a perceived
also
to create a technology that
and preserves,
human ability to thwart death and disaster that Coupland repeatedly critiques in his
fiction. The narrator of "The Wrong Sun" does not focus on these supposedly salviric
ibr
destruction.
He
its
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bright
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Hollywood version of nuclear surrender,are "pictures in my headthat will not go away"
(85). These filmic visions of the end times are, in a sense, the collapsed "Vision of
heaven" mentioned in Polaroidsfrom the Dead. In the absenceof pictures of eternity
dominated
immediate
beyond
in
faith
by
commercially
our
something
provided
"reality", these imageshave becomethe only future "hope" that is consumedby a mass
audience.
The pictures of the "end times" in the first half of Coupland's "The Wrong
Sun", like the aforementioned disaster films, do not include any reference to the
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afterlife, but are largely populated with consumer logos such as McDonalds and Jiffy
Pop. The narrator will never forget his first visit to a McDonald, s restaurant as it is
synonymous with "the date and time of the Cannikin nuclear test" (73). The prevalence
of regeneratedmedia icons aid in the creation of a culture of anti-death distraction-they
are emblematic of a metanarrative built on ideas of capitalist hopes and promise. Yet
Coupland couples these icons with a haunting fear that "Technology does not always
equal progress" (75)., The ability to build a safe, bright, clean future, free from death
desire
be
illusory;
joined
is
the
to
the most
together
this
with
and suffering,
sameability,
safe, bright, clean and rich, has the ability to producethe tools to destroy ourselves."The
Wrong Sun...s commentary on deep-seatedapocalyptic fear is a two-fold critique of
human nature: it highlights the fact that the innate selfish desire for progresscan lead to
destruction and that we need these "progressive" images to enable us to forget that we
have the ability to do this to ourselves. This thwarts any serious questions about the
darknessof human nature or what happensto our humanity once it meets the "face of
death" (Fiddes 13) that it has avoided for so long.
There is an overtly apocalyptic strand to most of Coupland's novels, either in the
form of a character unhealthily obsessed with nuclear obliteration, like Dag in
Generation X or the nameless narrator of "The Wrong Sun", or a character with a
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Sometimes media-generated fantasies and prophetic images are mistaken for one
another, as when John Johntson,coming out of a drug induced stupor, claims that he has
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Couplandemphasizes
that many discussionsof the "end times" maska deeperfear of
deathand dissatisfactionwith life, particularlywhen theseend-timefearsenvisionan
apocalypsewith no referenceto thepossibilityof Godor the afterlife.
In GenerationX, Claire, who is aboutto attendan "end of the world" party,
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of the world nonsense,I wonder of they're only really confessingsomethingelse to each
other" (37). In a postreligious society, it seems, these dark apocalyptic obsessions
become a pictorial form of confession of guilt, fear and disappointment. Claire
continues her theorizing about:
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(85). GenerationA's narrator,Andy, also commentsthat "the end of the world is a
recurring motif in Dag's bedtimestories,eschatologicalYou-Are-Thereaccountsof
what it's like to be Bombed"(62). Dag's storiesareoften set in supermarkets
or malls,
the placeswhere,accordingto the narratorof "The Wrong Sun", mostpeopleenvision
completemeltdown. Thesesuperficialfocal pointsof postmoderncommunityare both
the origin andtargetsof "progress".
Althoughthe aboveexamplesfocuson secular,earthlypicturesof the endtimes,
Coupland tends to spend-more time examining "pictures" that indicate the presenceof a
certain afterlife. The second half of "The Wrong Sun", titled "The Dead Speak", is a
montage of short accounts of the moment of death from nuclear holocaust. Again,
Coupland does not focus primarily on pictures of the afterlife, but on pictures of earthly
destruction. The title of the section, however, as well as the first person narrative
accounts, imply that these victims of earthly harm have passed from life to death to
some sort of afterlife. The narrator(s) simply say that, "We are no longer a part of the
living" (99). Although most of its images are bleak, this last account, a collective
narration, provides a sense of hope in both closure and new beginning: "We are no
longer with you And we are changed souls; we don't look at things the same way
...
anymore" (99). This one picture of the afterlife indicates that these survivors do not
need air, light, water or time, but are in a place with plants, birds and "all of God's fine
animals" (99). This vision of an alternatereality, one in which God is known as creator,
seems almost alien juxtaposed with the cold, godless flashes of calculated human
elimination. These humans are not "living", but "changed", and they assure us that,
after this event, "they will never be surprised again" (99). Although the details of this
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new "home" are ambiguous, the certainty of an afterlife offers a glint of hope in the
midst of such horrific bodily death.
Eleanor Righy, Coupland's 2004 novel about a lonely, isolated spinster named
Liz Dunn, also focuses on how pictures of death and afterlife mould a senseof present
reality. Liz has morbid obsessionswith death, including her daily morning ritual of
counting "the number of days until I die based on government statistics" (130). This
cool fixation on death as an objective, clinical event masks her deep fears of what she
seesas a purposelesslife. Like many of Coupland's protagonists, she "wanted to find
out if my life was ever going to make sense,or maybe even feel like a story" (3). Early
in the novel, and with the arrival of the Hale Bopp comet, she has what appearsto be an
epiphany, as she finds a quick senseof comfort in realizing that she doesn't needto seek
purposeor meaning in her life, just endurance:"If I could just keep things going on their
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product of some sort of divine intervention or an awarenessof the divine. Liz must no
longer search for the narrative arc that governs her life and provides significance and
purpose; she tells herself that just enduring each uneventful day as it comes, with no
fuller understandingof any overarching connectedness,is good enough for her. We later
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understandingof "reality".
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This new resignation to peaceful monotony in the form of a self-generated,
counterfeit "epiphany" is soon overturned as a clouded event from Liz's distant past
revisits her in the form of a long lost son, an event that she seeslike "the fulfilment of a
prophecy" (31). When Liz first meets her estranged son Jeremy, a tertninally ill,
recovering drug addict who has visions from beyond, her 'peaceful' life becomesmore
chaotic, yet fuller than she could have ever imagined, injecting a stream of colour into
her monochromatic existence. Jeremy's surprise entry into her contained, orderly life
provides her with someoneto care for and to love. But the disorder of this new situation
has a wider scope; Jeremy is a prophetic figure who receives "pictures" that challenge
Liz's nice, orderly and tame disbelief. She first meetshim in the hospital as he recovers
from a drug overdose; he has been following her and observing her daily routine for
several years and takes this opportunity to give the hospital her phone number as his
emergency contact. Liz is immediately taken by his sweetnessand charm, but soon
Jeremy
Apparently,
by
his
disturbing
taken
was
after,
aback
religious ramblings.
technically deadupon arrival at the hospital, when he experiencedthe "classic" vision of
darknessand light as he struggled to come back to earthly life. But the vision frightens
him as he tells Liz that "I was being pulled down to the earth. I wasn't going up into any
light. There was no light for me" (32).
The pictures provided for Jeremy, like the fairytale in "How Clear is Your Vision
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aboutthe future.Jeremy's"warning" is, in particular,a vision of a fatal"afterlife" that is
not a vision of light and life, but'darknessand death.Tracesof Jeremy'spastin foster
homeswith religiousparentsprovidebiblical categoriesthroughwhich he interpretsthe
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hospitalvision as he cries,"My nameis not written in the Book of Life when they
...
paddledme back here,I was alreadyfalling on my way to hell" (39). Jeremy'sfear of
eternaldamnationbasedon the absenceof his namewritten in the "Book of Life" is a
directallusionto St.John'sapocalypticvision in the Book of Revelation:
Then I saw a great white throne and him who was seatedon it. Earth and
sky fled from his presence,and there was no place for them. And I saw
the dead, great and small, standing before the throne, and books were
opened. Another book was opened, which is the book of life. The dead
were judged according to what they had done as recorded in the books.
The seagave up the deadthat were in it, and death and Hadesgave up the
deadthat were in them, and eachpersonwasjudged according to what he
had done. Then death and Hades were thrown into the lake of fire. The
lake of fire is the seconddeath. If anyone'sname was not found written in
the book of life, he was thrown into the lake of fire. (Revelation 20: 1115)
Although Jeremy's vision does not include a "lake of fire", he interprets his movement
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Jeremy does make an effort to explain to his mother that these are "visions", not
"dreams" (91). He also claims than Whenhe seessomething,he is really there, a form of
time travel that enableshim to transcendthe limitations of what his mother calls "time
sickness" (12). Jeremy, a victim of multiple sclerosis, is nearing death and must take a
great deal of medication to decreasehis pain, but the medication robs him of his visions.
Ironically, these "visions" provide a direct contrast to drug-induced hallucinations.
Jeremy's most frequent, recurrent visions take place on the Prairies, and contain a group
of farmers who have abandonedtheir work to stare up towards the sun. These farmers
are looking up to receive instructions about the end times, which they firmly believe in;
their beliefs are so solid that they stop planting and ploughing and throw away all their
stored foods. These farmers have received a specific messagethat has causedthem to
turn away from any worldly concerns:
They were told the world is a place filled only* with sorrow, and that
people have no idea where it is we're destined for. Disaster is inevitable,
whether it be your own doing or as an act of God. That's why they
shouldn't be afraid-because the end is going to happenno matter what.
(92)
Although implying the presenceof God and an eternal plan, Jeremy's vision pain-tsa
picture of a sorrowful, deterministic universe, full of fear and anxiety. The vision also
incorporatesthe two different types of apocalypse-divine and secular-indicating that
both have the same dire consequences. These farmers are still trusting and eager to
please their God as they have been promised a special "surprise" (92). In a later
description of his vision, Jeremy indicates that the farmers finally hear a woman's voice
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that tells them that they were, "unableto tell the differencebetweenbeing awakeand
being asleep"(99). This "condition" parallelsthe spiritual stateof the "sleepplague"
victims in Girýýiendin a Comaandthe residentsof the fairytalekingdomin Polaroids
firom the Deadwho are unableto tell that they are spirituallydead,althoughphysically
alive. Perhapsthesefarmers,like the other characters,have broughtthis inevitable
destructionupon themselvesas a judgementfor losing both the passionto searchfor
reality andthe humility to changewhentheydiscovernewpiecesof truth. Thewoman's
voice in Jeremy'svision finally tells the farmersthat they "had lost their belief in the
possibilityof changingthe world" andthat "deathwithout changingworld wasthe same
as a life that never was" (99). These farmers, like so many of Coupland'sother
They
in
devoid
curiosity.
are
and
of
passion
characters,are a coma of mediocrity,
ing-and it hasparalyzedthem.
complacentwith their lack of knowledgeandunderstand
The farmersarefinally told that theyare"sick in their own way" andwon't be receiving
the gift thattheyhadbeenpromised;therefore,they arein dangerof starvingthroughthe
winter (99).
Liz revealsthe final glimpseinto Jeremy'seerie"prophecies"after his deathas
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forsaken by God, and they knew this very clearly when a skeleton on a string descended
from heaven (245).

Coupland writes that after being forsaken, they were "in the
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wilderness", an odd word-choice as
PerhapsCoupland's wording is an allusion to Numbers 14, where Yahweh tells Moses
that, becauseof his people's grumbling, sin and refusal to believe, in spite of the many
6cmiraculoussigns" provided, the Israelites must wander in the wilderness for forty
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years. Although the children of Israel have not been forsaken, they will feel that they
have been. Jeremy's vision ends with the farmers understanding that "Their only
salvation lay in placing faith in the very entity who had forsakenthem" (246). Does this
statementindicate the presenceof a malevolent God who abandonsthose he has created,
or the lack of faith and passion in the farmers? The content of this vision brings up the
very question that Jeremy has scribbled on a piece of paper: "What if God does exists
but he doesn't really like people very much?" (138). This question echoes, almost
exactly, the answer that Coupland himself gives when asked "What is your greatest
fear?" by interviewer Jon Butler. These visions raise questions about God's character,
but provide answers-in the form of judgements- only about the nature of human
beings.
But Jeremy believes in his visions, and this very devout, yet open faith
challenges Liz's dogmatic atheism. The novel opens with Liz's questions about
blindness and sight; she wonders if a blind person receives sight, will he or she react
positively, or if they will be devastated(1). The novel raisesthe same questions as we
see Lizs closed eyes now open to love, experience and faith. When Liz first meets
Jeremy in the hospital and experiences the aftershock of a vision with him, she
nervously tells him, "I'm not a religious person, Jeremy" (41). Fearing that her son is
delusional, perhaps irreversibly scarred from his time in "religious" foster homes, she
listens to him describe his visions, but remains a complete sceptic. After spending
further time with Jeremy, however, she is no longer satisfied with the closed, uneventful
and orderly world of her atheism; faith, like Jeremy, now representspossibilities. Liz
claims, "I'd never thought much about belief one way or another until Jeremy entered
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my life", but, "His visionsmarkedthe first signsof an awakeningwithin myself'(139).
Liz's interest in the visions increase;she loves his visions becausethey allow her.
into her son'sinteriorworld. But the visionsultimatelydo morethaneventhis,
entranceý
as sheadmitsthat Jeremy'sgift "makesme doubt my doubt" (117). And sherealizes
that these"pictures" have huge implicationsfor her life, for "If you don't believe in
anything,then wheredo his visions comefrom" (117). Gradually,Liz beginsto gain
faith in thepoetic,darkbeautyof thesevisions,evento hungerfor them.
Liz's newfound"faith" soondiminishesas shewatchesher son suffer until his
early death. Even though she has believed in the pictures, and in their mysterious
source, her recent "awakening" falls numb because"I could see no messagefrom God
there-no mercy, no higher logic or moral senseto describe the sight of him on my
couch, as... he finally lost his winning smile" (219). As in Hey Nostradamus!, Coupland
is again reintroducing difficult questions concerning the problem of evil, not in a
theological textbook fashion but in the context of someone'spersonalpain and suffering.
How could her recently found son, the "chosen" recipient of this mysterious gift from
beyond, wither away before her very eyes? Where was God in this?
Yet, Liz cannot deny the reality of these visions for too much longer as, after
Jeremy's death, she begins having the visions herself. Liz also realizes that her son's
role is a prophetic one. He is able to transcendtime, be cured of "time sickness',as he
can rise above the entrapment of the moment to see a bird's eye view of past, present
beyond
indicates
indicate
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his
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reality
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plot
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and
temporal experienceof immediate time. Liz speculateson the idea that in order to even
have a conceptof the earthly "future":
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There had to be somebody out there who made a radical leap-someone
who told the others that there existed this place beyond us that was
different than anything we'd known, namely future. And becauseof this
future, all human lives becamedifferent. (223)
But this picture of the future is not the most important "vision" as it is only basedon a
desire to better ourselves to achieve a sort 6f earthly progress. Liz continues by
explaining that next, someonecame along and told us that "not only was there life and
death, but there was also life after death" (223). She proudly realizes that Jeremy is one
of these chosen few, a visionary whosejob is to be a "teller", and that "he'd decided to
pass on that job to me" (223). Jeremy's apocalyptic visions are revelations that have
transformative power to enable others to begin seeing life a new, "real" way in order to
"change the earth". His visions indicate a reality that is not dependenton human time or
in
life
in
Liz
Dunn's
initiates
the
that
even
rationalism, a reality
a spiritual awakening
unwavering face of her son's death. These visions indicate the possibility of a world
that transcendsthe limitations of human time and materiality that moulds the purposeful
story of Coupland's protagonists' lives.
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CHAPTER SIX
Surviving Apocalypse: London Fields, Survivor, Girl(riend in a
Coma
Although Douglas Coupland sometimes focuses on the secularized disaster
notions of apocalypse,as in Generation X and "The Wrong Sun" from Life After God,
these fears are often overshadowed by an engagementwith a re-divinized vision of
apocalypse,such as in Eleanor Rigby and "How Clear is Your Vision of Heaven?" from
Polarolds. from the Dead, which both involve purpose, judgement, purification and
renewal. Coupland's most overt, radical return to the Judeo-Christian notion of
apocalypse is Girlfriend in a Coma, a novel that boldly endorses an apocalyptic
narrative which involves a manifestation of transcendenttruth. In order to examine the
novel's subversive nature, it is first helpful to contrast it by discussing the key issues
raised in two other contemporary "apocalyptic" novels. Martin Amis's London Fields
(1989) and Chuck Palahniuk's Survivor (1999) explore an apocalypsedefined chiefly as
manmade destruction-Amis's

dystopian vision of London's downward spiral into

"Horror Day" and Palahniuk's individual portrait of a character driven by a desire for
self-extermination, both reveal a contemporary physical and spiritual state of despair,
but do not look beyond the purveyors of this despair, humanity itself, for answers.
Malcolm Bull rightly claims that this type of "popular secularapocalyptic" is "almost an
inversion of high-religious eschatology, a rhetoric in which the damned seem to be
celebrating their damnation" (Bull 6). Rather than coping with apocalyptic death threats
through fear, as nite

Noise's Jack Gladney does, or through a sincere bout of
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questioning, as Coupland's protagonists do, the central figures of London Fields and
Survivor embrace and morosely obsess over death as the only fixed reality of life.
Although Amis's and Palahniuk's novels create a vision of a universe empty of any
divine source of guidanceorjustice, they sharethe figure of the supernaturalseer, in the
form of a central prophetess,with Coupland's Girl(riend in a Coma. In what follows, I
want to explore whether theseare merely anachronisticnarrative devices, or if they raise
important questions,similar to Coupland's, about the origin and end of life, a longing for
spirituality, love and community.
The physically scorched cityscape of Martin Amis's London Fields is reflective
of an ironic "scorching" similar to that describedby Coupland in Life After God; the city
of London is now a bunker for Amis's extreme ironists, Nicola, Keith and Sam, that
unabashedlyuse irony to protect themselves from earnestnessin communication, love
and human connection. The central figure of the novel, Nicola Six, a manipulative, allconsuming "black hole" of a seductresscontinually ruminates on what she seesas "the
death of love". Like Coupland's Scout, Amis's Nicola has "come to the end of love"
(Deidrick 148). Death is the only limitation on Nicola's undefined existential freedom.
Unlike Scout, who seesthis realization as an epiphany to instigate a new beginning by
embracing a higher source of love, Nicola concedesthat the death of love is final and
"means the end of everything" (148). The impending nuclear fallout of the novel is
its
the
ticking
timebombs
characters' egomaniacal personalities.
of
analogous with
Nicola, this postmodem murder mystery's "murderee" and a prophetess of doom,
foreseesthat she will soon be murdered by either of two men: Keith Talent, a thug
whose identity is solely built around darts, pornography,adultery and domestic abuse,or

258

Guy Clinch, a ndve idealist who still believes in the insipid, romantic, fairy tale concept
of "love" as he cheatson his wife with the irresistible Nicola Six. Guy's childlike faith
in Nicola's feigned goodness and parodic ability to "love" are crushed in Amis's
fictional wasteland of postmodern ironists. With the help of Nicola, narrator Samson
Young is the author of this simultaneously constructedand discovered murder narrative
that he hopes will be a "fictional" best seller. Collaborating with Nicola, who gains a
perverse pleasure from allowing him to "plagiarize" the plot of her foreseen death,
Samsoncompiles information for his potboiler as he watches the story unfold before his
own eyes.
Nicola Six, a post-Nietzscheanfemme fatale, is a master of human consumption
who embraces the complete "freedom" of a depthless universe with no transcendent
standards. She is the extreme cynic who used to believe that "even she might have been
saved by love" but now admits the fatalism of a life in which "she couldn't generateit,
she couldn't send love out" (Amis 298). Nicola revels in the sinister "pleasures" of a
world in which she replacesthe absenceof love and intimacy with playful control and
ironic
joke.
Through the
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use of both physical and virtual seduction, she gains ultimate control over the hearts,
minds and genitals of Guy, Keith and Sam. Nicola's actions of moral abandonmentand
sinister domination reflect her belief that in her universe, she is her own god. In the
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her relationship with God, who she seesas ajealous boyfriend that sheultimately tells to
"Fuck off'(133).

Although Nicola appearsto believe in an external God, he is really a

fictional victim of her own creation who is temperamental,moody, jealous and weaker
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than she is. She ultimately rejects this God because"to my everything, He is nothing.
What I am I wish to be, and what I wish to be I am. I am beyond God. I am the
motionless Cause" (133). Rather than appealing to the standards of a God that she
believes to be too weak-willed to enforce them, she choosesto create her own universe
of standardscompletely built on self-satisfaction. Her disgust for the "concept" of an
insipid creator, and the existential freedom she claims she has to assert her will and
construct her reality, echoes Nietzsche's criticisms against the "pitiful" nature of the
Christian God. In Nicola's "free" universe, with the absenceof any absolutes,the only
rule is play and the only "sin" is boredom (125). In order to satiate her longings and
%

quench boredom, she must rely on the creation of her own extreme alternate reality:
"Cross that firebreak, and then cross that one. Go too far in all directions. Extremity
upon extremity, and then more extremity, and then more" (133). This fixation on "the
her
life
boredom
indicates
Nicola's
of supposedly complete
with
extreme"
utter
existential "freedom". Perhaps Nicola is a more sophisticated, older version of Bret
Easton Ellis's hedonistic teenagers,bored with the synthetic universe of their creation,
relying on the extreme to alleviate their boredom. Nicola's key differences from Ellis's
lost youth are her extreme passion for the finality of death, her energy for manipulation
and the deepestdesireto be her own god.
Although Nicola claims her own malicious divinity, she cannot deny or escape
the absolutepower of death. The lifelong knowledge that she is powerlessin the face of
death has prevented her from generating any "real" emotions such as love or hate or
developing any intimacy with others that she know will ultimately die:

260

About her parents she had no feelings one way or the other: this was her
silent, inner secret. They both died, anyway, together, as she had always
known they would. So why hate them? So why love them? (16)
Nicola's utterly self-absorbedcharacteris, in a sense,the logical outcome of the godless
world of London Fields; its subjects,particularly Nicola and Keith, seek no transcendent
or objective reality to validate their actions or emotions. They ultimately becometheir
own gods, creating their own "entertainment" through sex and control rather than
creating relationships basedon the nonexistent realities of trust and love. But all of the
novel's characters,including its author-narrator figure, who has a fatal diseasebrought
on by nuclear exposure,are powerless in the face of the last absolute, death. They can
deny and abandon all the others, but the persistent presence of death is a constant
reminder that their "god" statusonly goesso far.
In this world of postmodem play, Nicola acknowledgesthat the one "fixed" or
secured, uncontrollable aspect of her life is the death that she knows she will soon
experience. Narrator Sam writes quite early in the novel that "It was fixed. It was
written" (18), thus emphasizingthis one fixed unavoidable "plan" as the focal point of
the novel. It is the predicted anti-epiphany, the paralyzedturning point of a deterministic
narrative that feigns its characters' freedoms. Nicola, utterly alone in her cold
manipulation, personifies death, seeking it as her companion. Shemust have an absolute
to enable her to connect with others and as she finds no external sourcesto provide love,
she clings to death as the one connectionpoint betweenherself and the universe:
She welcomed and applaudedthe death of just about anything. It was company.
It meant you weren't quite alone. A dead flower, the disobliging turbidity of
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dead water a dead car a dead cloud. The Death of the Novel the Death
of
...
...
...
the Argument from Design the Death of the Planet. The Death of God. The
...
death of love. It was company. (296)
Nicola frequentsfunerals as she meditateson her one and only true companionship. The
world of her own creation is moulded around this singular obsession.
Keith Talent, an individual who also runs his own life only in accordancewith
his own impulsive pleasure seeking, borrows a paradigm from a likely postmodem
source, television. Amis emphasizesthat television, a demigod to Keith's individual
egoistic deity of self, is the main source outside of himself to provide him with a picture
of "reality" as "it was the world of TV that told him what the world was... an exemplary
real" (55). TV also provides him with an insatiable desire, fuels his passions:
And television was about everything he did not have and was full of all
the people he did not know and could never be. Television was the great
shopfront, lightly electrified, up againstwhich Keith crushedhis nose. (8)
Keith's most specific video obsessionis pornography, which crafty Nicola usesto lure
him into her web. Although Nicola and Keith are spiritual casualties of the diseased
postmodern city, Nicola is clever enough to embrace death, the one absolute that she
knows ultimately has control over her.

Keith, incapable of this poignant

acknowledgement,choosesto live a life of unawareentertainment,watching darts games
and pornography while filtering out news reports. Both deny any positive transcendent
absolutes while clinging to a single absolute of their choice (be it virtual or fatal). In
caricaturing Keith's television obsession,Amis highlights the destructive effects of a
depthlessculture. He tells us that, "that tube burnt him, nuked him, its cathodescackling
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like cancer...." (55). Keith, like the burnedchildrenof Zadie Smith's Americaandthe
victims of ironic scorching in Coupland's fiction, has been burned, destroyed,
desensitized--without
evenrealizingit. He hasno oppositestandardto appealto, thushe
floatsalongthe realitythat is bought,soldandmanipulatedovertheairwaves.
The four central charactersof the novel, the four points of what Sam calls a
"Black Cross" all must respond to the perpetual nuclear death threat because" at the
moment of full eclipse on November 5 ... two very big and very dirty nuclear weapons
would be detonated,one over the palace of culture in Warsaw, one over Marble arch"
(394). The impending chaos and despair of Amis's fictional landscaperuns parallel to
the chaos and despair of his characters' interior lives. As the external world will
explode into disorder, the internal world is continually imploding, collapsing upon itself
Sam and Nicola both knowingly await their deaths while Keith and Guy attempt to
escapethrough either virtual reality or the idealistic notions of romantic love. All four,
as well as the rest of the city, are the walking dead. James Diedrick notes that Amis
exposesthe "spiritual bankruptcy" of the contemporarywestern world in a novel that is
an. "apocalyptic jeremiad about the world's decadenceand exhaustion at the end of the
century" (157). This vision of urban decay is perhapsa lament for a culture in which
each individual "did what was right in his own eyes" (Judges21:25), building their own
private hells of denial, which ultimately becomesa collective, fatal earthly hell in the
form of the purely destructive apocalypse. The novel's hopeless apocalypse is the
logical end to the spiritual decay of its characters.
As the novel (and its world) ends, its supposedlyomniscient author, Sam, is the
victim who experiences the sharpest bums. Although he has closely observed and
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recordedthe perverserelational interactionsof murdereeNicola and her supposed
"murderers"Guy and Keith, Samis unknowinglyNicola's murderer. Nicola hasonce
againsoughtto provethat shecontrolsher own life story, especiallywhen it is in the
handsof this weak,sickly god-authorfigure. The day of Nicola's stageddeathwill also
be what Sam calls "Horrorday", the day of nuclear apocalypse.Nicola, the all
is disturbed,not becauseof rampantdeathand destruction,
consumingpseudo-goddess,
but becausethe spectacleof her own deathmight be ignored:
Without question it would be disagreeable,at this late date, to be
upstagedby a holocaust. If history, if current affairs were to reach climax
on November 5 during the full eclipse, then her own little drama,
scheduledfor the early minutes of the following day, would have no bite,
no content.... And no audience. No undivided attention. (395-396)
For Nicola, the only meaning or depth in life is provided by death, and even death is
utterly depthless in its representation as spectacle. Rejecting the belief in any
supernatural"life" power that contrastsdeath and give it meaning,Nicola can only grasp
death's significance (as she seesit) by turning it into a performance.
In the flattened non-reality of the contemporary West, a prevailing way of
conflating the sense of self and domesticating the mystery of death is through the
achievement of celebrity through performance and spectacle. Nicola, appealing to no
outside source to give her self-worth, must rely on her fame and notoriety as she faces
the absolute death. Tender Branson, the central protagonist of Chuck Palahniuk's
Survivor, also succumbsto the desire for fame to assign his senseof identity. Tender is
the lone survivor of a religious suicide cult called the Creedish church that he escaped
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when he turned eighteen. Since his departurefrom the cult compound,he has, like
Nicola Six, beenobsessed
with the totalizing powerof death. He hasbeenexposedto
discussionsof deathall his life in the Creedishchurchandremembersthe commandthat
"when the apocalypsewas imminent, celebrate,and all Creedish must deliver
themselvesto God,amen"(229). After makingthe transitionto the "real" world outside
of the commune,he notices that this world relies on representationsof unreality,
desperatelyworking to avoidthe reality of death. He beginsto play a gamewith death,
giving himself the ability to control the deathof othersby displayinghis numberin
public placesasa fake suicidehotlinenumber. Whenthe distressedcallersring andask
for advice and support, he tells them to kill themselvesand gains satisfactionby
listeningto themdo it.
Tenderplays this depraveddeathgamebecausehe is angry and frustratedby
what he seesasdeath'sirresistibleauthorityover humanlife. Deathalwayshasthe last
word:
Think of this ason thejob training. Think of your life asa sickjoke.
loses
herjob
hates
Whatdo you call a caseworker
and
everyclient?
who
Dead.
Whatdo you call thepoliceworkerzippingher into a big rubberbag?
Dead.
Whatdo you call thetelevisionanchoron camerain the front yard?
Dead.
It doesnot matter. Thejoke is thatwe all havethe samepunchline.'
(162)
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Nothing has meaning or value in a world where everyone, no matter what they have
achieved in life, will end in the same manner. No matter what achievementsare gained
or delusions are held, death is ultimately the great equalizer. Because Tender can't
escape this oppressive punchline, he decides to "play" within the system, using the
supremeand singular rule of death to entertain himself. He seesno positive absolutesin
a media saturatedculture of non-reality, so he, like Nicola Six, becomesobsessedwith
courting death, the only "fixed" aspect of life as he seesit. Death is the only lifelong
constant in Tender's existence; he laments that the rules for everything else, including
relationships, constantly change. In this era of "liquid modernity", as Zygmunt Bauman
puts it, constant flux and change lead to existential instability in this epoch of
"disengagement, elusiveness,facile escapeand hopelesschase" (Liquid 120). Fertility
Hollis, Tender's mysterious girlfriend of sorts, shares his views on death's "secure"
appeal as she says "Since change is constant, you wonder if people crave death because
it's the only way they can get anything really finished" (150). Like Nicola Six, Tender is
unable to produce love or affection becausehe finds no solid standardon which to base
relationships which are ultimately unpredictable,frightening and fragile. And like nite
Noise's Jack Gladney, Tender constantly looks outside of himself to find some senseof
order, a plan for which to run his life, give him identity and provide structure to "hold
off the chaos" (263).
Having rejected any ultimate transcendent authority, he both plays God by
orchestrating the "suicide hotline" deaths of others and becomes dependent on many
surrogate gods, authority figures in his life (employers, case workers) to provide him
with the "plan for running his day to day life" (263). Throughout the course of the
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novel, Tender goes from ingesting the Creedish doctrine and its subjective
interpretationsof the Bible as his only authority,to spewingthesedoctrinesout and
following the "inspiredscriptures"of his daily planner. His employers,who, like God,
he hasneverhad actualfaceto facecontactwith, leavehim a list of minuteby minute
cleaninginstructionsthatTenderbuildshis life around.JesseKavadlonotesthat:
Tender believes more strongly in a universal order, a scheme of
unchanging grand narratives, than he had as a cult member. He is the
opposite of Nietzsche's Ubermensch: weak willed, weak minded,
controlled mentally, emotionally, physically. (15)
Tender has also been assigneda caseworkerto prevent him from committing suicide as
the rest of his family and childhood community has; the caseworker uses her text of
mental disorders to diagnose Tender with a different mental illness every week. He
openly acceptsand conforms to these diagnoses,another set of rules that tell him how to
exist, until the caseworker is murdered and her textbook publishes a new edition in
which the rules are changed. Tender's anxiety over these changed rules is similar to
Jack Gladney's anxiety over the rearrangedsupermarket shopping-aisles at the end of
nite

Noise. Both men have trusted in the mass produced products of a corporate-

driven and scientifically dependantsociety to becometheir religious scriptures,tell them
how to structure and retain meaning in their lives. But these societally constructed
6'rules" constantly change; the supermarketpeddles bigger and better products in order
to gain more capital, and the rules of medicine changewhen new discoveries are made
and older "truths" are proved invalid.
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Although Tender rejects the demented fundamentalism of the community he
grew up in, he can't tune out the "background noise" of randomly decontextualized
pieces of scripture that constantly interrupt his thinking. The constant interjections of
misplaced Bible passagesin the text are reminiscent of the "TV speaks" passagesof
nite

Noise.

When Jack Gladney and his family interact in their home, their

conversations are constantly being filtered through excerpts of TV advertisements
promoting health, wealth and happiness mixed with news snippets foreseeing doom.
The collective subconsciousof postmodern culture, television, has moulded the minds
and actions of the Gladney familyjust as the Creedishadaptedscriptures have infiltrated
Tender Branson's every thought and action. Both Jack Gladney and Tender Branson are
reacting to a specific paradigm'that has been provided for them by the only overarching
structure dominant in their lives.
Tender ultimately rejects the scriptures that haunt him, recognizing that
the structure they provide is an extreme alternatereality, a contrastto the "real" world he
now inhabits. Tender replaces the cult's unsound metanarrative for an equally false,
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he
to
to
offers
make
agent's
persistent
a
manipulative one as
succumbs a media
celebrity. Tender, searchingonce again for a senseof order in his life, attempts to buy
into the world of the hyperreal, allowing his agent to write his rules for him. The only
doctrine of multinational capitalism, which Tender now embracesas a new postmodern
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is a media-hyped religious leader that'guides the false hopes of his audience while
squanderingtheir money. Eduardo Mendieta seesthe exchangeof one false paradigm
for another: "From the religion of the eschaton, he moves on to the religion of the
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fabricated star, the manicured and made up prophet" (397).

In Palahnuik's novel,

religion is just another commodity, like "celebrity", used to manipulate mass audiences.
Although Tender steals the spotlight, drawing thousands into a frenzy of celebrity
worship, he is only a puppet on a string, once again appealing to some malignant
authority figure for the "plan" of his life. Girlfriend Felicity, an aggressivepsychic, has
a daily planner full of disastersthat she knows will happen in the near future; Tender
uses this information to deliver predictions, prophecies and wonders to his adoring
audiences. Tender's nameless agent, a conglomerate figure exuding the stench of
bottomless consumer capitalism, is at least honest about the depthless,amorality of his
businessand his audiences. In the commercial world he inhabits, he seesno distinctions
between good and bad, life and death, sacredand profane-the only dividing line is the
line of capital. In the recent documentary The Corporation, Noam Chomsky arguesthat
the corporate world is "tyrannical and inherently monstrous" becausecorporations are
entities that are accountable to no one and have "no soul to save, no body to
incarcerate". There are no values or principles, only a desire to both consume and
exhibit wealth through the creation of celebrity.
The agent doesn't just seethis as his exclusive code of I iving; he observesthat in
a society with no transcendentnorms to createvalue, the masseslook for a figureheadto
create their spiritual and cultural paradigms. As the doctrine of this world is commodity,
its high priest, a physical representationof the unrealizable "other" of capital, is the
in
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agent
their own superficiality while he diabolically makes it work for himself. Like Nicola
Six, the agent is a black hole of consumption, a self-made god that manipulates others
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into believing an idealistic lie they readily cling to in order to escapethe realities of
death and decay that permeateall their lives. In the agent's world, "The key to salvation
is how much attention you get. How high a profile you get. Your audienceshare. Your
exposure. Your name recognition. Your press following. The buzz" (152). Although
the audience feigns rel.igious devotion and a desire for sanctified guidance, "According
to the agent, the biggest factor that makes you a saint is the amount of press coverage
you get" (152).
This is the dogma that has also indoctrinated Tyler in Coupland's Shampoo
Planet, the young people in Delillo's nite

Noise and the numbed teenagersin Ellis's

Less Than Zero; sainthood is bestowedon those who are in the most magazinesand on
television the most frequently. The public looks for superficial beauty and depthless
rhetoric rather than substance;Tender reemphasizesthis point by noting that the Christ
figure on most crucifixes looks more like a Calvin Klein waif model than a divine
sacrifice (151). Tender, exercising on a stairmaster in order to conform his image to
those archetypal figures from television, comments that "These days. People aren't
going to fill stadiums to get preachedat by someonewho isn't beautiful" (153). Even
"evangelists" and other religious figures disclose the one-dimensional"meaning" based
on image that dominates the culture.

As Tender exercises on what he calls his

46stairmaster
to heaven", its constant illusory movement that feigns climbing becomes
symbolic for the promises of the progressive "religion" of secular modernity. Tender
says that "You are going up and up and up and you are not getting anywhere. It's the
illusion of progress. What you want to think is your salvation" (153). This "illusion of
progress" is one dimension of a modem metanarrative in which "progress", the new
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religionor "salvation"is definedby external,materialfactorssuchasbeautyandwealth.
Tenderexplainsthat as he climbs, "paradigmsare dissolvingleft and right" to make
room for his new faith in the productionof artificial meaningand beauty.The agent,
who is responsiblefor Tender's"trip" on the stairmaster,
recognizesthatreality hasbeen
absorbedby televisionto the extentthat, "If you're not on videotape,or betteryet, live
on satellitehook-upin front of the whole world watching,you don't exist" (150). The
public are so consumedwith superficialspectaclethat they deny truth and reality by
This is alsothe "reality" of Delillo and
assigningultimatevalueto pure entertainment.
Ellis's fictional worlds,andtheir protagonistshaveno outsidesourceto enablethemto
critiqueandrejectthis. Like Rorty's liberal ironists,theyhavecollapsedthe'distinctions
betweenappearanceand reality, yet Coupland'scharacters,also inhabitantsof this
virtual "reality" sensea distinctionandseekto embraceit. PalahniukechoesCoupland's
definition of "teleparablism"from GenerationXas he writesthat "We rememberalmost
none of our real childhoods,but we remembereverythingthat happenedto sitcom
families. We havethe samebasicgoals. We all havethe samefears" (110). Tender
notes,like Dan from Microserfis,that machines,in this casetelevision,enableus to share
a collective "artificial memory" (PalahhiukI 11). Televisionhas, however,created
thesememories,erasedour presencein the creativeprocess,so now everythingis just
"more of the same Reruns"(I 11).Tenderenvisionsa futurein which we will "all have
...
the samethoughtsat the sametime. We will be in perfect unison. Synchronized.
how
United. Exact" until we become"the way antsare" (110). Palahniukemphasizes
media-generated"collective memory" is erasing individuality, encouragingbland
homogeneity.In this "vanilla" vision of the future,everythingwill become"a reference
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to a referenceto a reference"(I 10); humanmemoryhasbeenreplacedby virtual text,
which is impossibleto transcend. In this world of identicalsimulacra,the sourceof
"meaning"also shifts so that "The big questionpeopleask isn't 'What's the natureof
existence'...The big questionpeopleask is 'nat's

thatfrom? "' (I 10).The "reality" of

a constructedvirtual world hasencroached
uponandrecreateda valuesystem,in which
entertainment
providesboththe questionsandanswersthat defineexistence.Thesenow
"sacred" texts createa microcosmic"value" network from which it is impossibleto
hasbecome
untanglean unmediated"truth" . The extentof which mediaentertainment
the dominantdefining factor of "reality" is clearly seenin Survivorwhen Fertility and
Tender predict the result of the Superbowl. Previously,they had predicted life
threateningdisastersand are completelyignored;but whenthey foreseethe Superbowl
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destroyingthe mysteryof theworshippingcongregation'ssacredentertainment.
AlthoughTenderis a celebritysuccess,he is still quite miserable.The artificial
world of stardomcan do nothing to ward off the pull towards absolutledeath that tortures
him. The liquid "values" of his material world do nothing but further his spiritual decay,
setting fire to his own internal apocalypse.JesseKavadlo notes that Palahniuk's novels
hinge upon "metaphysical destruction-which, when enacted,becomesself-destruction"
(12). Like the residentsof Amis's London, Tender's fate is that he implodes at full force.
Before hurling his own body from heaven to earth, he records his confessions in the
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"suicide" is analogous to the equally dramatic and ambiguous "suicide" of Tyler
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Durden, the protagonist of Palahniuk's Fight Club. Tyler, angry at the false world of
corporateAmerica, quits his job and starts a "fight club", an undergroundmeeting where
men abuseeach other in order to get back in touch with the "real". Like Tender, he soon
becomesa celebrity, and his alter ego urges him that his last great feat is in the form of
death spectacle:"The last thing we have to do is your martyrdom thing. Your big death
thing" (203). After Tyler shootshimself and dies, we travel with him to "heaven" where
he sees"God behind his desk, taking notes on a pad, but God's got this all wrong" (207).
In the end of life, Tyler Durden finds no answers-only a feeble deity taking notes on
the lives of others.
Although Tender Branson plunges into death's mysterious arms, he is unsure of
hedonistic,
is
dissatisfied
be
for
him
He
the
with
a
what will
waiting
at
other end.
materialistic life ending with meaninglessdeath. He longs to find some sort of meaning
in death itself and, in the early parts of the novel, frequents mausoleums in hopes of
meeting supernaturalbeings who could prove to him that there is a reality beyond this
virtual world. He puts his ear to the crypts in a mad desireto hear some sign of life:
Not that I'm crazy or anything. I just want some proof that death isn't the
end. Even if crazed zombies grabbed me in some dark hall one night,
even if they tore me apart, at least that wouldn't be the absolute end.
There would be somecomfort in that. (255)

Whenhe first spotsFertility Hollis, he is disappointedthat sheis a humanbeing.Like
Coupland'sprotagonists,he longsfor pictures,somekind of evidenceof afterlife, even
if they are frightening.He was hoping that Fertility would be a ghostso he could be
"huggedin her cold, deadarmsand told that life hasno absoluteend"(251). He also
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that his life is not "someFuneralGradebit of compostthat will rot
wantsto be reassured
tomorrowand be outlived by my namein an obituary" (251). But in thesemausoleum
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afterlife, as Fertility and Tenderadmirethe different artistic representations
They notice that eachdepictionof Jesus,from different time periodsand cultures,is
mouldedin the imageof contemporarysocialconcernsand fashions:"In the wing built
in the 1930s,Jesusis a SocialistRealistwith hugesuperheromuscles"(244). Palahniuk
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156).
Tenderis disappointedto find that Fertility is merelyhuman,but shedoesstill
have a supernatural gift as a prophetess. But this gift, although supernatural,appears
more as a glitch in a closed, mechanistic system than a window to another, spiritual
disclosure
in
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the
for
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of
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order
and
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top
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will" and "the bad newsis we don't haveany control" (118). Although God is absent
from the world of this novel,this doesnot indicatean opportunityfor humancreativity
and freedom,but the cold, relentlessimpersonalityof fate. As in LondonFields, life is
discernibleasa narrativestructure,but the authoris dead.
In the cold, deterministicuniversesrepresentedin both London Fields and
Survivor, the central certainty is that life moves towards death. As God is perceived
dead in the world of these two novels, death does not indicate entry to a higher plane of
existence, but simply becomes the cruel "punchline" to the bad joke of life.

Both

Amis's Nicola Six and Palahniuk's Tender Branson develop insufficient methods for
coping with the finality of death in a godless universe: Nicola deifies herself, as she
passionately and artfully controls others, whereas Tender relinquishes all control,
deifying anyone who is willing to regiment his existence. in both of these novels, the
inescapable
death,
inevitableness
both
the
and
physical
apocalypserepresents
spiritual
of
realities that provide no hope or purpose for fleeting human existence.
Douglas Coupland's exploration of Generation X's neo-eschatologicaldesire in
his novel Girýýiend in a Coma reintroducesthe original use of the term "apocalypse" by
creating a parabolic vision of divine revelation's devastatingencounterwith postmodern
society.

Coupland's novel, in contrast to the quasi-apocalyptic narratives of Don

Dellilo's "ite

Noise, Chuck Palahniuk's Survivor, and Martin Amis's London Fields,
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Although
truth
transcendence.
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reveal
and unlock
Fields and Survivor, has a prophetessas a central figure, Coupland's prophetesscarries
"messages" from God, whereasthe female seersof the other two novels merely clarify
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the hopelessnature of a godless, deterministic universal structure. All three novels are
about the far-reaching presence of spiritual death in the postmodern age. In London
Fields and Survivor this spiritual death is a natural result, and evidence for, the death of
God; however, the metaphysical paralysis of Coupland's protagonists are symptomatic
of a human rejection of an existing God. Coupland's characters,like those in Amis's and
Palahniuk's novels, have given up the desire to ask questions and search for truth.
Although truth, like God, is extinct in London Fields and Survivor, it is alive and well,
yet vehemently ignored, in Girlfriend in a Coma. Only the brutal mercy of a divine
apocalypsecan re-instigate a desireto seektruth and reclaim meaning.
The opening words of Girlfriend in a Coma: "I'm

Jared, a ghost" (3)

immediately force the contemporary reader into somewhat uncomfortable, supernatural
territory. We are then told by Jared, our ghost guide, that the narrative will be told
mostly from his living friend Richard's perspective but that he will narrate the last
section as "Richard's story only takes us so far. The story gets bigger than him" (5).
The story we are about to read is not only too large and disruptive to be told from merely
one narrative perspective, but also cannot be contained in or limited to mere human
perspective. Unlike the self-created apocalyptic disasters of nuclear fallout, mass
suicide, and chemical clouds in London Fields, Survivor and "ite

Noise, Girlfriend in

a Coma's central disaster, a plague of death-inducing sleep, is a direct result of divine
intervention. Girtfi-iends disasterscome from outside the postmodem virtual box as a
tool to both judge and renew as the sleep/ deathplague reflects the inevitable outcome of
the spiritual zombification postmodern culture has already chosen for itself.

The

apocalypse breaks through the mesmerized consumer massesto reveal their interior
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stagnation and deterioration while also choosing six "survivors" to spreadthe revelation
to what will soon becomea regeneratedearth. Coupland's apocalypsepresentsviolence
destruction
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doom,
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to
and
not
as
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means
ultimate
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,
and enlightenment.
Karen, the "chosen" coma victim in Coupland's Girýfriend in a Coma is the
human vessel through which divine revelation and earthly zombification (quite literally)
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denialof the reality of truth, authoredby Godhimself,is the poisonthat hasinfectedthe
victims of spiritualcomasin Girýýiendin a Coma
It is helpful hereto revisit Baudrillard'skey argumentsaboutthe productionof
synthetic,rather than actual,meaningin "The Implosion of Meaning in Media" that
were discussedin ChapterOne. Baudrillardcontinuesto showhow postmodernsociety
the myth of meaning(andthus,God)by generatingan excessiveamountof
perpetuates
informationin the form of mediamessages.Thesemediamessages
form the unravelling
fabric, the unstable"foundation" of society as one becomes"socialized" only after
intenseand plentiful exposureto mediamessages
(80). In a post-rcligioussociety,the
media has becomethe new "alpha and omega" (80) a multifaceted network of
simulationsthat we project salvific qualities upon, including the ability to generate
meaningandstructuresocietyand,ultimately,reality. This hopethat "information" will
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Karen's vision reveals the lack of meaning in a society that has no belief in an absolute
source of meaning other than a transient, media generatedone. But more importantly, it
revealsthe apatheticnumbnessat the heart of the samesociety.
Karen's friends, inhabitants of the sametype of "future" Coupland is often wary
of in both his fiction and personal interviews, all fall prey to the seductive depthlessness
surrounding them without even recognizing it. The binary oppositions of real/ virtual
and inside/ outside have collapsedso that:
Technologies,marketing and consumptionhave createda new,
unidimensional universe from which there is no escapeand inside
which no critical position is possible. There is no outside, no space
from which to mount a critical perspective. We inhabit, on this
account,a world where the television screenhasbecomethe only
reality. (Kaplan 5)
E. Ann Kaplan, echoing Fredric Jameson's well-known argument, emphasizes the
inability of postmodernconsumersto distinguish betweenthe real and the unreal, and to
recognize that there might be any difference. Jameson himself explains that
postmodernism. "replicates or

reproduces-reinforces-the

logic

of

consumer

capitalism" and questions its ability to "resist that logic" ("Postmodernism" 29). Like
Ellis, McInerney, Amis, Delillo and Palahniuk, Coupland indicates that his fictional
postmodern subjects.are powerless in the monolithic face of the new secular sublime,
omnipresent consumer capitalism. But unlike these authors, he envisions a way for his
protagonists to ultimately "escape" the system. Karen, the central chosenone, can only
escapeand critique this "unidimensional" universe becausethe "critical perspective" she
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receives is from outside of the universe itself-,the divine act of revelation or apocalypse
is the only vehicle through which the critique can be delivered to a world "retired to live
in our own advertisements"(Zizek 14).
Coupland's apocalypse relies on the original Judeo-Christian understanding of
the word, which means to uncover or disclose. Only a quite shocking, extreme and
transforming act of divine intervention can lift the synthetic veil of projected images,
fluorescent light, and temporal satisfactions from the eyes of unaware, apathetic
consumers.Karen, the tool of divine choice and the only living human who is spiritually
aware enough to seeand deliver "the truth", must sacrifice her life to a literal coma that
symbolically reflects the spiritual coma of her culture. One of Karen's friends, Linus,
commentsthat her physical condition is actually a product of modem technology:
Comasare a rare phenomena they're a by product of modem living,
...
with almost no known coma patients existing prior to World War 11.
Peoplesimply died. Comasareas modem as polyester,jet travel, and
microchips. (62)
Referring to the contemporarydependenceon internet, e-mail and television, Karen tells
her friends that she is "scared of all these machines" (153). Coupland ironically
introduces the tension between our enrichment and enslavementto technology as we
realize that Karen, having only recently woken up from her coma, has been savedby the
very thing she fears. Her life support system is a visible reminder of the very machines
that both createand sustain postmodernspiritual comas,providing a surrogatelife force
that the body and mind acceptsas reality. Veronica Hollinger observesthat, "the sign of
her body's failure is its now utter dependenceupon technology" (168). This technology
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indicates Karen's physical weakness while actively becoming her physical salvation.
According to Karen's visions, technology, the futuristic manifestation of progress, will
persistently drain the meaning from human existence, inducing spiritual death even in
the midst of physical well being and material prosperity. Coupland is again reminding us
that "technology does not always equal progress". Richard understandsthis dark contrast
when he commentsthat:
People are always showing Karen new electronic doodads. They talk
about their machines as though they possess a charmed religious
quality-as if these machines are supposedto compensatefor their own
inner failings. (142)
Karen's bodily dependence on a machine is clearly analogous with contemporary
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is "new and improved and faster and better... " as a result of the machines that have
clearly defined so much of his reality (142). He then tells her that she will also get used
to "them", claiming that "It's not up for debate. We lost. Machines won" (142). Karen,
"heaven
limits
this
technological
the
that
transcends
on earth"
of
armed with a vision
challengesthe machines' ability to generatepurposeand meaning,recognizing them as a
dynamic
reality.
a
stable,
synthetic counterfeit of more
Just as Karen fears the "unreal" world created and sustainedby what she calls
"machines", her friends fear "real" reality, that unknown, unsafe realm far beyond their
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Richard remembers Jared, the last person that he and his friends had taken to the
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hospital. H6 died of leukaemia.On rememberingthat terrifying event, Richard exclaims
"Jared. Oh God. This could be forever. This could go well beyond real"(22). Richard
insightfully recognizesthat the "real" he has known is counterfeit; only in meeting the
absolute truth of death would he be confronted with the "really real" that "could go well
beyond" his anaemic understandingof it. In Welcometo the Desert of the Real, Slavoj
Zizek concludesthat the defining feature of the twentieth century is both its passion for
and fear of the "real".

Although we have a strong represseddesire to find the real

reality, we fear it because"truth" must be something extreme, violent, and brutal if it is
to expose us and shake us out of our "hypnotic consumer state" (9). The hypnotism in
Karen, Richard and Linus's world turns fatal as reality breaks through and overwhelms
it with the literal sleep of death. Although this deathplague is destructive and fatal, it is
not the sort of violence traditionally associatedwith the modem concept of apocalypse.
Zizek arguesthat the "passion for the real" typically induces a bizarre paradox:
"it culminates in its apparentopposite, in a theatrical spectacle" (9). In order to generate
meaning and purpose,an effort is undertakento "stage" a significant event. In a desire to
break through the constructed, the artificial and touch the real, frustrated individuals
sometimesresort to violence, the ultimate "staged" experience,which is "perceived and
endorsedas a sign of authenticity" (5). In this attempt to touch the real, they destabilize
the status quo and draw attention to their actions that are then catalogued as a media
both
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Having
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to
experience.
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point
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The world was never meant to end like in a Hollywood motion
picture-you know: a chain of explosionsand starshaving sex amid
the fire and teeth and blood and rubies. That's all fake shit.
(205)
Although Coupland's sleep plague both destabilizesand judges, the very nature of the
death curse emphasizes apathy rather than passion. The virtual dream world of
fragmentedpostmodem community has met the reality of death on the terms it chose for
itself. Like Karen's sacrificial, representativecoma, the sleep plague emphasizesan inbetween state, the chosen curse of a people who have lost the passion to ask questions
that lead them back to reality.
Karen's revelatory visions of the future are completely out of her control, just as
her coma was. When interviewed by a visiting American television production crew
some time after waking up from her coma, she is an instrument used to share specific
revelation with an unreceptive audience on a quest for spectacle rather than truth.
Although contemporary audiencesare obsessedwith spectacle,Baudrillard argues that
we are no longer in Debord's "society of the spectacle" as this would indicate a clear
distinction between spectacleand "reality" ("Consumer" 34), a distinction which, if it
exists at all, is completely indiscernible. Coupland, denying Baudrillard's nihilism,
repeatedly indicates a clear distinction between the spectacleand the "real" throughout
the novel, but Baudrillard's comments are still helpful in emphasizing much of
contemporary society's inability to distinguish between the two. Karen's postmodern
television audience and producers, searching for a glossy dramatic surface rather than
the unveiling of reality, are disappointed when Karen doesn't shed tears over her
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dehumanising physical state. Gloria, the famous presenterwho interviews Karen, is a
perfect example of a glossy media product herself once the camerasstart to role: "Gloria
turns to 'Gloria' instantly, like a plugged in appliance" (Coupland 166). Gloria probes
Karen for personal information about her relationship with fiancd Richard and daughter,
Megan, who was born nine months into her coma. Frustratedthat she can't strain even a
bit of TV emotion out of Karen, Gloria then asks how she feels about her situation
waking up in a virtually new world. Karen respondsthat when she thinks "about all the
bad stuff that's about to happen I feel sad for the world because it's nearly over"
...
(166). Gloria immediately yells "Cut! "; this morose confrontation with reality does not
make for good primetime viewing! Karen, unaware that she is transmitting messages
from the outside, keeps her cool and once again announcesthe inevitable end. When
revelation almost violently forces its way into the reality of TV land, it is rejected,
ignored or even laughedat.
Coupland purposefully emphasizeshow revelation violently imposes itself upon
and transforms the two most crucial communal focal points of postmodern fragmented
community, TV airwaves and shopping spaces. Karen's prophetic transmissions
horribly thwart Gloria's plans to construct "her story" into a commodity to be sold for
the coveted nine p.m. television slot. After Karen's visions become a reality and the
world has ended, she and the other six survivors, unchanged, still cling to the
lives.
"meaningless"
their
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comfortable patterns of

Jared, their hidden cosmic

insipid
in
his
disappointment
their
reactions to the revelation they
emphasizes
observer,
were chosento receive:
And take a look at them now, will you--one year later: uselesssacks
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of dung they are, slumped around Karen's fireplace watching an
endlessstring of videos, the floor clogged with Kleenex boxes and
margarinetubs overflowing with diamondsand emeralds,rings and
gold bullion-a parody of wealth. (209)
The commodified products of their past lives have been completely stripped of both use
and exchangevalue, yet this shadow value is the only "truth" they have known. Having
no point of referenceoutside of society's deflated, commodified constructionsto turn to,
they resort to pathetic cyclical patternsof uselessconsumption.
Coupland exposesthe hollow "values" of a consumption-basedsociety as his
seven survivors go "shopping". Standing in front of the ironically named "Save-On"
supermarket, Jared asks Karen, "What is the main thing you noticed-the

major

difference betweenthe world you left and the world you woke up to?" (213).
Karen answers,"A lack a lack of convictions--of beliefs, of wisdom, or even of good
...
old badness. No sorrow; no nothing. People-the people I knew-when I came back
they only, well, existed..." (213). As in Life After God and Generation X, Coupland
irony
beliefs
"lack"
that
this
as
surfaces
postmodern
often
or
suggests
of
and convictions
cynicism. Hamilton, one of the chosen survivors, is the novel's most devout ironist;
friend Linus tells him that "You talk in little TV bits. You're never sincere" (82). When
Karen tries to explain the end of the world to her friends they are clearly "masking their
fear with funeral giggles-a protective, iron coating" (197). This lack of sincerity, a
defence mechanism to camouflage fear is, according to Hamilton, "called irony these
days" (179). Coupland again exposesthe destructive "lack" of a dominating irony that

285

thwarts honestcommunityand hope for supernaturalreality. David FosterWallace's
critiqueof the "dangers"of a hegemonicironic stanceareagainhelpful:
And herein lies the oppressiveness
of institutionalizedirony, the toosuccessfulrebel:the ability to interdictthe questionwithout attendingto
its subjectis, whenexercised,tyranny. It is the newiunta, usingthe very
tool thatexposedits enemyto insulateitself. (68)
The "institutionalized irony" of Girtfriend in a Coma, a world dominated by machines
that also foster notions of plasticity rather than reality, enablesits residents simply and
consistently to avoid any sort of frightening questions that might scrape the surface of
truth. Rather than espousingthe all-too-common modem truism that a belief in truth or
possessionof faith are crutches, Coupland indicates that cynicism is the largest, most
deceptive crutch; it prevents the ironist from engaging in the hard work of change by
putting up a wall between himself and the truth. Angel Jared exposesthe weaknessof
Hamilton, the ironist rebel's, cynicism when he says, "Haven't you always known that,
Hamilton? At the baseof all your cynicism acrossthe years,haven't you always known
that one day it was going to boil down into hard work?" (197). As Hamilton and the
others are relentlessly confronted with the reality of death and decay and the
manifestation of a supernaturalpresencein the form of an angelic messenger,the ironic
coating begins to melt.
After a further discussion on the "blank" nature of modem life, Karen and her
friends move out of the shadow of the Save-On into its dark interior. This pinnacle of
postmodern spaces,the mall, which JamesAnnesley defines as "the television version of
place" (236) has been invaded by the uncomfortable real-strewn with rotting corpses,
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overrun with dangerous wildlife, covered in mould. The holiness of what Zygmunt
Bauman calls "the temple of consumption" (98) has been soiled, profaned; its sacred
illusory power is shattered. In Liquid Modernity Bauman emphasizes the extreme
regimentation and purification of shopping spaces:
The well supervised,properly surveilled and guardedtemple of
consumption is an island of order... a purified space... unlike
differences outside, is tamed, sanitized, guaranteedto come free
be
be
It
dangerous
ingredients-and
can
enjoyed
so
unthreatening.
of
without fear. (98-99)
The natural world has brought fear, chaos, and danger into this previously "sanitized"
space as the artificial inside world is completely consumed by the ominous outside
world.
Although the friends are in the midst of "shit of all types... feathers, fur, bones,
and soil" (218), they do not heed the warnings of this devastation,yet head towards the
shop's pharmacy to stock up on any available Vicodins. Once into their shopping
excursion, something finally happensthat forces them to re-evaluatethe impact of their
surroundings:
The lights in the ceiling pulse into operation, scorching brighter than
daylight-the

light all the more painful for its unexpectedness,

illuminating the store and causing all of the wildlife into shrieks of panic,
revealing the extent of devastation. (219)
The novel takes an almost surreal turn as the group look up to locate the bizarre source
of the light--their dead friend, Jared, floating among the rafters. The somewhatcloudy,
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mysticalvisionsgivento Karenhadnot beenenoughto enlightenher friends. Eventhe
fearful plagueonly causedthem to briefly ask "why?", then shrugtheir shouldersand
slip deeperinto their own individual comas,be they heroin addiction,endlessvideo
watching,or uselessshopping. This is the third occasionthat the surviving groupare
given the gift of special,redemptiverevelation,this time in the form of a messenger
directly from the "other side". Jaredliterally shedsdivine light on the darknessof their
hiddenworld, exposingits physicalandspiritualcorrosion. Only after this intervention
doesRichardrealizethat:
Our livesremainedstaticevenafterwe've lost everythingin the worldbeen
itself.
All
Isn't
that
that
the
we've
seen
and
sick?
world
shit:
andwe watchvideos,eatjunk food,poppills andblow thingsup. (256)
Seeing the severity of their spiritual vacancy through new eyes, Richard finally feels
he
has
begun
direct
Finally,
the
three
supernatural,
with
ashamed.
only after
encounters
a perpetualjourney of sclf-discovcry as he moves on the outside of his darkenedworld
to finally recognizehis lack of action within it.
Thus far, Coupland's fantastic narrative of the apocalypsehas continually drawn
our attention to the fact that these remaining few are not chosen for any merit of their
own, but have been predestined,become elect for no apparent reason. Coupland does
not use these specifically theological terms, but clearly implies them as we are
repeatedly told that his community of survivors has been chosento fulfil a divine, preordained plan. As a result of cultural mesmerism,the indolence of his chosen few only
feed
its
last
has
been
destroyed
to
they
off
of
worsen
once
must
seems
culture
and
remaining videotaped artefacts to survive. Jared informs them that they have been
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chosento see"what you would be like in the absenceof the world" (253). This "great
but confusinggift" (253) perhapssuggeststhat the six survivors' "real" problemis not
in
in
but
some sort of essentiallyflawed human
social
constructions,
rooted merely
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not, however,indicatethat the survivorshaveexperienced
"Fall", but that they havegraduallylost their identity and desirefor truth and "reality"
becausethey have becomeso graduallyabsorbedin a virtual world that coatsthese
distinctionswith a veil of illusion. In this text, Couplanddoesnot employtraditional
theologicaltermssuchas "fallen", "sinful" or even"evil", but alludesto their pseudo
"fallen" statusmerelyasa "lack". After Jaredintroducesthe notionof their "awful" gift
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subservientto humanlogic-it is greatlybeyondtheir realm and, therefore,terrifying.
Like the biblical figure of Jonah,aswell asthe entirenationof Israelitself, thesesix are
chosenalthoughthey sometimesresistthis anointingand reject the revealedmessages
by resorting back to their self-createdpatternsof rebellion. Jared emphasizesthe
group's integralpart of the plan as he tells them,"You count;you weremeantto exist"
(241). Their completelyundeserved
gift of survivalandrebirth is a pictureof grace,but
follow
figure,
"the plan"
Karen,
the
must
centralmessianic
gracealso entailssacrifice.
most specifically by enduring the self-inflicted punishmentof the old world--the
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Christ, the ultimate innocentwho had to ultimately "be sin" (11Corinthians5:21) in
becomes
Karen
humanity,
become
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for
to
an eternal
order
an
all of sinful
zombie in the place of a society who has fatally chosento be zombiesthemselves.
Unlike Christ,Karenis not completelyinnocent;the only thing that setsher apartfrom
her groupof friendsis her specialgift of vision and prophecy.Although shewas also
did
have
did
listen
"voices'!
to
the
to
she
ever
choose
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culturally absorbed,she
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decided
in
fact
in
"this
Karen's
the
that
this
was
security
plan
partially
rests
a
choice?
long, long,time ago"(168). Although Karen has security in the slightly obscuredbut profoundly felt
knowledgethat her sacrificialrole hasbeenpredestinedto fulfil a divine plan, shestill
has questionsabout her own suffering. She brings these questionsto Jared, a
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representativeof the world that stretchesbeyond the capacitiesof mere human
knowledge. Karen refersto her "monstrous"condition and asksJaredwhy she must
suffer andgive up her body "just so I could learnthat the modemworld was becoming
sort of pointlessand empty?"(215). Karenknowsthat her physicalityhasbeena "trade
off' for somesort of enlightenment,but she is dissatisfiedwith the seeminglytame
"revelation"of humanemptiness.This appearsto be merelya catastrophic,ratherthan
redemptive,epiphany(Maltby 16). This unveiling of knowledgeabout the human
condition that is obvious(and thus tame)to Karen, is not obviousto her friendswho
havelived throughthe gradualchangesin the spiritualandpolitical climatewithout even
recognizingany sort of change. Unableto differentiatebetweenthe pastand present,
themselvesandthe externalworld andreality from the virtual world, they arevictims of
what Jamesonrefers to as the postmodernphenomenaof "waning of affect"
(Postmodernism10). Karen's friends have been completely absorbedin a virtual
64system"
that continuallygeneratesunfulfilled surfacedesiresthat can be temporarily
and deceptively fulfilled throughconsumerism.The defining "Jack" (213) of Karen's
generationreflectsa sort of decentring,instability or contingency,as fixcd valuesand
convictionshavebeenreplacedwith acquisitionof comfortandamusement.
Karenis alarmedby her observationsthat thereis "No center. It doesn'texist.
All of us-look at our lives: We have an acceptable level of affluence. We have
entertainment. We have a relative freedom from fear. But there's nothing else" (94).
Karen is dissatisfied with the world of postmodern surfaces and recognizes that a
"comfortable" middle class lifestyle deifies entertainment as a means to distract
suburbanitesfrom asking any sort of "meaningful" questionsabout the nature of reality.
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Likewise,Karen'slongingfor a centreis a longingfor origin, stability,anda fixed truth
on which to baseher identity. This lack of the humancentreparallelsthe perceived
absenceof a transcendent"centre" or point of origin which gives purpose and
significanceto the ebbandflow of humanexistence.Karen,however,doesnot bemoan
the fact that the transcendentcentre is absent,but that the characters'existential
64centres"
havebecomedecentredasthey havelost sight of the fixed truth. In the world
of Girlfriend in a Coma,decentringis not a resultof the deathof Godor of truth, but of
postmodernculture's inability to acknowledgetheserealities. Floatingon the temporal
and deceitful senseof stability provided by efficiency, entertainmentand wealth,
individualshave gainedneitherdeathnor life, but an indifferent,deterioratingcoma.
This coma is, in a sense,a spiritual death;Couplandseesdecentringnot as liberation
from rules and structure,but as a quasi-biblicalvision of a lost generationwhose
formlessness
ultimatelyparalyzes.As Paul Virilio arguesin Speedand Politics, " ... the
(142). Theefficiencyof the modem
the fasterfreedomdecreases"
morespeedincreases,
world robs both personaland political freedomas the postmodernsubjectrelies on
convenience
andentertainment
ratherthanthe possibilityof a truth that offersa glimpse
of a more stablereality. Karen's longing for the centreis an act of life, a sign of reawakening,a recognitionof her own identity and its connectionwith an ultimate
externalsource. Ironically,the centreis regainedthrougha sacrificialdeaththat gives
rebirth.
Karen'schosenrole as both humanandquasi-supernatural
sacrificeis necessary
as the contrast she sees in the world of her youth and the contemporaryworld
reintroducesan inside/outsidedichotomy that had been previously levelled in the
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postmodernsecular landscape. Jared convincesher that she would not have so
poignantlyrecognizedthe "emptinessin the world" if she had "easedinto the world
slowly, buying into its principlesone crumbat a time the way our friends did" (215).
Karen'srudeawakeningto the contemporary"empty" world that is, accordingto Jared,
of her friends. This
on the vergeof a crisis, is a striking contrastto the desensitisation
lack of spiritual or ethical sensitivity,a product of perpetualcultural absorption,and
integration,is replacedwith a focuson accelerationand"efficiency" (214). Karennotes
that when she first woke up, her friendswere braggingabout the "efficiency" of the
world; she respondsby asking,I mean,what's the point of being efficient if you're
leadingan efficiently blank life"? (214).Karen'sfriendshavebuilt a worldview around
highly
"guarantee"
of
a
visions
evolved,
a reliance on efficiency and speedwhich
comfortable,quasi-heavenlyfuture on earth. Paul Virilio also questionsthis type of
"precarious fiction", the rhetoric of cultural acceleration,in which speed,"would
'civilization'
in
in
destiny,
become
force
a
words
which
other
suddenly
a
a
of progress,
(141).
This
in
be
'religion'
time"
new religion of
somethingof a
each speedwould
both
inhabitants
has
the
of
passion
age
speed's
and
robbed
of
uniform speed
.
individuality,morphingthemfrom uniqueindividualsto "blank" ciphers.
This lossof identitycoincideswith the flatteningof reality.Jaredre-emphasizes
the dire needof an inside/outsidedichotomyashe answersKaren'squestions:
You woke up from your comabecauseyou'd be able to seethe present
throughthe eyesof the past. Without you there'd be no one to seethe
world as it turnedout in contrastto your expectations.Your testimony
wasneeded.Your testament.(212)
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Coupland's use of religious language here attaches a supernatural, predestined
significance to Karen's role.

The role of prophetess is not an uncommon one in

apocalyptic fiction, as evidenced in both London Fields and Survivor. But Nicola Six of
London Fields and Fertility Hollis of Survivor foresee death and destruction that is
irredeemable and pointless, and they have both learned how to use their "gifts" to
sadistically indulge themselvesat others' expense. Although both Amis and Palahniuk
cast a vague supernatural shadow over their texts, they never clarify the origin of the
supernatural gifting, leaving the endings both more ambiguous and nihilistic than
Coupland does. Unlike Nicola and Fertility, Karen is both prophetessand messiahat the
same time; she seesthe problematic future and diagnosesthe spiritual problems of the
present, while also being a tool to administer a divine remedy to others. Karen's
experience as a prophetess and substitutionary figure expands the inside/ outside
dichotomy into a within (the world)/ above (the heavens)dichotomy. Her understanding
of the developments in the social/ cultural/ spiritual history of her generation is not
simply a personal, subjective "testimony" about her own experiences. Jared, the being
with the most enlightened perspective, gives Karen's testimony the status of inspired
"testament".
Although the small group of survivors eventually believe Jared's claims that they
have been "chosen" to fulfil a special plan, they still don't understandwhat their "Jimmy
Stewartesquccrisis" is (264). Richard defensively denies the group's ability to do
anything different than the way it has been done and facetiously asks if they were to
66 start a new race of human beings?A new civilization? Assemble some Noah's ark?"
...
(254). Richard's faulty, self-serving interpretation of this biblical allusion indicates that
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his enlightenmentis still a work in progress.His defensiveness
alsoreflectsa denialof
fault and lack of submission,rather than an act of repentance.The sleepplagueis
obviously analogous with the biblical flood as they are both overwhelming
manifestationsof God's judgement and a demand for some sort of life altering
transformation.In the caseof the flood, humanityhadfallen shortof Yahweh'sultimate
standardof perfectionand holiness;rather than being set apart, the Jews had been
Coupland's
into
by
them.
the
sleep
around
culture
absorbed
and corrupted
godless
plaguealsochastisesthosewho haveresistedbeingsetapart,becomingso absorbedinto
their culturethat their own lives havebecomenothingshortof depthlesscommodities.
The biblical Noahwasoneof the few who hadstrivedto be setapart,holy, untaintedby
his culturein his desireto seekandfollow truth. His repentant,submissiveattitudeis an
obviouscontrastto that of Richard,a manwhoseself induced"coma" appearedto be no
betteror worsethanthat of thosewho contractedthe sleepplague.Only later,whenhis
belovedKaren is sacrificed,doesRichardrealizethat he doesnot deservea sheltering
his
for
take
but
The
that
place
ultimately
will
she
ark,
realization
punishment.
irreversible
his
finally
him
to
seemingly
own
acknowledge
punishmentenables
brokenness.
Linus, the eccentric,slightly nomadicsciencegeekof the group,is the only one
is
deeply
its
had
that
there
something
wrong with
sensed
previously
members who
of
their lives: "We really didn't have any values, any absolutes.

We've always

large
in
There's
lives
immediate
to
nothing
our
purposes.
suit our
manoeuvred our
lives" (255). Linus recognizesthat their secret spiritual vacancy stems from a lack of
Like
deep
dissatisfaction
the
contingency.
with
presenceof absolutes,yet a
recognizing
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Generation X's pilgrims, these survivors can find no legitimising, all-encompassing
narrative to connect the dots of their stories and make sense of their individual
existences. According to Linus's description, his group of friends have become their
own self-absorbed mini-deities as they orchestrate their lives to serve only their self
satisfying purposes. Richard eventually reiteratesthis sentimentwhen he admits that ....I
think we have always wanted something noble or holy in our lives, but only on our own
terms" (256, italics mine). Holiness indicates a state of being "set apart" but these
spiritually paralysed individuals have been completely integrated into what Coupland
deems a highly ignoble culture. With a theology constructed on circumstance rather
than divine absolutes,they have all continued to sink deeper and deeper into their own
individual comas. Richard continues his self-indictment by listing the'group's only
heartfelt "convictions": "The World Wide Web is a bore. There's nothing on TV That
The
(256).
drag
I
inside"
is
shallow
to
the
enjoyment
of
me
videotape a
express
need
...
the self and the avoidance of boredom at all costs alienate each of the charactersfrom
one another. This deification of self in the absenceof any acknowledgementof or even
desire for objective, connecting reality seemsto characterizethe existential postmodcrn
condition, not only in the scorched landscapeof Coupland's Girlfriend in a Coma, but
also in Amis' London Fields and Palahnuik's Survivor. Both Nicola Six and Tender
Branson ultimately worship the self. Although constructing a self-made religion, Nicola,
Tender and Coupland's chosen group all must face the inescapable,totalising power of
death; Nicola and Tender embrace it, fixating on what they see as dark, terrifying
beauty, whereas, ironically, the Vancouver remnant do everything possible to ignore it
or trivialize it. Unlike Nicola and Tender's sinister modes of coping with death, the
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group react more like nite Noise's Jack Gladney whose obsessivefear of death propels
him to turn "Hitler Studies" into a safe, theoretical university subject. The Girlfriend in
a Coma survivors, literally surrounded by death and decay (including endless amounts
its
desensitised
bodies
become
decaying
"leakers"),
to
they
to
more
as
callously refer
of
reality and plunge themselves into meaninglessdistractions such as taking drugs and
watching videos. Unlike Gladney, this group continually meet the physical reality of
death face to face on a daily basis, yet remain unchanged. Their previous jobs on an X
Files style television programme in which they designed gruesome makeup and
costumesto follow macabre storylines is an ironic foreshadowing of the rotting reality
t hat surrounds them now. This nostalgic television reality has become their present,
is,
if
there
to
they
ever
or was, any
recognize
are still unable
actual reality and
difference.
Richard's insight into the crises of his and his friend's static lifestyles deepensas
he realizes that their desire for a certain sort of "freedom" in the form of distracting
but
is
a general societal
their
problem,
particular
entertainment and progress not only
flaw: "The nodule of freedom we all shared-it

was a fine idea. It was, in its

freedom,
by
history"
Ultimately,
(264).
this
the
unsupported
of
goal
unglamorousway,
some sort of "higher purpose" (256), is simply raw selfishness endorsed and
commodified by the "system". Although rejecting the postmodernist notions of antihope
from
draw
do
the
Richard
"freedom",
any
not
and company also
essentialist
include
Coupland's
"progress".
this comment
to
choice
modem residue of promises of
in an apocalyptic novel is quite poignant as Malcolm Bull notes that Christian
faith
historically
during
the
a
secular
with
period,
was
modernist
replaced,
millennialism
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in progress (Bull 8).

This insipid belief in the salvific qualities of progress and

efficiency hold no attraction for Richard, but the complete self-reliance on contingent
postmodem "play" and "freedom" is also an empty hope. Drawing again on JudeoChristian terminology, Richard admits that "instead of serving a higher purpose we've
always been more concerned with developing our personalities and with being free"
(256). This complex statement seemsto expose the inherent self-serving nature of a
consuming individualism that leads to a false senseof freedom. Richard thwarts the
notion that once an individual is "free" of all the trappings of an external set of
objectives and a divine plan, he or she will be free to truly be themselves. Richard (and
be
discovered
Coupland)
to
that
the
unless it receives
suggest
self
cannot
perhaps
seems
its identity from a higher source (the transcendentOther), something outside of it that,
by contrast, solidifies its very individuality. This need for the transcendent Other in
is
begin
to
to
the
the
order
others also the central revelation of
understand self and relate
Life After God.

Without this "higher purpose" the friends were merely "free" to

conform to eachother and "enjoy" random acts of nothingness.
The complete integration of the "free" postmodern subject into his or her
environment collapses any boundariesthat truly define the self by contrasting it to the
external world. Richard lamentsthat:
We gave no evidence of an interior life. Acts of kindness, evidence of
indicate
devotion,
All
that
these
things
4 world
contemplation,
sacrifice.
inside us. Insteadwe set up a demolition derby in the Eaton's parking lot
Virgin Superstoreand torched the Home Depot. (256-57)
the
ransacked
,
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This reflection on lost "interior life" recalls Karen's longing for a centre of identity that
had disappeared. Jamesonnotes that in postmodern culture, this "decentering of that
formerly centeredsubject" indicates "the end of the bourgeoisego no doubt that brings
...
with it the psychopathologiesof that ego" (Postmodern 15). The death of the concept of
the unified individual "self' or "identity" indicates the end of any sort of personalstyle,
uniqueness,or even reactionary feeling. If there is no absolute reality, truth or standard
that is completely separate from the individual identity, then what is there to react
against? The disappearanceof any absolutesprecedesthe disappearanceof the defined,
separateidentity, thus the loss of any "interior life" (15). Coupland's portrayal of a
loss
interiority
does
Richard
this
to
tend
of
as an
present
mourning, repentant
not
affirmation of postmodem freedom. Coupland's vision of postmodern "zombified"
culture, suffering from a loss of solid identity is again reflective of Jameson's
description of the "waning of effect":
As for expressions and feelings or emotions, the liberation, in
contemporarysociety, from the older anomie of the centeredsubject may
also mean not merely a liberation from anxiety but a liberation from
every other kind of feeling as well, since there is no longer a self present
to do the feeling. (15)
When Richard awakensfrom his sleepof past indifference and becomesaffected, he can
finally seethe collapsedboundariesbetweenself and society that had lulled him to sleep
so long ago.
Paralyzed by the empty and alienating monotony of their particular sort of
freedom, the friends turn to acts of destruction and violence for entertainment. Perhaps

299

this reactionreflectsa frustrationwith what KrishanKumar seesasthe emptypromises
of postmodernfreedom:
Heretoo we aretold of 'the deathof grandnarratives',an endto any
possiblebelief in Truth,History,Progress,Reasonor Revolution
(still lessRevelation).That soundsfinal enough.And in its way,
it is meantto be liberating. But againthereis no senseof a new
departure,a new freedomnow thatthe scalesof illusion havefallen
from our eyes. Instead,we areinvitedto takea purelypragmaticor
ironic stancetowardsthe world andto devoteourselvesto purely
...
privatepurposesandprivatelife. (207).
Kumar's extremeindictmentof postmodernism'ssupposedabandonmentof truth is
perhapsa bit too all-inclusive, but he later makes it clear that he is specifically
respondingto the constructiviststrandsof postmodernthought,andmorespecifically,to
RichardRorty's liberal ironist stance.It is helpful to againlook at Rorty's Contingency,
Irony andSolidarityin which he criticizeswhat he seesasthe intellectualnaivetdof one
both
determines
beyond
in
"believes
time
the point of
change
which
an
order
and
who
humanexistenceand establishesa hierarchyof responsibilities"(xv). In the surreal
world of Girt(riendin a Coma,both JaredandKarenappearto havedirect contactwith
this mysterioussourceof "order beyond spaceand time". The characterof Jared
he
(Rorty
"hierarchy
tells the groupthat they
when
of
xv)
a
responsibility"
establishes
havefailedsomesortof cosmictestbecauseof their inability to ask"a million questions
about why the world becamethe way it did" (257). Their materialistapathy has
themandcausedJaredto implement"PlanB": the world will againwakeup
condemned
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and go back to "normal", and the chosenfew are "called" to becomeseekersand
aggressivelyconvertothersinto seeking. They are commandedto ask questionsabout
everythingandeveryonethey comeinto contactwith, aswell asaboutthe natureof their
own lives.
Jared'sinspiredcommandthat instructsthe group to "questioneverything"at
first seemsto both defy modernity's singular rationalismand embracepostmodern
scepticism.But theseseekershavebeentold that theyareon a questwith a definiteand
predestined"end" in sight, a promiseof absolutesecurityin the knowledgeof a great
truth. Theyareencouraged
to rejecta modemclaim that secularrationalismwill provide
themwith all the answersthey needandenablethemto enjoy progressand an eventual
heavenon earth. But this doesnot indicatethe abandonment
of truth itself, just an
the constructionsof our
acknowledgement
of a more"true" truth, a truth thantranscends
minds. This is a truth that mustbe soughtrelentlessly,that will be revealedonly after
the seekershave both faith and devotionenoughto acknowledgetheir incapabilityto
constructall the answersfor themselves.Jaredexplainsthis to Richardby askinghim a
questionabouthis secretthirst for truth: "And Richard,haven'tyou alwaysfelt that you
live foreveron the brink of knowinga greattruth? Well that feelingis true. Thereis the
truth. It doesexist" (268). Jaredchallengesthemto live everyday for the restof their
lives,makingothersawareof this needto searchandfind this sourceof truth. Jaredthen
informshis disciplesof "the needto probeand drill and examineand locatethe words
that takeus beyondourselves"(269). This loadedstatementimpliesthat wordsprovide
not only communalconnections,but havetheir origins in somesourceof transcendence
that unifies individualswith a divine cause.Humanthoughts,desiresand languageare

301

perhapssome sort of limited reflection of a divine reality. The chosengroup must also,
like Karen, concretize their inspired questions and mould newly discovered words into
testimonies: "Even if it meansbarking on street comers, that's what you must do, each
time baying louder than before. You must testify. There is no other choice" (270).
Coupland's seekers are called to be metaphysicians, not ironists, searching for truth
rather than balancing contingencies. Girtfriend in a Coma's new converts are to gain
their self-worth and confidence through the knowledge that they are working towards
some fixed point, the origin of meaning, the transcendentsignified that is "beyond the
reachof time and chance" (Rorty xv).
Jared continues to define the group's mission by commanding them to combat
apathy, the source of their initial paralysis: "Ask whatever challenges dead and
thoughtless beliefs" (269). The seekersare to search for truth at all costs, even if that
means dismantling venerable traditions based on historical observations. If tradition
obscurestruth, then they are to "reject and destroy the remains of history-kill

the past"

(271). This subversive apocalyptic rhetoric indicates that the power and mystery of
"truth" has been diluted through our reductive use of language and tradition: "There
aren't enough words for transform.

You'll

invent more" (270).

This is not a

recommendation of relativism, but an admission of the unfathomableness of
transcendence and the unrelenting creativity of the transformation process.

In

Coupland's fictional world, words are somehowconnectedto a true understandingof the
self, society and the transcendent-they are a vehicle used to communicate and touch
truth, but the words themselvesare still arbitrary although the truth they refer to is not.
Each individual has the power to "testify" in a unique and creative way; the means of
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communicatingtruth changesaccordingto eachperson,althoughthereis no indication
that the truth itself changes. There is a supremetranscendentsignified that gives
significanceand meaningto language,but there is obviously an amountof creative
freedom presentwithin this system. In an even more complex and revolutionary
proclamation,Jaredtells Meganthat, while dismantlingthe fragmentsof history,"rules
have to be madeup as you go along" (272). Is Couplanddenying the presenceof
absolutesor simply questioningthe methodof finding theseabsolutes?There is no
indicationthat truth itself is contingent,but that the methodof finding thesetruths,the
diversestylesof seeking,enablethoseseekingto be creativeas they developandadapt
unity, it
waysto searchand"testify". Althoughthe practiceof seekingtruth encourages
is not a uniform practice;Jareddoesnot advocateformulasor rules, as theseare too
humanand thus, confined,to begin even to scratchthe surfaceof such a great and
powerfulmystery.
The focusof the next section,Karen'sself-sacrifice,re-emphasizes
someof these
same issues. Karen is the embodiment of the preordained"Plan B" as she sacrifices her
life to enable the rebirth of the world. Coupland makes it clear that there are some
44rules"or absolutesin place and, becauseof this, there must be a trade off Richard tries
to look for alternate plans; drawing on any biblical knowledge he might have gleaned
from Sunday school and, again missing the point a bit, he suggeststhat "We could build
a new society-the planet could be our ark" (274). Karen calmly assureshim that she is
willing to sacrifice herself to fulfil the divine plan. Richard's plan would not work as
the world needssome sort of cosmic atonementto enable its inhabitantsto live, feel and
question again. If they simply built a new earth of their own, they wouldn't have the
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spiritual tools to changeanything;changemust come from outsideof this hopelessly
corrodedsystem.
The decidedly didactic, yet surprisingly revolutionary tone of the novel
intensifiesin the last chapteras Couplandalludesto both Marxist and Christiangrand
narrativeswhenRichardtriesto convincehimselfof his calling: "Focusahead,Richard:
jettison everything.Leapforward. Youhavea mission"(279). His missionis to thwart
the "excitement and glamour and seduction of progress" (280) by continually
questioningits eternalworth andencouraging
othersto do the same.This overtreturnto
metaphysicsin what Rorty deemsa "postmetaphysical
society"is quite disconcertingto
somecontemporarycritics, like Mark Forshaw,who arguethat Coupland'sallegianceto
the questfor an unchanging,universaltruth in this novel is dangerous:"Hierarchical,
hegemonicnotionsof Truth, of the logoswerenot interrogatedand deconstructed
with
goodreason:theyare deeplyconservativeand deeplyoppressive"(Forshaw56). These
accusationsof the "oppressive"nature of "hegemonictruth" are interestingwhen
contrastedwith Coupland'scommentsaboutthe closed,singular,"religious fervour" of
a belief "in nothing" (Todd 89). Coupland sees complete secularity as its own
hegemonictruth claim, oppressivein its refusalto evenconsiderthe possibilityof any
truth besidesits own. In the novel, the presenceof a universaltruth in the form of an
omniscientGod does not suggestoppressiveclosure,but the sourceof variety and
humanityto search.Couplandemphasizes
that the askingof
creativity that encourages
questionsis an act of a continuallychangingfaith, an.admissionof limited knowledge,
rather than a claim to have all the answers.He also claims that his generation"just
stoppedbeing curious"; the mourningover the deathof curiosity is clearly a central

304

themeof Girlfriend in a Coma,as Couplandhimself admitsthat I can't imaginelife
without being curious" (Todd 88). Perhapsthis deathof curiosity is a result of the
perceived"death of God" and the unwaveringclaims of absolutesecularizationthat
followed. Girlfi-iend in a Coma illustratesthat the anti-essentialistidea of freedomis
oppressive,and that "freedom"actuallycomesfrom interrogatingfalse,deadbeliefsin
the self-servingidealsof modemprogresswith the knowledgethat thereis a truth to be
found Forshawcontinuallyquestionsthe "literalness"of the lastsectionof Coupland's
.
book, hunting for somesign of irony or mererhetoricaldevice--hedoesn't find them.
Coupland'suseof straightforwardapocalypticrhetoricthat acknowledges
a supernatural
in
irony,
is
deeply
hint
of
subversive the postreligiousworld of most
presence,without a
of his readers. As he reactsagainstthe dominanttruth claims of secularity,his bold
its
is
detruth
rhetoric
apocalyptic
with
of
countercultural,
reinvesting
proclamation
legitimatingpowerthat causesstrong,yet predictable,reactions.
The last words of the novel, a "creed" recited by Richard,emphasizesthat
he
learned
Coupland
insider's
culture,
of
postmodern
seesthat
sharesa
although
view
thereis somethingabsoluteand definiteworth finding beyondthe liquid boundariesof
the virtual world:
You'll soonbe walkingdownyour street,our backsheldproud,our
eyesdilatedwith truth andpower. We might look like you,but you
force
in
line
know
better.
We'll
draw
the
the
sand
and
our
should
world to crossour line. Everycell in our bodyexplodeswith truth.
We will be kneelingin front of the Safeway,atopout-of-datetextbooks
whosepageswe havechewedout. We'll be beggingpassersby to see
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the needto questionandquestionandquestionandneverstop
questioninguntil theworld stopsspinning. We'll be adultswho
smashthe tired, exhaustedsystem. We'll crawl and chew and dig our
way into a radical new world. We will changeminds and souls from
stoneandplasticinto linen andgold-that's what I believe. That's what
I know. (281)
After recognition of the presence of truth, and repentance for not seeking it earlier,
Richard delivers this vision of the future to an ambiguous "you" that must indicate his
readership, members of the decaying culture that he will soon be confronting. His
chosen group will be infused with a knowledge of unshakeable,insatiable truth that
provides "power".

This concept of power seems to deviate significantly from a

Nietzscheanconcept of power-these are not the Ubermenschfollowing their own wills
in order to construct their own truths, but a collection of seemingly sordid "saints" who
are empoweredfrom serving and seeking a higher source,somethingor someoneoutside
and above themselves. Their methodsof voracious questioning are not to deconstructor
destroy, but to discover. They will not be satisfied with undecidability, but only with an
unwavering truth that is the sourceof life. Although the truth is secure,fixed and stable,
the journey there is an ever-changing, all-demanding process. These new seekersand
"evangelists" will stop short of nothing but the total transformation of the "minds and
souls" of an entire generation. The last sentencesare rife with biblical rhetoric and
imagery as Richard envisions hearts and souls that change from "stone and plastic to
linen and gold". The final sentencesof this apocalyptic novel envision ajudgement and
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transformation similar to one within the Book of Revelation, the final and ultimate
collection of apocalyptic visions in the Bible:
These are the words of the Amen, the faithful and true witness, the ruler
15
God's
of
creation. 1 know your deeds,that you are neither cold nor hot. I
16So,
becauseyou are lukewarmwish you were either one or the other!
neither hot nor cold-I

17yoU
to
am about spit you out of my mouth.
say,

'I am rich; I have acquired wealth and do not need a thing.' But you do
181
blind
that
not realize
you are wretched, pitiful, poor,
and naked.
counsel you to buy from me gold refined in the fire, so you can become
rich; and white clothes to wear, so you can cover your shameful
19Those
to
whom I
nakedness;and salve put on your eyes,so you can see.
love I rebuke and discipline. So be earnest,and repent. (Revelation 3: 1419)
Coupland's apocalyptic vision, like John's, is speakingto a generationwho are "neither
hot nor cold" but apathetic or indifferent, who did not realize that they were "wretched,
pitiful, poor, blind and naked". According to Richard's vision, they will be refined, their
heartstransformedto gold and linen. Unlike the biblical text, Coupland's final prophecy
of transformation attributes the regenerativework almost solely to the power of his new
"saints". This new religiosity is a testament to something that still moves beyond a
merely relativistic belief to the highest form of epiphany, an ability to truly "know"
(281).

307

CONCLUSION
Douglas Coupland's fiction, as I have attempted to demonstrate, depicts a
privileged subsetof middle-class society who already lives in the "future", a place that is
44sparejsecular, coherent and rational" (Coupland, Polaroids 50). This description of
order and rationality exposesa reality that is cold and lifeless, devoid of passion or a
connection to any sustaining life-force. In an essay from his collection Polaroidsfrom
the Dead, Coupland explains that "The West has already seen a world of desire based
purely on consumption-and they know the hollowness lying at its core" (93). This
"hollowness" of misplaced over-indulgence is the spiritual death so vividly represented
in Coupland's fiction, as well as in the novels discussedin this thesis by Bret Easton
Ellis, Jay McInerney, Don Delillo, Martin Amis and Chuck Palahniuk. One of the
differences between Coupland and these other popular writers, however, is that he
proceedsto ask, "What is it we can now desire now that things, objects-stuff-hasfailed
us?" (93). The material comforts of the "future" have been realized, yet found to be
insufficient for the cultivation of a postmodem spirituality. In the sameessay,Coupland
later explains that we have lost any senseof what we want, only knowing that we always
want more (93).
In the novels of Ellis, McInerney, Delillo, Amis and Palahniuk discussedin this
thesis, both the origin and end of postmodernexistencehave been shown to be blurred,
indiscernible, perhaps non-existent; because of this perceived loss of purpose and
structure, "meaning" is something only manufactured by the media, sold in *the
supermarketsand endlessly replicated on the internet. The spiritual "hollowness" of the
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charactersin Ellis's Less than Zero is a result of misplaced, mechanistic desiresthat can
only speak the language of commodity; Ellis's "hollow men" are the walking dead,
unable to recognize any senseof "authentic" desire that humanizesthem. Equally fatal,
the misplaced desires of Palahniuk's Survivor implode in a lust for self destruction,
whereas desire is repackagedas ruthless control and manipulation in Amis's London
Fields.

The spiritual impulses of all of these characters have long been numbed,

flattened, and ultimately disposedof by the seductionof complete materiality.
The protagonists of McInerney's Bright Lights_ Big City and Delillo's White
Noise, as I have shown, are both aware of a flickering soul, the home of recognized, but
Lights,
Bright
Big City
desires.
Both
the
of
narrator
nameless
misinterpreted spiritual
and Jack Gladney from "ite

Noise desire a knowledge of the ultimate source of order,

have
desires
justice
in
these
the
almost become
structure,
and purpose
universe;
have
back
that
the
comforts
same
material
upon
obsessions,misdirected and projected
fostered their initial sense of lostness. Although they are both equally desperateto
establish a connection between themselves and the life-giving nexus of reality, and
consistently "driven by homelessspiritual impulses" (McClure 142), they find it almost
impossible to think outside of completely material categories. Any sense of spiritual
imagination has been crippled by affluence and comfort, disabling their abilities to
discern a spiritual reality beyond the man-madeworld of temporal pleasureand comfort.
The protagonists of Coupland's body of fiction, with the possible exception of
Cheryl from Hey Nostradamus!

imagination,
limited
by
disabled
their
are also

anaesthetizedcuriosity and inability to think outside of an inherited modem paradigm of
material progress. Coupland recognizesthe severity of this "hollowness" and misplaced
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desire in the lives of his characters, clearly indicating a gap between their limited
categories of reality and the sense of mystery and magic that actually structures the
universe. For Coupland's fictional universe is not godless, but displaying at least a
shadow of the divine. The stories of his characters' lives are structured around the
salvational momentsof epiphany, when theserefugeesfrom a material world experience
a brief glimpse of the divine. Some of his protagonists, like Generation Xs Andy and
Miss Wyoming's John Johnson are seekers,but many are so lulled by the hymns of a
consumer religiosity that they have lost the ability to seek. They are still captives of
what Naomi Klein sees as "the straitjackets of irony and technology" (qtd. in Hicklin
25). For these dulled victims of over-satiation, Coupland imposesa divine, apocalyptic
intervention that forces them to restructuretheir perceivedcategoriesof "reality".
The point of this thesis has been to demonstratethe effect to which Coupland
invokes the original sacredassociationsof the conceptsof "epiphany" and "apocalypse"
in an attempt to open up a window of connection between the material and spiritual
worlds, exp6sing the reality of an inherent connection betweenthe two. The appearance
of both epiphany and apocalypse rewrite the connection between a long-forgotten
spiritual desire and its other-worldly origins and source of fulfilment. Dissatisfied with
the artificial, transient framework of modernity, Coupland restructuresfragments of the
Judeo-Christiantradition to indicate the reality of a spiritual dimension and the human
his
fictional
for
is
Coupland
This
to
that
or
change.
not,
of
course,
claim
need
"converts" are partakers in an orthodox, institutionalized Christianity, but still newly
enlightened individuals, recognizing their own need for larger categories of
understanding.

Coupland's novels frequently end with dramatic epiphanies or
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apocalyptic intervention; we rarely seethe results of the initial transformation after it has
occurred, thus leaving both knowledge of the divine agent and the authenticity of the
perceived "salvation" a mystery.
The presence of this mystery encouragesCoupland's readers to question and
rework their own personal theologies, actively imagining a universe teeming with
spiritual possibility.

Coupland's fiction is, as he has said many times, a concrete

depiction of a spiritual hope: "There needsto be hope" (qtd. in Ashbrook). This "hope"
in
imagination
if
both
be
the
are
re-awakened,
a
curiosity and
can only
perceived
relentless, questioning searchfor truth. This search for hope and truth, both subversive
in
Coupland's
fictional
feature
is
defining
in
"material"
the
universe.
world,
concepts a
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