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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 seeks to examine the ways in which Coupland re-
sacralizes the currently secular concepts of epiphany and apocalypse in order to re-
invest the lives of his suburbanite protagonists with a sense of 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 Jameson describes as the “waning of affect” in
a depthless, zombie culture as they shun irony, cynicism and passivity to experience

what Coupland deems “moments of transcendence and epiphany”.
This thesis also seeks to place Coupland in context alongside five other

postmodern authors in order to contrast Coupland’s subjects’ desire for re-
enchantment with the often apathetic, “blank” inhabits of the depthless spiritual
landscapes of fiction by Brett Easton Ellis, Jay Mclnerney, 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, Mclnerney’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, Mclnerey’s
problematic attempts to place an epiphany in a postmodern context, and the complete
absence of 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 postmodern “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 postmodern concept of apocalypse as

nihilistic end-time fear, with a specific focus on Don Delillo’s White Noise,
contrasting 1t with the Judeo-Biblical notion of apocalypse as a redemptive, hopeful
structure that reveals truth and unlocks transcendence. Chapter Five discusses.
Coupland’s engagement with both ideas of apocalypse, but emphasizes his privileging
of the supernatural, purposeful nature of the cleansing Judeo-Christian visions of
apocalypse. This chapter explores the saviour/destroyer technology of Coupland’s
Microserfs 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 Girlfriend in a Coma. All three apocalyptic novels have a female
prophetess that predicts the doom, destruction and apathy of the future, yet Girlfriend
in a Coma is the only narrative to envision a surpassing of the “future” for a glimpse
of “etermity” itself, invested with hope and redemption.
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Introduction

In the context of a contemporary postreligious culture, in which the proclamation
of “truth” is not considered sacred, but profane, Douglas Coupland’s writing is deeply
subversive and uncharacteristically countercultural in its relentless quest for truth. This
thesis seeks to explore the development of Coupland’s radical search for “truth” in the
analysis of spiritual themes and biblical motifs in his writing. Coupland’s work is
haunted by a decidedly suburban acknowledgement of 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 focuses on Coupland’s accomplishments in re-
investing the secular, modernist epiphany with a sense of the divine, while continually
negotiating its relevance in a postmodern context. The second half explores Coupland’s
more overt, “radical” engagement with the apocalyptic, another term 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 Mclnemey 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 raises similar questions as these authors, arising from the shared experience of ‘
contemporary spiritual malaise. Like these authors, Coupland diagnoses an acute
spiritual deprivation and explores various spiritual surrogates such as shopping, surfing
the internet, pursuing entrepreneurial enterprise and gaining fame, and finds them

inadequate In their homogenous materiality. Coupland, unlike the above listed



predecessors and peers, draws on remnants of quasi-orthodox Judeo-Christian theology
in order to offer the alternative of actually searching for answers, grasping a sense of
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 th;ese surface distortions
to expose a 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 analysis of his work, it has often been dismissed, or forced into
a generic “postmodern irony” mould. Although Coupland uses irony as a tool in order
to dismantle the false claims of both consumerism and a pseudo-bohemian lifestyle, he
continually argues that irony must be discarded in order to embrace epiphany. But critics
such as G.P. Lainsbury, who claims that “irony is the dominant mode” of 1991’s
Generation X (237), fail to recognize the importance of Coupland’s critique of irony and
how it relates to the development of spirituality in the postmodern age. Irony is a useful
tool that can expose contradictions and hypocrisy, but is wholly un-useful in
constructing a world view; in Coupland’s own words “there’s nothing really nutritious
or substantive” about trony (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-emergence of irony in

Coupland’s later writing, especially Girlfriend in a Coma (1997); the literal presence of

both a supernatural reality and quest for an existing, stable truth are, according to



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
reduces Girlfriend 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 acknowledges both the post-secular complexities and the
weight of such revolutionary and perhaps, disturbing, truth claims, many other critics
have chosen not to even mention the “uncomfortable” subject matter. James Annesley’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 discussion of the origins or implications
of this depravity in the work of Coupland, Ellis and Mclnerney, among others. In two
other important articles, Nick Heffernan and Veronica Hollinger focus on Collpland’s
critique of technology’s identity-defining capacities in Microserfs (1995) and Girlfriend
in a Coma, yet ignore these novels’ manifold biblical allusions and questions concerning
spirituality’s relationship to technology. As Coupland’s writing has progressed, and the
interior lives of his characters are 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 academic writing on these later novels, most have overlooked the

presence of the same questions and concemns in earlier novels such as Generation X,



Shampoo Planet (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 aitﬁs to show that
Coupland’s early fascination with cataloguing popular 'trends, exploring both the merits
and dangers of modern technology and emphasizing the commodification of both
external and internal realities, is directl); related to the overt theological questions and
supernatural revelations that dominate his later writing.

I will attempt to demonstrate that Coupland re-appropriates traditional
theological concepts for a postmodern 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 Shampoo Planet, he calls the “blackness inside us all”
(246). This emphasis is present in all of his novels, yet only in Hey Nostradamus!, a
novel that focuses on a hypocritical religious subculture, does he use the biblical term
“sin”. His characters frequently feel the need to be cleansed of this corrosive darkness,

yet Coupland often uses commodified references and the language of his popular culture

to articulate this longing for spiritual purity, as in 2006’s JPod. “I hoped that God would
shake my Etch-a-Sketch clean 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
pilgrimage, detaching themselves from the comforts of consumer culture, in order to
find the “truth” about themselves, God and the nature of reality. Both Linus from

Girlfriend in a Coma and John from Miss Wyoming return to civilization disappointed,

not having found a sense of purpose in their lives, yet both characters are ultimately and



finally enlightened in ways they do not and can not plan: John in the context of a media-

fostered, yet “normal” relationship and Linus in a completely unexpected and
spectacular divine 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.
Altl;ough Coupland does not often rely on dogmatic, theological terminology to depict
depravity or ;evelation, he does frequently allude to both poetry and narratives from the
Bible. His reliance on the poetic use of biblical metaphor, as opposed to the jargon of
systematic theology, is poignant, clearly a choice of premodern narrative over modern
aphorisms. The ability of narrative and metaphor to express truth 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, regardless of
place, is the need to make sense”. This “need to make sense” is evident in the desire
many of Coupland’s characters have to become part of a story, to have the isolated
moments of their lives strung together, to progress towards something that will disclose
. ultimate truth and mc.,;aning. The transformation of Janet Drummond, protagonist of A/l

Families are Psychotic (2001), reflects the importance of narrative structure in the lives

of so many of his characters:
Janet sensed that 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



widely apart and which produced a picture of scribbles. But now? ...Her

life was now a story. Farewell, random scribbles. (173)
Janet 1s 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 randomness is just a misperception based upon 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 discernment of pattern and purpose is
indicative of epiphany and engagement with 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
connect the “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 features as 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”

b

(256). Although JPod’s “Coupland” is an “evil” parody of himself, Kaitlin’s description

Is a fair representation of the connection between meaning and what Paul Fiddes calls



the “eschatological structure” (5) of narrative, Only in the hope for a certain, purposeful,
defining “end”, can his characters find their purpose and live with a sense of 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
encroaching technocracy, but they still desire a sense of structure and purpose. Only
when they experience an epiphanic moment in whicé they briefly sense transcendence,
acknowledging a reality that transcends the immediate time of the limited moment, do
they gain a deeper understanding from a larger, more purposeful perspective.
Coupland’s frequent apocalyptic overtones provide an inherent structure that relies more
on a Judeo-Christian narrative than a modern one. His characters, burned by unfulfilled
promises in the bright hopes of a capitalist future, clearly reject modernity’s vision of

human betterment. Lyotard explains the failed promises of modernity’s grand narratives:

The thought and action of the 19" and 20™ centuries are ruled by the Iciea
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
will it produce happy men, but, thanks to education in particular, it will

also produce enlightened citizens, masters of their own destiny. (97)

Both Coupland and his characters are wary of the idea that a more “developed™ culture
produces “enlightened citizens”. Coupland’s protagonists are often deadened, dazed and

confused by the abundance of artificial reality. Although they are in a seemingly



godless technosphere, they are not “masters of their own destiny”, but become
Increasingly subservient to the very machine-dominated environment 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 C6Upland’s novels. In a short story titled “The Wrong Sun”
from Life After God, the narrator realizes that “technology does not always equal
progress”(75), a statement that echoes Lyotard’s own diagnosis that: “Technoscientific
development has become a means of deepening the 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 each novel discussed in 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 “Modern Project”, especially in its focus on scientific
certainty rather than the possibility of religious wonder, a theme that reappears in many
of his novels, as well as in his recent play September 10, 2001. Coupland defines a
dilemma he calls “modernity versus eternity” which raises the question: “Do we believe
in eternity or do we want to make a better tomorrow through the application of

science?”’(Ashbrook). In Microserfs, techie Dan, a computer worker on the helm of the
Modern Project, confesses that his completely secular upbringing provides him with no
pictures of an afterlife. The possibility of a reality that can’t be controlled, manipulated,

and reduced to a formula or experiment is absent in the grand narrative of modernity. In

the above interview, Coupland claims that there is “no overlap between the two”



structures provided 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 needs to 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 modern project. According to
Merold Westphal, Heidegger sees modern technology not as a collection of machines,
but more as “a way of seeing the world, namely as a conglomerate of human and natural
resources at the disposal of the human will to power” (Westphal 28). Heidegger claims

that the omnipresence of modern technology is the “metaphysics of the atomic age”

(Heidegger 52). Westphal explains that this statement does not indicate that technology
is a replacement for 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 sense of
purpose; they are merely re-enforcements of the deceptively “sovereign” will of their
human creators. In Heidegger’s critique, Nietzsche’s “Will to Power” becomes the 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 standards other 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™ experience of faith in modernity,
Westphal notes that, “Those...who identify freedom with free enterprise and make this
the immanent telos of human history are onto-theologians in an era of the death of God”

(22). Heidegger’s central critique of onto-theology is that “God” i1s 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-centred progress, 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
modern technology for this kind of faith” (38). The “kind of faith” absent in onto-
theology, faith in the mysterious, divine Other, is the perplexing focal point of Coupland
and his characters’ search.

Coupland also sees a defining faith in betterment via technology as a hindrance
to faith in the divine, and attempts to find the open spaces of mystery and wonder in his
narratives. But Coupland’s “faith” is not orthodox dogmatism; he decries doctrinaire
thinking:

Somebody who thinks they’ve found some miracle truth is de-facto
cattle-blinded...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 Gz'rlfriem? in a Coma concludes with 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 characters who have literally found “some miracle

truth” in the form of prophetic visions, angelic messengers and apocalyptic warnings.

But it is important to note that “truth” is not proclaimed through a human act of will, but
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unveiled directly through the divine acting within history. These are 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
epiphaﬁy. Coupland’s characters must move beyond the modern conception of assuming
precise knowledge of the origin, purpose and end of the universe based on reason and
scientific experimentation; they mﬁst be seekers, relentless intérrogators, constantly and
humbly renegotiating their individual theologies. According to Coupland, “complacency
devalues faith” as faith is based on our admittance that we don’t know all the answers,
but that there is a truth worth searching for (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
must negotiate the presence of faith in the midst of late capitalist society which,
according to Ernest Mandel, is “a period of intense commodification in which the
influence of the commodity penetrates into 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 appear to be

no uncommodified spheres in their world (Annesley 118). Fredric Jameson, drawing on

Mandel, argues that we have entered the “last stage of capitalism”, which i1s also the
“purest” stage of multinational or consumer capitalism, “a prodigious expansion of

capitalism into hitherto uncommodified areas” (Postmodernism 36). Jameson notes that
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one of the significant occurrences in the late capitalist era is the “emergence of a new
kind of flatness or depthlessness, a new kind of superficiality in the most literal sense”
(9). This depthlessness indicates 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
“essence and appearance” (12), thus collapsing the multi-layered “depth” model into the
omnipresence of one-dimensional surfaces. This depthless world of surfaces, so clearly
represented in Coupland’s fiction, is populated not by decentred subjects, but sojourners
on a metaphysical quest. Jameson claims that “Capitalism, and the modern age, is a
period in which, with the extinction of the sacred and the ‘spiritual,’ the deep underlying

materiality of things has finally risen dripping and convulsing into the light of day” (qtd.

in Born 212). Coupland seeks to re-invest both the consumer surfaces and flattened
characters of his fictional suburbias with depth, identity and spirituality, and expose a
clear, ever-present distinction 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
metanarrative of consumerism, emphasized in both Generation X (1991) and Shampoo
Planet (1992), Coupland was initially included in critical discussions of “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 Contemporary American Novel both see Coupland as a (supposedly less

successful) successor to the New York blank fiction writers Brett Easton Ellis and Jay

Mclnerney. It is helpful here to look briefly at Young, Caveney and Annesley’s
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comments on the nature and characteristics of blank fiction in order to see how
Coupland’s fiction is influenced by the world of blank fiction, yet transcends its limited
thematic and stylistic boundaries. The most notorious and critically acclaimed writers of
blank fiction came on the New York literary scene in the mid-1980’s; Tama Janowitz,
Brett Easton Ellis and Jay Mclnerney, frequently called “the bratpack,” were just as
much media darlings as they were authors. According to Young and Caveney, they
wrote “fiat, affectless pr(;se” that had as its central subject “consumer capitalism, media
saturation, societal breakdown—the whole contemporary technocracy” (viii). The
protagonists of their novels were spiritually dead, or at best asleep, immersed in a
constructeci world of wealth, glamour and endless empty pleasures. Annesley notes that
the sense of “indifference and indolence” that is characteristic of the novels’
protagonists accentuates our awareness of “urban despair” (1).

The blank, minimalist, yet enticingly glossy style of both Ellis and McInerney’s
novels made reading as easy (and irresistible) as channel surfing. Annesley, who
includes a lengthy discussion of Coupland’s Generation X in his chapter on
“Decadence” sees enough simi]‘arities between the minimalist, easily accessible style of
Generation X and that of blank fiction prose to include Coupland in this loosely defined
genre: “Coupland’s approach is ‘underwrought’, not ‘overwrought’, with his glib turn of
phrase and continual emphasis on slogans makingkthe text ...easy to digest” (125).
Coupland’s continual pop culture references and “emphasis on slogans” are emblematic
of blank fiction which “does not just depict its own period, it speaks in the commodified
language of the period” (Annesley 7). This use of “commodified language” points once

again to a culture whose central reference points are media-generated. Both Elizabeth
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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
appeal to 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
strategies and resulting stasis of late, high postmodernist writing” (11). Annesley argues
that blank fiction writers want to distance themselves from the “canon” of postmodern
fiction, which includes the complex plots and political subject matter for writers such as
Thomas Pynchon, Don Delillo and Toni Morrison (4). The writers of much more sparse,
accessible blank fiction aim rather to collapse the gap between high and low culture,
thus deconstructing the binary opposition of uninformed reader and cleverly ironic
author. Blank fiction reflects the world of its readers by using their terms, the terms of
commercial life that permeate what they know as “reality”. Young elaborates on the

relationship between informed reader and accessible text:

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

apprehension of these multifarious semiotic codes. (14)

The worlds of pop culture and “high art” intersect in blank fiction” and its most trained

readers are those well versed in the intricacies of consumer culture.
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In Blank Fictions, Annesley suggests that the “concentration on the function of
the commodity...provides a way of reading the contemporary scene” (9). Coupland’s
use of “commodified language” and emphasis on omnipresent consumerism are obvious
features that he shares with both blank fiction authors such as Mclnerney and Ellis as
well as “high postmodern” 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 postmodern fiction. Yet there are also many direct contrasts between Coupland and
these blank fiction authors, differences that Annesley, in particular, chooses to ignore
when he distills Generation X’s metaphysical themes 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 Mclnerney:

The range of mass cultural references not only characterises blank 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

features of the environment that provide these novels with their reference

points. (Annesley 7)
In blank fiction, constructed, commodified spaces, and the “common features” of these

environments are in the foreground of the novel, their presence often taking precedence
over the “personalities” of the characters, who are frequently interchangeable, decentred

subjects floating aimlessly through the technosphere. Because of 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
suburban locations. Unlike blank fiction, the focus is not on indulgence, excess and the
extreme as much as the mundane, the normal. Place is important, not because it takes
precedence over character, but because it indicates the extent to which commodification
has infiltrated even the ordinary realm of everyday life. Ellis and Mclnerney’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 suburbia that 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 for change. In direct contrast to blank fiction, Coupland moves his
focus from external environment to internal, and predominantly spiritual, needs. The
decentred subject becomes, once again, a spiritual being in Coupland’s fictional world;
although consumerism and comfort often numb the recognition of spiritual desire,

sometimes the products themselves point the way towards epiphany.

Although Annesley is partially correct in his claim that Coupland is a successor
to Ellis and Mclnerney, he neglects to recognize the decidedly different spiritual strand
in Coupland’s writing that was present even in Generation X, yet expanded to practically

consume the texts of the later novels. Bret Easton Ellis’s brutal, cruel portrayal of a

luxurious, yet empty life with no moral boundaries in Less Than Zero (1985) exposes the
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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 disengaged enough from that world to stand on the
outside and represent it in a cold, harsh, perhaps even judgemental manner that Elizabeth
Young deems puritanical (26). Yet his “diagnosis” of this spiritual malaise is superficial
as 1t also treats the characters as if they truly are one-dimensional themselves; Ellis’s
approach, I want to suggest, encourages the use of reductive labelling rather than truly
challenging it. Although Ellis appears to clearly despise the depthlessness of his
characters, he cannot see past it; Coupland, on the other hand, wants to give his
characters a voice in order to counteract the labels, an attempt to re-instil depth into the

depthless, commodified landscape. Coupland asks many of the same questions about

moral boundaries as Ellis does, and deals with similar issues about the development of
the self as Mclnerney, 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 response to the apathy present m blank fiction’s alienating city spaces, is to
encourage his characters to relentlessly question themselves, their environment and God.

Coupland has been labelled as a spokesperson, perhaps even a prophet, for his
generation, a title he resents and repeatedly refutes. 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 Generation X: 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 magazines such as Wired. He decided that fiction was the best way to approach the
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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 themes in Shampoo Planet, yet the novel’s protagonist, Tyler, is a devout
disciple of the modern religion of materialism that Gen X’s bohemians desperately try to
reject. Life After God (1993) appears to 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
change. It is clear from this collection that although popular culture is the surrogate
paradigm for those who have been “raised without religion”, it is a false and inadequate
one—it points towards a deep need which it is not itself equipped to meet. Although
these glassy, thin, and ultimately artificial paradigms are initially common reference

points, Coupland highlights the presence of a deeper set of reference points, in the form

of spiritual questions about the nature of life, death and the possibility of afterlife that
are common to all of humanity. These questions, and the act of relentlessly questioning,
are at the heart of all of Coupland’s novels, beginning with Generation X, but becoming
much more overt, moving into the foreground of Life After God, Girlfriend in a Coma
and Hey Nostradamus! in particular.

This engagement with spiritual questions, and particularly the search for God in
the midst of a hyperreality in which God is proclaimed dead, also indicates a certain

progression in 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 speaks about, and
that his novels, particularly Hey Nostradamus! are an attempt to merely start’ a
conversation about God and religion. Interestingly, Coupland himself sees this
progression in his writing as a direct contrast to blank fiction writers such as Bret Easton
Ellis who do little to investigate the interior worlds of their characters. Coupland claims
that a negative review he read in the New York Times of Ellis’s The Rules of Attraction
was the “spark” that inspired him to “give a voice” to these internal, spiritual concerns:
“And she said there’s no politics, there’s no God—Ilike God was just one of the things in
a list, | remember. And then I was like, ‘Oh, there isn’t, is there?’” (Watkins). This
review of Ellis’s 1987 novel caused Coupland to begin looking at films, TV and other
areas of popular culture to see if spiritual, family, political and interior life were
represented; this “gap” in popular culture instigated his desire to begin a dialogue in his
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

dependence on technology as an indicator of a deeper spiritual need.

Although blank writers like Ellis “resonate with the spirit of the age” (Annesley
5), Coupland, as I hope to demonstrate, uncovers another dimension of this “spirit”. He
re-establishes a universality based on spiritual desires manifest in questions, a collective

reference point that transcends an artificially constructed one. He is simultaneously in
love with and wary of popular culture, as evidenced in his 1997 novel Girlfriend in a
Coma that is named after a popular song, yet decries our deadening over-reliance on
popular culture as daily quasi-spiritual sustenance. Girlfriend in a Coma, along with

Eleanor Righy (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 represented in the novels, clearly
open up a dialogue between Coupland, his readers and his critics about the sacred and
profane topic of religious faith. Hey Nostradamus! (2003) is Coupland’s most complex
theological novel; it centres around a high school shooting that becomes spectacle and

media event, yet he humanizes the 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 second on the concept of “apocalypse”, with three chapters in each
section. Chapter One briefly traces the historicalt and literary origins of the term
“epiphany”, highlighting its evolution from a representation of the sacred to 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
problematic for postmodern fiction. Although the modernist epiphany has been
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 postmodern fiction.
Although Douglas Coupland is frequently grouped together with both “blank fiction”
writers and postmodern writing in general, he re-invokes the epiphany, rewriting it in
order to re-invest it with sacred associations that are relevant for the postmodern context.
The end of this chapter is an exploration of Coupland’s wrestling with the attempt to
glimpse the edge of transcendence through epiphanic experience in his 1999 novel Miss

Wyoming. In this novel, the deceptive layers of commodified Hollywood reélity are
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both a hindrance and a passageway to a new state of spiritual hunger and sense of
wonder.

Chaper Two is a discussion of the function (through either presence or poignant
absence) of the epiphany in three coming-of-age narratives: Less Than Zero by Bret
Easton Ellis, Bright Lights, Big City by Jay Mclnemey and Shampoo Planet by
Coupland. Ellis’s novel centres around Clay, an apathetic depressive “subject” trapped
within the constructed confines of his own material prosperity and limitless indulgence
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 exposed through
epiphany. Bright Lights, Big City also focuses on the central, unnamed character’s loss
of identity, and his misguided, confused attempt to regain it amidst the flashy lights and
cocaine highs of Hollywood dreamtime. This blank anti-hero longs for an epiphany, and
is not happy with one that he will have to manufacture; he longs to find the “universal
solvent” that will define purpose and identity. Shampoo Planet is the story of Tyler, a
college aged Ronald Reagan devotee, whose initial sole desire is to constantly re-invent
himself with the cherished tools of capitalist enterprise. Unlike the protagonists of Ellis
and Mclnerney’s blank novels, Tyler ultimately experiences both catastrophic and

redemptive epiphanies; he recognizes his own spiritual deterioration, but is also opened
up to an experience of the sacred that enables him to construct an identity built on the
possibility of a spiritual reality rather than the limitations of a material one.

Chapter three focuses specifically on the function of the epiphany in Coupland’s

Generation X, Life After God and Hey Nostradamus! In the discussion of Generation X,
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I argue that Coupland presents two prerequisites for an epiphany to occur: the presence
of a story and the absence of postmodern 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 awareness of spiritual reality. Referring to Lyotard’s famous
discussion of metanarratives, I also discuss how the desert pilgrims of Generation X are
fleeing the oppressive consumer-driven paradigms 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,
experiences epiphanies. Coupland’s emphasis on the dangers of postmodern irony and
cynicism is continued in 1993°s Life After God that explores the spiritual hunger of
suburbia. I incorporate author David Foster Wallace’s critique of the “destructive”
nature of irony as it parallels many of Coupland’s own fictional examples. I also
critique Richard Rorty’s “liberal ironist” stance in light of Coupland and Wallace’s anti-
irt::nic sentiments. The second half of this chapter is devoted to a much later novel, Hey
Nostradamus! (2003). The selection serves to highlight a development in Coupland’s
positioning of religion, God and spirituality at the centre of his work; in this novel the

episodic epiphany has transformed into a developed, enduring epiphany or even long-

term conversion. This novel, centred on the devastating slaughter of high school
students in-a school shooting, is Coupland’s most explicitly theological as he examines
the “problem of evil”, the nature of religious hypocrisy and self-righteousness, and the

polarities of legalism and grace as well as sin and redemption.
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The second half of the thesis begins with a chapter on the origins of the Judeo-
Christian concepf 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 discusses Baudrillard’s notion of the postmodern
- apocalypse, an eternal period of waiting—a forever now—with no hope for an end and
no knowledge of an origin. I argue that death is the only postmodern absolute and agree
with author Zadie Smith that advertising lures contemporary culture away from
recognizing this (xv). This chapter ends with an analysis of Don Delillo’s White Noise,
an apocalyptic novel centred on the fear of death and one family’s refuge in the
“nleasures” of consumer culture. This novel, both a seminal “high postmodern” text and
thematic predecessor to Coupland, searches for spirituality, structure and meaning
among the omnipresent codes and symbols of hyperreality.

Chapter five focuses specifically on Coupland’s engagement with apocalyptic
themes in his fiction. As with his use of the epiphany, he incorporates both the secular
and Judeo-Christian approaches, reinvesting this term with its divine, de-legitimating
origins. Coupland incorporates the fear of nuclear holocaust, a man-made and
completely destructive secular apocalypse, in many of his novels, yet I argue that he
does this to indicate how an obsession with end-time fears offers a way to speak about
and domesticate death, the terrifying other. In order to explore this point further, I

discuss how Microserfs (1995) analyzes the corporate origins of a promised “heaven on
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earth” that has replaced any genuine vision of eternity. This trade-off marks corporate
technology as both the origin of apocalyptic fear and of a messianic hope for salvation
from destruction. Coupland’s later novels focus more on apocalypse as revelation, an
unwavering, subversive epiphany that challenges our constructed conceptions of
“reality”. In Eleanor Rigby, lonely, embittered Liz Dunn is reunited with the son she
gave up for adoption as well as introduced to a new, mysterious spiritual reality through
his prophetic apocalyptic visions. These visions cause atheist Liz to “doubt my doubt”
(117) as the introduction of apocalyptic imagery in her life transforms rather than
destroys her.

The final chapter of the thesis is a comparison of the themes raised in 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 prophetess who predicts the doom, destruction and apathy of the future, yet the

first two use this prophetess as a tool to uncover, not a supernatural reality, but a cold,
deterministic universe. In London Fields, the scorched cityscape of London reflects the
spiritual deterioration of its residents, the central characters of Amis’s novel. The novel
mourns the “death of love” in postmodern culture, and offers only one alternative: a love
of destruction and death. Palahnuik’s Survivor, a backwards narrative about the lone

survivor of a suicide death cult, also focuses on an obsession with death that leads to an
internal apocalypse. Tender Branson, the novel’s protagonist, becomes a media figure
and spiritual guide, but spends his free time in graveyards hoping to find some evidence

of life after death. His psychic girlfriend provides no hope, as she only foresees earthly

disaster. Although Coupland’s Girlfriend in a Coma is also a narrative full of earthly
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disasters, Coupland uses the apocalypse as a tool for the rebirth of spiritual hunger. In
Coupland’s fictional universe, death ts not the final and only absolute; through a clear
case of divine, revelatory intervention, his protagonists are assured that “truth exists”
and are charged with 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, McInemey, Delillo, Amis and
Palahniuk, his characters are not equally depthless “pieces” of the environment. Because
his characters are spiritual beings, rather than decentred subjects, Coupland chooses to

re-invest the concepts of epiphany and apocalypse with religious meaning., The
epiphanies and apocalyptic moments in Coupland’s fiction are largely tools of divine

intervention, enabling his characters to confront their inner “darkness” and experience

redemption.
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CHAPTER ONE
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 because it 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
some kind of metaphysical bridge or window.
Obviously intrigued with Coupland’s concept of an everyday “metaphysical bridge or
window”, Draper pushes the point further, asking: “Are you suggesting in your books
that people are looking for transcendence?”. Coup]and answers, “Primarily
transcendence and epiphany, yes”. In both this interview and his fiction, Coupland’s two
chosen terms, “transcendence” and “epiphany” appear to 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

of most of his fiction. But Coupland, often referred to as a “postmodern” writer, faces
the challenge of incorporating the “authenticity” of epiphany into the synthetic,

commodified landscapes of middle class suburbia. In order to do this, he must rewrite

the epiphany for a postmodern context, investing it with both the mundane nature of a
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Joycean moment of insight as well as the authority of divine revelation from the Judeo-
Christian tradition.

In order to see how Coupland has both broadened and 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
show themselves, manifest themselves” (149). He also points out that it was used most
often in reference to Greek drama, referring to the climax that arises when a god reveals
himself on the stage and clears up its conflicts (149). The epiphany was originally used
as a classical structural device; the plot_ was both formed around it and resolved through
it, providing a nexus of meaning for the text. This provided the opportunity to
emphasize the interconnectedness between the divine and the human. After the founding
of the Christian church, the term was reclaimed and sacralized for use in the
ecclesiastical calendar to indicate the concept of incarnation, the manifestation of God
on earth in the form of Jesus Christ. This theophany is celebrated during the Christian
festival of “Epiphany”, particularly focusing on the Magi’s visitation with the

Christchild, as well as the events leading up to and including the baptism of Christ.

Both the arrival of the Magi to Christ’s birthplace and the baptism of Christ
emphasize the meeting of the divine with human, within the person of Christ himself as
well as in his interaction with others; both the humanity and lordship of Christ are
revealed during these moments. The 1828 edition of Webster’s dictionary-pinpoints II

Timothy 9:10 as a key verse in the understanding of the concept of the epiphany:
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This grace was given us in Christ Jesus before the beginning of time, but
it has now been revealed through ihe 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 source of 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 understand that 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
manifestation on earth, the epiphany, makes it possible for the individual to have a direct
connection with the God of the universe through this specific revelation.
This original understanding of ‘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 modern
understanding of epiphany focuses not on God’s strength and glory, but on the human

intuition and imagination. Morris Beja argues that in the early twentieth century, amidst

the religious scepticism and perceived fragmentation of modern reality, there was still a
desire to seek some individual connection with an ambiguous concept of truth—the truth
of things, the truth of the self. There was a desire for answers about a sense of “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 God calls them to it, they have sought it for today, on earth, here
and now” (21). James Joyce, whose childhood was moulded by Roman Catholic
doctrine, reappropriated the term ‘epiphany’ for a culture increasingly losing its faith in
divinity’s disclosure of truth through incarnation. Joyce’s 1904 Stephen Hero focuses
on a protagonist who keeps a notebook of what he called ‘epiphanies’. An ‘epiphany’ is
then redefined as a “sudden spiritual manifestation, whether in the vulgarity of speech or
of a gesture or in a memorable phase of the mind itself” (211). This “sudden spiritual
manifestation’ enables the possessor to “transcend the moment and reach a new sort of
awareness”, gaining “a brief sense of some sort of reality” while experiencing “glimpses
of truth” (Beja 51). Like Wordsworth’s “spots of time” this moment of illumination
enables the individual to see “into the life of things”, temporarily experiencing a unity
between the previously isolated subject and a universe (object) of meaning (45). Beja’s
claim that the epiphany enables one to see the “inner nature of things” (30) implies that
things have an intrinsic inner nature, a sort of fruth or reality to be discovered, and that
the self is capable of finding this truth in a moment of intuition and illumination.
Although Joyce uses the term “spiritual” in Stephen’s definition of epiphany, this
“spirituality” 1s divorcéd from any religious sense of God as the one imparting truth and

reality to the individual. This “revelation” has been de-divinized and transformed into an

instantaneous moment of heightened awareness and understanding of the nature of
reality, a reality that is neither created nor revealed by God. Joyce’s use of the term
‘spiritual’ i1s figurative, not referring to a connection between the individual and God,
but to how the imagination, which leads to artistic creation, is a spiritual expression of

the self (15). Richard Ellmann explains that:
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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 metaphor for‘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...seems to us radiant’.
(87)
The epiphany is thus focused, not on the relationship between God, the self and external
reality, but on a deeper human understandinﬁg of the self and its relation to the world
through the form of an artistic revelation. Ellmann continues: “The artist is charged with
such revelations, and must look for them not among gods but among men, in casual,
unostentatious, even unpleasant moments” (87). The artist does not emphasize or reflect,
but usurp, God’s place as creator. Paul Maltby notes that, in spite of the Joycean
epiphany’s “resolutely secular usage”, the term can still “invest a spiritual insight with
the charismatic authority and drama of religious experience” (12). This invests a secular

act of creation and worship with the authority of instantaneous, untainted purity of

insight. Malcom Bradbury comments that “the artist’s task is to create art 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 Stephen Hero wants to

become “a priest of the eternal imagination, transmuting the daily bread of experience
into the radiant body of evolving life” (168). This desire to 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 secular meaning” (87).

Joyce and his contemporaries were disdainful, not only of religion, but also of the
perceived supreme reign of reason. The epiphanic moment, as described and utilized by
Joyce in his fiction, is a sort of imaginative intuition. This very romantic understanding
of illumination is grounded in the belief that the epiphany is sudden, not gradual—a
fragment that does not express an all encompassing truth, 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,

circumstances that trigger the épiphany

2) The criterion of insignificance of this ‘trigger’, which is often trivial, mundane.

(13)

In other words, the events leading up to and instigating this illuminating moment are
trivial in comparison with and bear no direct relation to the epiphany. Truth is

something “secretive” which must be revealed. Although Joyce and his contemporaries

divorced the notion of truth from the idea of a divine artificer, they still sought a type of
secularized enlightenment and imaginative spirituality. There was: “A continuing

need—perhaps even an intensified one—has been felt for the meaningful, unifying,
“spiritual” emotions or experiences that would provide men with answers to some of
their burning questions” (Beja 21). This desire for meaning presupposes a source of

meaning, whether internal or external, or both.,



32

In The Visionary Moment, Paul Maltby, directly referring to the secularized,
modernist epiphany, claims that “an old theory of truth still enchants us” in literature
that is “haunted by the idea of the salvational moment” (1). The central argument of 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 modern novel is structured around the centerpiece
of the “salvational moment”, based on assumptions about the nature of truth, cognition
and subjectivity (3). Maltby argues that the questions raised by postmodern critique will
challenge the theoretical veracity of the epiphany. His “postmodern critique” challenges

four notions presupposed by the convention of epiphany:

(a) transcendent knowledge.

(b) the mediation of occult facilities (e.g.”insight”) in the attainment of

that knowledge.

(c) the instantaneous reception of that knowledge (e.g. the “flash of
insight™).

(d) the proximity of redemption by virtue of the transfiguring truth

ascribed to that knowledge. (3)

Maltby asserts that these supposedly “secular” claims to redemptive value through the
instantaneous reception of a high