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Robert Coover’in The Origin of the Brunists (1966) adli romani, ytzlerce
Kisinin 6lumine sebep olan bir maden ocagi patlamasinin ardindan, West
Condon kasabasinda, dini bir grubun ortaya cikisini tartismaktadir. Ayni
zamanda bu patlama, kasaba halkinin o gine kadar sahip oldugu gtiven ve
dizen duygularini da tumuyle yerle bir etmistir. Boylesine yikici sonuglari olan
bu korkuncg olay ile karsli karsiya kalan kasaba halkindan bir grup insan,
caresizlikleriyle basa cikabilmek icin Brunistler adli grubu olustururlar. Bu
patlamay! da yaklasan bir kiyametin habercisi olan ilahi bir mesaj olarak
yorumlarlar. Ancak, bu yorum, bu kurmaca inanis, kasaba halkinin hayatini
tanimlayan ve belirleyen bir “gerceklige” donustr. Bu da Coover’in hemen
hemen tim eserlerinde tartistigi asil ironidir, yani, diinyayi anlamlandirmak ve
anlamak igin insan surekli yorum ve miudahalede bulunur ve bu mudahalenin

sonuglari insanin kendi yorumunun i¢inde hapsolmasi biciminde ortaya ¢ikar.

Bu midahaleyi incelemek icin, bu tez iki teorik temel Gzerine odaklanmaktadir;
ilki postmodern anlatim ve tarih yazimlari, ikincisi de, en 6nemli ¢cagdas
felsefecilerden, Slavoj Zizek’in iki en temel ve 6nemli temasi/kavrami olan
Gercek ve fantezi. Romanin bu teorik temel 1siginda elestirel bir okumasini
yaparak, anlatilarin travmatik olaylara ve korkulara karsi nasil bir giivenlik
bolgesi islevi gorduguni ve bu islevin, genellikle, nasil insanlarin kendi

kendilerine yarattiklari bir hapishaneye donustigunt gosterdim.

Anahtar Sozcikler: Robert Coover, Slavoj Zizek, The Origin of the Brunists,
hikayeleme, anlati, postmodern tarih yazimi, Gercek, fantezi.



ABSTRACT
Doctoral Thesis
Absent Centers in Robert Coover’s The Origin of the Brunists

Aysegul Gundogdu

Dokuz Eylul University
Institute of Social Sciences
Department of Western Languages and Cultures
American Culture and Literature Program

Robert Coover’s The Origin of the Brunists (1966) analyzes the formation
of a religious cult in a small mining town, West Condon, after a mine explosion
kills nearly a hundred people, destroying all sense of order and security that
previously existed. Confronted with a trauma of such devastating results, in
order to compensate for their sense of insecurity and desperation, some of the
townspeople come together, forming the group, the Brunists. They interpret this
explosion as a divine message about an approaching apocalypse. However, this
interpretation, this fictional belief, turns into “reality,” becoming the defining
and determining factor for the townspeople. This is the main irony Coover
analyzes in his works about human lives, that is, how human intervention is
imposed upon the world to make sense of and to symbolize it, and what the

consequences of this intervention are.

In order to analyze this intervention, this dissertation focuses on two theoretical
bases; firstly, the postmodern narration and history writing, and next one of the
most significant contemporary philosophers, Slavoj Zizek’s two significant
themes or concepts, the Real and the fantasy. Through a reading and analyzing
of the novel with these theoretical bases, | have shown how narrations function
as buffer zones against traumas and fears, and how this function usually turns

into self-made prisons for people.

Key Words: Robert Coover, Slavoj Zizek, The Origin of the Brunists, fiction

making, narration, postmodern historiography, The Real, fantasy.
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INTRODUCTION

One of the most significant names in contemporamgeAcan literature,
Robert Coover is the writer of many novels andisgowhose structures and styles
range from seemingly realistic to more postmoderms, as in the re-writings of old
fairy tales. Considered as one of thading figures of American literature along with
the pioneering writers of the counter-culture atphese of 1960s and 1970s such as
John Barth, Donald Barthelme, William Gass and Tasr®ynchon, Coover has
been cited as a prominent postmodern writer anctafrationist. He is also known
as the founder of Brown University’'s hypertext marg to help young writers in
America. As his name is related with hypertext antisted among the postmodern
American writers, he often declares his admiratorCervantes who, he believes,
shows the “courage to turn away from his age’s warhideologies and overused
literary conventions . . . and focus instead on m&ys of telling good stories and
telling them well” (Andersen, 1981:16). According him, Cervantes succeeds in
creating such stories and “tiheaestro’s[Cervantes] fictional innovations [are] as a
part of a discovery process that is vital if mapepts to consistently create relevant
ways of describing his condition” (Andersen, 19&):1

Thus, Coover’'s admiration for the Spanish writermv@ates has a huge
impact on his literary stance. He wants his workawe the same effect he believes
Cervantes’ work had on readers: “they [Cervantegsks] struggled against the
unconscious mythic residue in human life and sought synthesize the
unsynthesizable, sallied forth against adolesceotight-modes and exhausted art
forms, and returned home with new complexities73:9xlvii). For Coover believes
that there is a strong connection between life fastobn, and in order to understand
this connection, the fictions dominant in people/es should be analyzed. It is then
that newer fictions can be created to provide peopth new ways of approaching
and understanding the world around them. It istlitg reason that in almost all his
works fromThe Origin of the Brunist§1967), The Universal Basebalssociation,
Inc., J. Henry Waugh, Propl970) andPricksongs and Descan{d969) toThe



Public Burning(1978) andlohn’s Wife(1996) and many others, Coover questions
and analyzes the role and function of fictions #ne effort of telling stories in
human life. In this sense, Coover’s attitude as rdewand his themes can be
categorized mainly in two directions; the firsthgs challenge to old myths and
dogmas which, due to their being no longer usefodl avalid, prevent free
imagination and free thinking. The second is hisebdoth in fictions which will
provide new ways of seeing the world, and in fictimakers who are to show the
useless and the invalid to the readers in theig-loeld beliefs so that refreshing
fictions can be created. Thus, his is a struggkareg long-held beliefs/residues in
order to clear up those residues and, then, tabrew forms of expression to the
readers’ attention so that still newer patterns mmdles of thought can be created.
For according to him, it is the fiction writer wivan struggle with exhausted modes
to replace them with new ones with his/her fictiohoticing this tendency of
Coover, Frank Gado writes that, “[s]ubtending [Cexds] diversity . . . is a
continuing attitude toward the role of the fictioraker in an age of depleted forms”
(1973: xlvi).

In order to create new forms of expression, inrble as the fiction maker,
Coover acts as a postmodern “game creator/plapet/o senses. The phrase game
player, firstly, describes Coover who plays gamesaawriter by creating various
stories and sometimes re-writing old stories in rfewns in order to shake the
readers’ usual reading habits and expectationsat@rthem question the fiction they
read. He is not against the creation of storieshieunvites readers to play the game
by not passively reading and waiting for the enddme, when everything will be
solved smoothly. Instead, the reader is expectathtterstand and differentiate this
playful narrative style Coover presents throughth novel or story. Thus, it is
almost a necessity that the readers should respgondhis effort (of game

playing/fiction making) and partake in the procetstruggle and creation.

Secondly, the phrase game player is used to deserdny of the characters
in Coover’s works who create belief systems fontkelves and are, then, trapped in

their own creations. These “player” characters terdeelief systems according to



their needs, expectations and beliefs as a shosddrtls life when it becomes too
hard, too painful or too incomprehensible. Theanically, forgetting their own role

in those creations, they lose the scope of them avaking and start taking these
artificial/fictional creations for real and for gred. When what is created as new and
different begins to be taken as the only possybdiailable or as reality or truth, it
turns into a dogma. It is not a free play anymare] it no longer offers a vitalizing
and innovative outlook. On the contrary, it becoraediché or a residue, and often

the self-made prisons for people.

According to Coover, it is the free imagination diations created with those
imaginations that will help deal with life by offag different and alternative ideas
and approaches. Not surprisingly, the writer/n®téiction maker has a crucial
responsibility here because it will be the fictiniter who is to create, first, those
alternative thoughts. Then, s/he is to show to eeadhrough her/his fictions that
people create centers of artificial beliefs and mrags for themselves which may not
be the sole “truth/reality/narration” and which kahe potential of turning into fixed
dogmas over time and through overuse. Hence, plagisig to readers their “false
games,” the fiction maker provides them with a rp@sspective through which they
can clarify their perception and understanding bawthey read and see. For Coover
believes that even if the old forms of writing d&recoming outdated, “fiction” in
general is not and it still has a great role inngiag the old and the outdated. In
addition, the fiction maker analyzes and questions fundamental values and
systems through such fictions written in new orowetive forms. It is through
her/his analysis that, firstly, people can be awafréheir own involvement in the
production of those fictions that turn into dognaasl, then, they can start discussing

the dogmas to find new ways for understanding ardgving the world.

In order to trace Coover’s attitude and analyze dtiategies in creating a
fiction as a fiction maker, | have chosen his finsivel, The Origin of the Brunists
(1966). For through a close reading and analystbetext and certain imagery and
symbols Coover uses, it can be seen Tinat Origin of the Brunistsovers almost all

of these themes peculiar to the author. Although Htis first novel, it displays both



in its subject-matter and narrative structure thecimanisms of fiction making and
creating belief systems. Brian Evenson explains fimature of the novel writing that
it “encapsulate[s] many of the issues . . . in réga [his] other books,” such as
people’s construction of a shared community andr thebsequent entrapment in
their own creations by taking their fictional acataifor real (2003: 23). In order to
explore these themes in the novel, | start witlhhapter on postmodernism, but since
“postmodernism” is too broad and inclusive a tektimit my chapter to one of the
most important challenges of postmodernism. Thathe argument that the line
between fact and fiction is not so easy to draw, ibuact, that line can easily be
blurred. This problematic line between fact antidit is also the major characteristic
in Coover’s idea of fiction-making processes. Fbe, idea in fiction making, both in
postmodernism and in Coover’s use of the ternhaswhen dact starts to be told, it
becomes aarration which may contain many factors that are not asuédcand
objective as the terrfact connotes. For instance, in narrating an eventspieaker’s
thoughts, beliefs and even prejudices may affectvamd, more importantly, how
s/he tells. Thus, the final product is a man-madéice produced after a fiction-

making process.

In addition, the ideas of context and being contaikfire important in the
sense that both words call attention to the redasind contingent nature of (the act
of) narration. When contexts become an influendagjor in the understanding and
interpretation of events, the borders of fact aiotioh begin to dissolve, affecting
also our knowledge and understanding of fact actbfi. Then, the question of how
we know of what we know (as true/real/right/falsedmg) becomes important. When
we question how and what we (can) know, we alsodsomow and what we can
know about a time that has already past, thaissdy. Following this, writing about
the past is opened up for discussion. The idea that writing of history
(historiography) can also be compared to fictiooadation and that it is also a
narrative constructed like fiction begins to dontnaOn this topic, literary critics
who write specifically on historical and postmoderrtings, like Keith Jenkins,
Frank Ankersmit, Hans Kellner and Linda Hutcheonawd attention to history

writing’s affinity to fiction-making and its reser@mce to fictional works. Moreover,



a prominent historian of the $0century, Hayden White underlines the idea of
narration in history writing. He claims that thespavents are presented by the
historians in specific forms that fit into certaiarrative patterns so that the events
that are being written make sense and become uaddeble to the readers. Hence,
the narrative style in historical writings affegeeatly the formation and, thus, the
reception and perception of the writings. Whiteoadsphasizes that because it is the
historians who decide to use a certain story ax@ount to explain events, historical
writings can bear the marks of both the contexéy there written in and of those
who write them. That is to say, the narration ofesent or a fact can reflect the
struggle among groups who try to make their owrsieer or narration the recorded,

and thus, the valid one.

In bringing out these factors to the foregroundtle act of narration,
postmodern thinking emphasizes the narrative amtiegtual approach not only in
the creation of any narration but also in histdriarations. Instead of judging ideas
solely on the basis of some universal, human beakees like true/false, right/wrong
or good/bad, postmodern thinking shifts the attentio the possible time-space-
context bound characteristics of those universdliem calling attention to the
subjective and contextual influence in any disceurk this way, postmodern
thought challenges the idea that we can find alejindefinitive approach and
understanding not only to our reality and the wanldiside but also to the stories that

are written about our reality.

Having given this postmodern theoretical part ie first section, in the
second part, | focus on the Slovenian philosopHavdp Zizek and his two—and
probably, most popular—themes or concepts, “(idgiokl) fantasy and the Real.”
For both concepts are related with or comes toféheground in the creation of
fictions that make the world meaningful and reléaln addition to the concepts of
“the Real” and “fantasy/illusion,” | also focus time concepts of “looking awry” and
“traversing the fantasy” as the complementary cpteceo the Real and fantasy. Yet,
my focus is specifically on the Real because thecept of the Real, which Zizek

borrows from Lacan and elaborates on, is not onlypnagor theme but also a



somewhat common denominator in almost all of hisk&oln the simplest sense, the
Real is a “primordial core,” or, to put it more sgally, a primordial “trauma” that
we try not to “encounter” or deal with, both in dives and in ourselves. Yet, it turns
out that we are connected to it in much more sudoild complex ways than we can
imagine. Moreover, the most horrifying, if not thst complex, implication of the
Real is that the void that the Real is may be ukiamay be our very “real realities.”
Hence, it turns out that all the effort to undemstavhat seems meaningless or
threatening is in fact directed at preventing tbel\of the Real from engulfing our
realities. The best means to serve this end becornesting fictions which
symbolize, give meaning and verbalize the undifieaeg¢ed void of the Real.

Related with this complex and subtle (non)existaat¢he concept of fantasy.
In fact, the most striking feature of the Zizekitamtasy is that it is not just an
imaginary surplus to life but it is the “surplussagch” that supports “the reality.” In
the Zizekian sense, our realities are supportethbyantasies which are somewhat
like “buffers” to the hard kernel (or the Real),dan is through fantasy that we
construct reality; it is not that we lose our cortian to reality through “falling into”
fantasies. Then, looking awry and traversing thedsy are related with how we
(can) deal with the Real and our “reality fantasydoking awry is to look from a
certain angle which is not the angle we “normaldye accustomed to seeing the
world. This strange angle provides us with a perspe that enables us to see the
“unseen, unrecognized” by our “normal” anglesthys, makes us aware of how we,
in fact, are in “awry” positions in our “normal, ws” places in life. Finally, to
traverse the Real is to traverse the fantasy, thigmgh it so that we see that there is
nothing behind our reality and that fantasy acyubltles from us that void behind

our realities.

In view of this theoretical basis, | analyZée Origin of the Brunistg the
last part. This novel is about the formation okhlgious cult after a mine explosion
in a small mining town, West Condon. After the egibn which leaves only one
survivor Bruno behind, many people in the town tyattribute a meaning to this

unfortunate explosion because the disaster tures tife upside down. The



attributed meaning is a religious one becauseigioat belief implies a divine and

superior being’s control of all that happens adist calms their panic and horror.
Thus, people start believing in the idea that thatest be a divine purpose behind
this catastrophe. Their efforts to give a relataikeaning to this accident become
their way of survival and of coping with somethiwgich they cannot make sense of
in any way. Calling themselves the Brunists after only survivor of the explosion,

the group starts spreading this idea of the dipnepose, making many people

believe in an approaching apocalypse.

Accordingly, an analysis of the formation procetshe Brunists shows how
this fiction-making tendency, at times, turns ihfsteria and directs people and their
perception of the world in a certain way—the Brtimiay, leading them to believe in
their own fabricated story of apocalypse. Moreovkg journalist Justin Miller's
embellished and even exaggerated renderings ofstary in the newspaper make
what might otherwise be forgotten as a sad story wiine explosion a public event
and the Brunists a country-wide phenomenon. Mangplee believe in their
apocalypse story and many from different partefdountry come to watch them as
they walk towards the Mount of Redemption to seatwhill happen. Some people
even take photographs to make the much-awaited abpse moment

“unforgettable.”

In the Zizekian sense, this mine explosion becothedrauma for the West
Condonites; it is the Real erupting all of a suddetheir lives, destroying all their
structure and order. Therefore, all the followinfjoes to make sense of this
explosion are directed at making sense of and rgalith this sudden explosion of
the primordial core. In addition, not only the exgaibn but the only survivor of the
explosion, Bruno is a manifestation of “the Read"the novel. With his paralyzed
and life-in-death situation due to overexposureadon monoxide, he is the Real in
the form of the threatening, scary, weird figurdeTspreading of the belief that
apocalypse is very soon and that Bruno is the meggseof this news show the
efforts of West Condonites to try to give a shapkfe in its most (R)real.



Finally, Coover’s presentation of (the creationgass of) this story in this
way challenges and subverts the readers’ usuaingéabits and expectations. By
not giving a linear narrative and by parodying sashéhe basic religious symbols,
he challenges familiar literary expectations anénthmakes us question our

perceptions of (the creation of) fictions, espdgitiose that help us to make sense
of our lives and also our realities.



1. AN OVERVIEW OF POSTMODERNISM AND ROBERT COOVER

1.1. Breaking The Myths, Tearing down The Fictions

What defines postmodernism, among its many otharacheristics, is its
highly challenging attitude towards any disciplifelief and tradition that exists
unquestioned and demands unquestioned submissidn respect. It mainly
challenges the concepts of truth, reality, reasahrationality of eighteenth century
Enlightenment which accepts that there is a ratiovald and order outside. In
Enlightenment view, this world can be perceived emeérpreted through reason and
rationality, regarded as the highest forms of mewtgabilities, to reach an
understanding of the absolute truth of the univeirseddition, central to this view,
Is the idea of a rational and free “self” with merdnd intellectual faculties needed
to perceive this order. Thus, there is a tendemwyatd “progress,” a ‘“linear”
movement to reach truth and meaning in the univd?sstmodern writing, on the
other hand, rejects the idea that there is a siag#®lute truth to be perceived and
appreciated. It challenges those old organizinqméaorks or “Big Ideas, the meta-

narratives of modernity,” which act as universdligding structures:

The ‘Big Ideas’ were truth, rationality and the fs@lhe idea that these
concepts picked out universal timeless notions waatld shape all human
knowledge is the key to the Enlightenment projé&ttese central concepts
constitute what have been called the ‘meta-naeatiof modernity; they
are central concepts that have shaped our modemd.wt is the
fragmentation of these ‘Big ldeas’ into a jigsawcohtextualized accounts
of them that | take as the definitive claim of plsibphical postmodernism.
(Luntley, 1995: 8)

Instead of taking those metanaratives or their ssegly “universal values” for
granted, postmodernism insists that what is thotgle given and natural, such as
truth, reality, fact, fiction, history, politicspsiety and institutions, is neither given
nor natural but mostly human made social and/otucall artifacts. As Linda
Hutcheon writes ifThe Politics of Postmodernism



it seems reasonable to say that the postmoderitial iooncern is to de-
naturalize some of the dominant features of our efdife; to point out that
those entities that we unthinkingly experienceregural’ (they might even
include capitalism, patriarchy, liberal humanismg an fact ‘cultural’;
made by us, not given to us. Even nature, postmaiarmight point out,
doesn’t grow on trees. (1989: 2)

What triggers this “de-naturalizing” process is, sty the new theories and
discoveries in many disciplines like philosophyyg@®logy, and physics along with
the experience of the Second World War, which tedhe questioning of the most
basic concepts such as good, bad, ethics and tyoidicause those theories and the
experience of war radically changed beliefs andggezatives about humans, human
behavior and human nature, such changes affectgdaghes to reality, too, making
it susceptible to skepticism. People began to tlhkeality in different ways, from
different perspectives, and different approache=atity, instead of one dominating
perspective were readily welcomed. Similarly, pastisrnism requires a questioning
and/or reconsideration of many concepts and id®as) the concepts of reality and
fiction. Such questioning brings even a blurringled differentiating border between
what is real and what is fictional. Now, the writdrave to respond to this new state
where because the ways of presenting, knowing amgrstanding reality change
ever so strongly the real is almost fused with whedahought to be its opposite, the
fictional or the imaginary. Larry McCaffery explainhow postmodern writers

struggle with this new state:

[Ulnable to feel any longer that they could presemwels which depicted
the true status of affairs in the world, postmodsrfiction writers decided
to turn inward, to focus not on reality but on theagination’s response to
reality—a response which became recognized asrilyeagpect of reality
which could ever be known. (1982: 13)
These postmodern writers point out “this new epistiegical orientation quite
directly” (McCaffery, 1982: 13). They openly addsethe difficulty of knowing,
asking people to question what they claim to kndle postmodern idea that we can
only know reality indirectly emphasizes that petcapand understanding of reality
and world is not free from subjective and relatinterpretations. For people create

stories to make sense of the world, and thus, thederstanding and perception are
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not only subjective and relative but also contelxtitacan change from time to time
and from place to place. We cannot expect a singédinitive approach and
understanding to reality and the world outside. gkdingly, disbelief and doubt,
instead of certainty, towards attempts at findinggaming in life dominate
postmodern literature. For this reason, rather flaghappreciating a literary work
for what it is, postmodernism prefers to reveal hbat literary work is constructed,
what its structure is and how it says what it s@sstmodern fiction, in a way,
incarnates this inquiring attitude, and, takingstmquiry one step further, it also
suggests that even what is known as reality maybras real and natural as it is
assumed and known, but it can be a fiction, a eteatystem for knowing and

understanding the world.

Accordingly, because the idea of a stable reatityalready challenged, the
authority of language as a transparent medium ftectethat stable reality is also
shaken, an attitude echoing in literature as vitny writers now tend to be more
skeptical not only of their power and ability ofadyzing people and their actions but
also of conveying those actions through languageaBse people’s perception and
understanding of the world are not free from subjecand contextual discourses, it
is very difficult to claim that a purely objectidanguage exists to express those
discourses. Hence the problem of knowing. If wencardirectly know reality but
can only know it indirectly, like through linguistmeans, it is all the more difficult
to narrate it with language. When something hapejust happens, but narrating
that same thing with language is not necessardyothjective and real experience and
expression of what has happened. That is, the fdraaslating an event or
happening into words involves a major leap; it bena somewhat one-sided and/or
limited process because it is inevitable that tagation carries the narrator’'s point
of view or personal judgments. In addition, thogespnal judgments or subjective

opinions may have a tendency to be influenced bgifip contexts and situations.
For that reason, postmodernism challenges botrattinéution of universal

values to events and the interpretation of thosgmisvin universal terms. Moreover,

it emphasizes the time-space-context bound chaustateof all values: “Postmodern
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works . . . contest art’s right to claim to inseribmeless universal values, and they
do so by thematizing and even formally enactingdbwtext-depending nature of all
values” (Hutcheon, 1988: 90). Similarly, Michaelntley also notes the “contextual
character of meaning, of language and of its utaedsng” (1995: 8). This is why
postmodernism asserts that even reality and trathbe considered to be fictions or
constructions since our experience of the worldeatity is constructed through our
linguistic means. It is this discursive and nawatside of “our reality” that helps us

not only to make sense of but also to shape arer ot lives in ways that suit us.

When the concepts of reality and fictionality arfeeady brought under
scrutiny, the attempts to find the sole meaningeality or solve the mystery of life
seem far from being “objective and sincere.” Theref to demonstrate the
artificiality and constructedness of reality becemée preferred topic for
postmodern writers. One of the important writers pafstmodernism Raymond
Federman, for example, calls this kind of fictiguffiction” because “it exposes the
fictionality of reality” rather than telling abotiow reality should and should not be
(1975: 7). Similar to Federman’s challenging positis Jerome Klinkowitz’s. He
criticizes the fiction writers who act as if thetions they write reflect the “real”
human condition and character whereas their writjogt keeps producing
“secondhand lie[s] about the world” (1975: 178).a@icteristics of the fiction
Klinkowitz criticizes are clearly defined characeand/or plots, compact structures
with neatly drawn beginnings, middles, and endscdntrast, what postmodern
writing insists on is that those neatly drawn lirege actually human-made borders
that help creation of certain categories of charactactions and ideas. If their
fictional nature is not pointed out, they may tout to be clichés through repetition
and overuse, even though the reality or “truthpefdple’s] lives” cannot be reduced
to specific formulas or types (Klinkowitz 1975: 365

Thus, there can always be many different and varimwore open ended and
plural possibilities—in contrast to fixed positioasd points of view—to interpret
people, their actions and events. In order to erplbose possibilities, imagination

becomes a necessary means. Through imagination]irtiies and overlapping
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elements of the real and the fictional can be dised and analyzed. To this purpose,
against formulas and clichés, Klinkowitz insists tite regenerative power of
imagination; the writer should use his/her imagoratso that “the product is no
longer life, nor even a sham illusory representatiois simply itself” (Klinkowitz
1975: 179). Revealing the fictionality of the sdled reality and using
“imagination” as the regenerative power may helpcover new approaches and

points of view.
1.2. Realities, Fictions, Histories

The challenge to grand narratives such as truésorg reality and rationality
includes a challenge to “History” or “historicalatdy,” which has also been the
grand narrative of the past. Now, the idea thatwhé&ng of the past is “fictional,”
that it is also constructed like fiction begins dominate. Instead of considering
historical writings as the objective representationn the past, historians, especially,
Hayden White, Keith Jenkins, Frank Ankersmit andhél&ellner, draw attention to
historiography’s affinity to fictional works anddtory writing’s similarities to fiction
making. In particular, one of the leading histosianf the 28 century, Hayden
White’s theory that the past events are presente@ ispecific shape through
narrativization has much influence on the litertlrgorists and critics. In addition to
historians, one of the prominent literary critiespecially of postmodern theory,
Linda Hutcheon believes that both history and dictitake their force from
verisimilitude, not from objective truth, and badle linguistic constructs to make
sense of the past and the present. This attitud@story and fiction reduces the
boundaries between the concepts of reality, ficaod history, and draws attention
to their fictional nature. Hutcheon also offersthigographic metafiction as a literary
form to discuss and analyze the fictional naturdistory writing. To display the
fictionality of both reality and history may be apportunity to overview and

question the “big ideas”
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1.2.1 Living Histories/Writing Histories

The idea of the “fictionality of reality” has ectoaot only in literature and
literary studies but also in the study of the p&ssfory. Traditionally, for many
years, history and fiction/literature were diffetiated and considered as two totally
different fields. In most cases, fiction’s importanand value were related with how
realistically and truthfully it represented the litgaand the world outside as well as
the historical past. Also it was important for tedary piece to be as true to life as
possible so that the readers could identify with tharacters and events depicted.
Fiction was about only imaginary stories whereasony was taken as the “true and
verifiable story of human experience . . . the gua#or of reality, of the meaning of
human society and values” in general (Kellner, 19®D). In addition, the material
fiction and history use and the methods they emfboyeal with their material were
also believed to be totally different. However, &gse postmodernism challenges
and rejects the idea of a reality that can be trejpyesented with language or a single
truth perceived by the individual mind, it alsoedjs that an objective, neutral
representation of the “past reality” is possiblestéad, postmodernism insists that
just as reality is constructed, to a degree, byp#iaple living it, history, in the same
way, is also a kind of production, a narration dbbe past events produced by the
historians. In this way, the separation and difieeebetween history as the account
of the “real” past events and fiction as the stofymagination begin to diminish,
and the affinity between historiography and fictibegins to appear more clearly.
Linda Hutcheon, irA Poetics of Postmodernismwrites that the separation between

history and fiction is what

is now being challenged in postmodern theory artgd ard the recent
critical readings of both history and fiction haeeused more on what the
two modes of writing share than on how they diffEney have both been
seen to derive their force more from verisimilitutian from any objective
truth; they are both identified as linguistic caoosts, highly
conventionalized in their narrative forms, and aoall transparent either in
terms of language or structure; and they appe#etequally intertextual,
deploying the texts of the past within their ownmgadex textuality. (1988:
105)
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Following this, postmodernists add that if histagsya narration of the historian(s),
then there may be different narrations by differi@istorians about past events, and
thus, different history stories” emphasizing their time-space-bound charstic, in
contrast to History’ emphasizing that it “is the grand narrative” tdieh people
refer. By emphasizing these points, postmodermsbants of history highlight the

fictional side and multiplicity of historical accots.

One of the foremost reasons why *“history” is coasd a “fictional
construct” is expressed by Keith Jenkins who relatieis issue to the past’s
ontological difference from history. He states thestory is not, and cannot, for that

matter, be, the one and the same thing with thelesuse “the past [is] for all that
has gone on before everywhere” and history is “titath has been written/recorded
about the past” (1991: 6). This ontological diffece emphasizes that there is a gap
between the past that has occurred and gone amashé¢hat is conveyed to us in the
present, the past’s constructed version tellingualioat past. Moreover, as Jenkins
elaborates, history is not only about the pastibincludes both the past (i.e., past
events) and the written/recorded material on trest,pthat is writing of history,
historiography. Thus, “the past doesn’t exist ‘bigtally’ outside of historians’
textual, constructive appropriations,” and what kimew as the true account of past

events are in fact the written/recorded versionhos$e events (Jenkins, 1999: 3).

The outcomes of this approach can be seen in the“wstory” has been
treated. Until these discussions, history had liberreliable reference point. Now,
despite maintaining its importance as a disciplimstory is not thought of as the
“always-already-there grand narrative” or “a releabeference point about the real
past events” anymore. According to Hayden WhitghgtFirst World War did much
to destroy what remained of history’s prestige aghdoth artists and social
scientists,” for History, which was supposed to provide some sort of trgifion life
. . . had done little to prepare men for the conwhdhe war,” destroying the last
pieces of the remaining prestige ldistory (White, 1985: 36 emphasis mine). Such
changes have inevitably affected the way we thihkistory; in Hutcheon'’s words,

“history is not made obsolete: it is, however, eirethought—as a human
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construct” (1988: 16). Yet, arguing that historyniew a discourse about the world
“does not stupidly and ‘gleefully’ deny that thgast existed, but only that its
accessibility to us now is entirely conditioned textuality” (Hutcheon, 1988: 16).
This emphasis on the “constructedness” of histbdoguments both brings to the
fore a doubt about the historian’s claims of ohyatgt and truthfulness regarding
his/her representation of the past in writing, amalves the focus to historiography’s
similarity with fiction as a construction. With gosodernism, as Hutcheon points
out, it is not that history is “real, factual” ardderary/literature is “imaginary,
fictional” but that both literature and history dneman constructs based upon an
event/a situation in order to understand or makse®f it. To sum up, Hutcheon
says, “what the postmodern writing of both histang literature has taught us is that
both history and fiction are discourses, that bahstitute systems of signification
by which we make sense of the past” (1988: 89)su#h, history now becomes “one
of a series of discourses about the world. Theseodrses do not create the world
(that physical stuff on which we apparently liveiX they do appropriate it and give it
all the meaning it has” (Jenkins, 1991: 5). Themfdt is very probable that those
discourses will reflect the point of view (i.e.dgments, prejudices, expectations) of
the writer(s)/the historian(s) of those texts beeaalthough the past did actually
occur once, it is now known through people who ablbut it in the ways that suit
their beliefs, expectations and thoughts. In ddimig, people can charge certain
events and situations with meanings that thosetsw#mnot actually have and they
can create a new story. The contribution to thatme of stories about their lives in
this way gives people the chance to locate theraseilv time and space and also
helps them gain and keep a sense of who they werednd will/can be. “Put simply,

we are the source of whatever the past means f¢derskins, 1999: 14).

Therefore, if these discourses are the means thradgch people situate,
appropriate and give meaning to themselves andwwelds, then, the importance of
understanding the factors and processes creatindg shaping these discourses
become all the more important, for it is that spediscourse that shapes the way
the past is understood and conveyed to the nexerggons. In short, those

discourses “become” the lives of people or, attlahs main support of the structure
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of their lives. It is for this reason that the desgiween the past and present on the one
hand and the effort to write about it on the otheems to be the primary concern for
the historians. For it is the historians who wat®ut the past, but their writing is not
and cannot be the actual past; it is their dis@sufdling in that gap through the help
of the material like documents, archives and previwritings which are also very
probably influenced by their historians’ choiceroéterial. In Jenkins’s words, “the
historian’s viewpoint and predilections still shape choice of historical materials”
and the account reflects, to a great degree, thesamptions and the viewpoint
(1991: 12). Following this, it becomes clearer tiegre are certain factors and limits
affecting and controlling the discourses of histos.

According to Jenkins, among the factors effective the formation of
historical discourses, one of the most importarnthées difference between past and
history: “[b]ecause of the past-history differenaed because the object of enquiry
that historians work on is, in most of its mani&ins, actually absent in that only
traces of the past remain, then clearly there #rkirads of limits controlling the
knowledge claims that historians can make” (199D). 1The first limit is
epistemological because, according to Jenkinsetheg limits on the knowledge a
historian can have and this, in turn, affects tlagy Wwow that historian will narrate a
certain event. Hence, how we know about the pastrhes the foremost important
issue in terms of historical knowledge because amnot know the past as it is. Even
if we put aside postmodernism’s reservations atimeitpossibility of knowing even
the present objectively, resulting from the contektcharacter of meaning and
language, “knowledge is [not] impossible to gett bilne idea of the world’s own
story, the unified picture of reality, is an illosi" (Luntley, 1995: 12). If to know
about the world and reality is already complicatethecomes all the more difficult
to make claims about the past that no longer exisis in order to (try to) know
something, one should have access to it, but thgecuof historical account no
longer exists, so we cannot have direct acceds Moreover, since time has passed,
many records about past events can be lost omigaki some events may not even
have been recorded in the first place, resultingaps in the bulk of information the

historian works on.
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This makes questionable also the “evidences” tteapeesented in a historical
account as facts. F. Ankersmit in “Historiograpimg &@ostmodernism,” explains this
by referring to the modernist/postmodernist deb&temodernism, he elaborates,
evidence is taken to be the means to reach thericeit reality hidden behind the
sources. In postmodernism, on the other hand, ee&&oes not lead or point
towards the hidden reality but it leads to “otl@erpretationsof the past” (1997:
287). Evidence, rather than being a sure sigrikésd “tile” to step on to see other
tiles. It “does not send us back to the past, intsgrise to the question what an
historian here and now can or cannot do with ithKa&rsmit, 1997: 287). With
postmodern thought, the idea and status of thetditiisl fact” thus becomes
ambiguous. What is presented as historical fact matynecessarilype a factual
“fact” but it is madea “fact.” Or, likewise, it can be concluded thatiatorical event
Is a historical eventbecause it is made so by the historian who takessia
significant fact and confers upon it a meaning. ‘Bther words,” Hutcheon
concludes, “the meaning and shape areimdhe eventsbutin the systemsvhich
make those past ‘events’ into present historiadts.” This is not a ‘dishonest refuge
from truth’ but an acknowledgement of the meaningkimg function of human
constructs” (1988: 89).

This means that, in addition to the lack of enolkgbwledge about the past,
there is always a mediator/the historian who, tlarge degree, “determines” the
historical knowledge to be conveyed to the presagt The narration of a historical
account will probably reflect his/her choice oftbigcal material, and the events that
are presented as historical facts will reflect Hes/ perception and judgment.
Therefore, it may not be an exaggeration to saytistory is “a manifestation of the
historian’s perspective as a ‘narrator” (Jenkii991: 12). Similarly, because the
past is too vast a field to study at once, in #ohisal account only a part of the past,
not the whole totality of the past, is included. tms case, there is, again, the
preference of the historian in that what is inciide a historical writing is the
“portion” that is considered important and/or sfgrant by its writer(s). As Jenkins

points out, “[the past] only reaches us througtidi@l devices which invest it with a

18



range of highly selective and hierarchical readir{§899; 3). As a result of all these
influences and factors, what the historian offexrshee historical reality is, to a great
degree, a “text,” a discourse conveyed to us thrdbg historian’s eyes, and created
with the material the historian has studied, naessarily the only objective and true
account of the past. Hans Kellner, in “Language &istorical Representation,”
characterizes history as “at best . . . a reasomgort on the documented sources of
the past, whatever form those sources may take97(1929). Likewise, Hutcheon
states “we cannot know the past except througtextis: its documents, its evidence,

even its eye-witness accounts s (1988: 16).

In the writing of history, rhetoric, or the way s&ying things, which affects
the formation of those “texts of history,” is anuatly significant factor. For if there
are already some limitations on the historians’ videdge, then it becomes very
important how an event/the past is expressed iguiage. Initiated especially by the
poststructuralist idea that all reality is consteacthrough language and that it is
conveyed through language, the analysis of the thaypast is narrated through
language and, how and why it is recounted in thatiéic way becomes a primary
concern. For it is through that specific way thabjple perceive and appropriate their
lives and give meaning to their worlds. In ordemake a meaningful “text” out of
many past events Hayden White offers narrative flarrexpress human experiences.
In The Content of The Forrhe writes that “lately, many historians have exlor a
return to narrative representation in historiogsaph. . And indeed, a whole cultural
movement in the arts, generally gathered under rthme post-modernism, is
informed by a programmatic, if ironic, commitmeatthe return to narrative as one
of its enabling presuppositions” (1987: xi). Accogl to him, “narrative is a meta-
code, a human universal on the basis of which ¢rtdhgal messages about the
nature of a shared reality can be transmitted” (&/ni987: 1). He, then, offers
narrative as “solution . . . to translate knowintpitelling, the problem of fashioning
human experience into a form assailable to strastof meaning that are generally
human rather than culture-specific” (White, 198).:Because the past events do not
present themselves as “stories,” they should berdted,” given the form of

narration so that they do not look like a set adrés just ordered chronologically but
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have the form of a complete meaningful story abideitor the world. According to
White, the past is best understood in a narratiiguistic manner because what the
historians do is to make connections between eyeutsthem in order and, then,
present them in a certain structure, that is, tigiza them, so that the past can be
understood as a meaningful, compact set of evéhteugh “narrativizing” the past
events will have a coherence, a story line to feland will reach a conclusion. For,
in the end, all the effort to write about the pdke attempt to represent it in the
present is an effort to have that sense of meanimginpleteness or, in other words,
to cover the possible gaps; because the past hesdglgone, because we cannot
reach it except indirectly, because we cannot &xacnslate what has happened
into language and through language there alwaga sbsence around which all this
effort to make sense and conceptualize lies. Naer&rm, in providing a beginning,

a development and an ending, offers a sense okfsglagainst that absence.

In order to illustrate the difference and significa of narrative in a historical
account, White analyzes different forms in histakiavriting, namely, annals,
chronicle and the narrative. For him, both the #aad chronicle lack the potential
to portray the human experiences. Annals form tsnaorative because “it consists
only of a list of events ordered in chronologicalgsence,” and, similarly, the
chronicle, though it “seems to wish to tell a sfofgnd] aspires to narrativity is
marked by a failure to achieve narrative closu’hite, 1987: 5). Thus, for White,

narrative is the best form for a historical accdumtause

[u]nlike that of the annals, the reality represdntethe historical narrative,
in “speaking itself,” speaks to us, summons us fedar (this “afar” is the

land of forms), and displays to us a formal coheyean which we ourselves
aspire. The historical narrative, as against therdble, reveals to us a
world that is putatively “finished,” done with, aveand yet not dissolved,
not falling apart. In this world, reality wears theask of a meaning, the
completeness and fullness of which we can only inre@gever experience.
Insofar as historical stories can be completed, bangiven narrative
closure, can be shown to have had a plot all altrey, give to reality the
odor of the ideal. (1987: 21)

Through narrative, the historian gives the eveotsif meaning and integrity. In this

way, the past events seem more reliable and compséiie. Hence, narrative seems
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to provide the vision of a complete and meaningfehl world or reality. Narrative
historical accounts with their closures are comptrg substitutes for the open-
ended and unexplainable or ambiguous real-lifeasns. Thus, in order to
underline this “narrativizing” tendency and its iarfance for the people White asks

these questions:

Does the world really present itself to percepiionhe form of well-made

stories, with central subjects, proper beginninggldles and ends, and a
coherence that permits us to see “the end” in eldeginning? Or does it

present itself more in the forms that the annald enronicles suggest,
either as mere sequence without beginning or en@sosequences of
beginnings that only terminate and never conclullie@ does the world,

even the social world, ever really come to us asadly narrativized,

already “speaking itself” from beyond the horizdnoar capacity to make

scientific sense of it? (1987: 24-5)

White’s emphasis on narrative and the people’s ne@arrate indicates that an ideal
(sense of) reality and history are created by titohan through “historical
emplotment,” and it is important that people shdudaware of this process. White
explains emplotment, imropics of Discourseas “simply the encodation of the facts
contained in the chronicle as components of spekiifids of plot structures” (1985:
83). That is to say, historical events do not maie a meaningful story in
themselves. The historian makes them into a stgrigighlighting some or deleting
others. S/he tries to describe the events in th®ical record in such a way as to
make them familiar to the people by way of représgnthem in certain plot
structures people are already familiar with in tHeies: “The historical narrative
thus mediates between events reported in it onotiee side and pregeneric plot
structures conventionally used in our culture tadem unfamiliar events and
situations with meanings, on the other” (White, 3:988). Consequently, he further
elaborates, it is not that the events are comitamical in themselves but that they
“can be constructed as such only by the impositibthe structure of a given story
type on the events, it is the choice of the stgpetand its imposition upon the
events that endow them with meaning” (White, 198%). There are “those elements
of figuration—tropes and figures of thought, astinetoricians call them—that make
“the narrativization of real events” possible (VWhilL987: 48). Through these tropes

historical facts are given the form of a tragedycé or another form, and people not
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only “see” and “understand” that event in that fobut also they empathize and
identify with the events since those events arellfanzed for them. In this way,
meaning is bestowed upon a historical event byracpéar form which makes that
event fit into a familiar pattern of perception.ig s, White asserts, “essentially a
literary, that is to say fiction-making operation(1985: 85). In *“Historical
Emplotment and the Problem of Truth,” White writes,

. nNarrative accounts do not consist only otudak statements (singular
existential propositions) and arguments; they cirss well of poetic and
rhetorical elements by which what would otherwise @ list of facts is
transformed into a story. Among these elementstlamse generic story
patterns we recognize as providing the “plots.” §hane narrative account
may represent a set of events as having the fodmeaning of an epic or
tragic story, and another may represent the saimef s¥ents—with equal
plausibility and without doing any violence to tHactual record—as
describing a farce. . . . Can it be said that sdtgeal eventsare
intrinsically tragic, comic, or epic, such that thepresentation of those
events as a tragic, comic, or epic story can besassl as to its factual
accuracy? Or does it all have to do with the petspe from which the
events are viewed? (1997: 393)

In narrativizing the events, what the historianudtlalso take into account is
the concept of continuity. For the events needetddomed in continuity to provide
that sense of fullness and completeness. Howelier,paist sources may not be
continuous or even the past events may not seetinaons. In order to provide the
sense of continuity the historian, again, usesatiarr. Through narration, the story
being told is not only meaningful and compact dsb@ontinuous. Kellner states, in
“Language and Historical Representation,” thathezithe sources about the past nor
the people’s experience of time is continuous but

[rlather, the source of the assumption that thet g@msn some sense
continuous is a literary one. What is continuougsds so much reality, or
the form in which reality exists (as artifact) ts bbvious discontinuity, but
the form in which our culture represents realitpn@nuity is embodied in

the mythic path of narrative, which “explains” lig very sequential course,
even when it merely reports. . . . It is hard tstidguish the boundaries
between the intuited continuity of reality and theentless powers of
narrative to make things continuous. (1997: 129)
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In narrativizing the events, the historian’s rhatcand perspective, which
make up the certain way the events are narrated thre ideological question in the
historical accounts to the fore. Hutcheon exprebs®s historiographic writings are

affected by the ideological and cultural dynamitsaisociety:

Thanks to the pioneering work of Marxists, femisjsgays, black and
ethnic theorists, there is a new awareness in thiess that history cannot
be written without ideological and institutionaladysis of the act of writing
itself. It is no longer enough to be suspiciouplayful as a writer about art
or literature (or history, though there it nevealhg was); the theorist and
the critic are inevitably indicated in both ideadlkes and institutions. (1988:
90)

Hutcheon’s words emphasize that a writer cannatyedissociate her/himself from
the ideological, cultural and social environmentwhich s/he lives. The writer’s
rhetoric is affected by the environment, and thbs, final product s/he creates—
her/his writing—carries the mark of that influenceikewise, Hans Kellner
emphasizes the cultural and linguistic codes thateffective in the shaping of the
historian’s narrative. What is explained as a héstiorical event is expressed through
those codes, so “the facts of history” are, in,fact “givens” but “takens . . . ‘taken’
in large part from the language and cultural undeding within which they must be
expressed” (Kellner, 1997: 137). Accordingly, itnst that the events happen in
certain ways in history, and the historian tellgithstories. Rather, the narrative
forms the historian chooses to tell about the pasnts are rooted in cultural and

linguistic codes which, in turn, influence the waryevent is analyzed and explained:

.. . I do not believe that there are “stories” tltre in the archives or
monuments of the past, waiting to be resurrectetitaldl. Neither human
activity not the existing records of such activiike the form of narrative,
which is the product of complex cultural forms ahekp-seated linguistic
conventions deriving from choices that have traddéily been called
rhetorical; there is no “straight” way to inventatory, regardless of the
honesty and professionalism of the historian. Iddethe standards of
honesty and professionalism are to be found inipecthose conventions,
both in what they permit or mandate and in whaty tleeclude from

consideration. All history, even the most long-tequantified, synchronic
description, is understood by competent readerpaat of a story, an
explicit or implicit narrative. (1997: 127)
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Keith Jenkins addresses the relation between nagraand cultural,
ideological and linguistic factors by giving an axae. If, he writes, an
undergraduate history syllabus is prepared by aigtaiblack and feminist point of
view, that syllabus is rooted in and reflects thack, Marxist, feminist agenda.
Ironically, it is because of this reason that saclsyllabus may not be allowed
because it can be claimed that that syllabus & dKvehicle for the delivery of a
specific position for persuasive purposes” (199]): Yet, it is the fact that historical
accounts are implicated in that kind of “persuagieposes” or ideological roots
that are emphasized by the historians and crittesJenkins, White, and Hutcheon.
This emphasis on culture and ideology points owdrtother important factor in the
historical accounts. Knowledge, of both the pasil amesent, and the ways of
acquiring that knowledge are always shaped thrgager relations among different
groups in societies, especially between the stroggrips and those that strive to be
the next stronger ones. Ways of having knowledgeutih power relations affect
how that knowledge will be formed as a discourse presented to people. Because
“knowledge is related to power and within sociainfations, those with the most
power distribute and legitimate ‘knowledge,” theondinant group affects the
perspectives in the shaping of narrations (Jenk@®l: 25). Those groups in power
try to have the versions of past that suit them. i&snsequently, “the past as history
always has been and always will be necessarilyigar&d, troped, emplotted, read,

mythologised and ideologised in ways to suit omes! (Jenkins, 1999: 3).

This does not, however, mean that the strongenguroups will reign all the
time. They are in power relationship with variousups which also try to be at the
dominant position. Therefore, history is “constariieing re-worked and re-ordered
by all those who are variously affected by powdatrenships because the dominated
as well the dominant also have their versions efgast to legitimate their practices,
versions which have to be excluded as improper faosnplace on the agenda of the
dominant discourse” (Jenkins, 1991: 17-8). Becaidhis constant movement and
struggle in the power relationships, “[t]here is definitive history outside these
pressures,” and “history is forged in such confiint clearly these conflicting needs

for history impinge upon the debates (struggledanership) as to what history is”
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(Jenkins, 1991: 19-18). Over time and space, d@iffergroups caught in power
relationships may emphasize different aspects ehethe same events as their
interpretations of these events differ. It becomesy difficult to have only one
historical interpretation, for there are differemstoriographic writings about the
past. As a result, each group may wish to deterrtwiet history is” in terms of
their versions and may claim to be expressing usalehistorical knowledge but
what each group has and knows is rather specificl@aral expressions. Thus, what
history is, and the “meanings given to historiesatif descriptions are . . . not
meanings intrinsic in the past . . . but meaningergto the past from outside(rs).
History is never for itself; it is always for sommey (1991: 17).

Finally, in “Language and Historical Representafidfellner offers that in
the face of all these discussions around histoaolgic writings we should “get the
story crooked” so that we will not forget and beaasvof the fact that what we read
as the “real and straight history” is actually artan construct (1997: 128). The
supposedly “straight” story is in fact a “crookedfie: it can be told by different
historians with different emphasis points and in caflect different cultural-
ideological positions related with power relatiombat is to say, it is not the one and
only real story. For that reason, according to iKal] getting the story crooked is a
way of reading which reveals the “problems and slens that shape [the historical
text’s] strategies, however hidden or disguised tmay be. It is a way of looking
honestly at th@ther sources of history, found not in archives or cotepdatabases,
but in discourse and rhetoric” (Kellner, 1997: 12B) other words, since history
writing is, to a great degree, formed by rhetond aarration, it should also reflect
that “fiction making process” in itself. As Kellnguts it, “to get the story crooked is
to understand that the straightness of any stogyrisetorical invention and that the
invention of stories is the most important parhaman self-understanding and self-
creation” (1997: 128). For this reason, acknowladghe “crookedness” of stories
may seem threatening to people because such adagnvent confirms that there is
an absence which is filled in through “fictionaltaunts in life, whereas the

seemingly “straight” stories sustain the fake fgh@vided by those accounts.
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Likewise, Hutcheon insists on “thinking criticaljnd contextually” at these
times when all these discussions about history mdbo{1988: 88). In order to
elaborate on “thinking critically and contextuallyshe offers “historiographic
metafiction” as the literary method which questi@msl problematizeshbw can we
know that past today” and alsevhat can we know of it"? (Hutcheon, 1988: 92)
Metafiction, then, becomes the means through wkehcan think critically and

contextually not only about past but also abouwitising in the present.

Metafiction, in a general sense, means writing ihatout the act of writing.
Patricia Waugh defines metafiction as

a term given to fictional writing, which self-congasly and systematically
draws attention to its status as an artefact ierot@ pose questions about the
relationship between fiction and reality. In prawgl a critique of their own
methods of construction, such writings not only rakee the fundamental
structures of narrative fiction, they also expltire possible fictionality of the
world outside the literary fictional text. (1988: 2

If metafiction, as an act of writing, concentrates the process of writing,
historiographic metafiction pays attention to thetiwg process of the past. Paying
attention to the “act of writing” in historical natives, it shows how the past is
emplotted through the narrative of the historiad paints out to the constructed and
imposed nature of both meaning and “the seemingss#ty for us to make meaning”
in historical narratives (Hutcheon, 1988:. 112). Rbat reason, historiographic
metafiction rejects the attempts to distinguishneen fact and fiction, emphasizing
instead the infusion of those two in narrative. §hiti “self-consciously reminds us
that, while events did occur in the real empirigast, we name and constitute those
events as historical facts by selection and naeapiositioning. And, even more
basically, we only know of those past events thhotlgeir discursive inscription,
through their traces in the present” (Hutcheon,819%). As a result, our historical
knowledge or concepts of fact/history and fictiae destabilized. To achieve this
destabilization, historiographic metafiction “playpon the truth and lies of the
historical record” like deliberately falsifying thenown historical details so as to
point out “the possible mnemonic failures of reaatdhistory and the constant
potential for both deliberate and inadvertent érrglutcheon, 1988: 114). In
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addition, historiographic metafiction uses but harassimilates historical data;
“more often, the process dittemptingto assimilate is what is foregrounded”
(Hutcheon, 1988: 114). As such, it reveals the giataf both the “past reality” and
its “textualizedaccessibility to us today” (Hutcheon, 1988: 1E\entually, because
historiographic metafiction destabilizes both thestdrical knowledge and the
historical details that lead to that knowledgeguestions the concept of “facts” and
“events” too. Due to the epistemological problenegarding “historical facts,”
historiographic metafiction distinguishes betwegergs and facts. Events are made
into facts and given meanings according to theecdoal frames even if they are just
events with no specific meanings. They are formezb@ling to the questions the
historian asks about what he studies: “they aresnanhuch found as constructed by
the kinds of questions which the investigator askshe phenomena before him”
(White, 1985: 43). It is for this reason that th&tdriographic metafiction’s emphasis
is on the question ofwhosetruth gets told,” not on the effort to tell the atetruth”
(Hutcheon, 1988: 123).

Consequently, the writing of both histories andrist are fiction making
processes influenced and shaped by linguistic,lodgzal and cultural factors and
contexts. Through those stories (historical or josginary) people develop a sense
of identity and belonging for themselves against ‘dfibsence” of the unexplainable,
threatening or nonsensical events and/or situaiiorieir lives. Hence, it is also a
responsibility on the part of people to discuss amhlyze the “reality and
fictionality” of the stories they adopt for themses.

As a novelist and short story writer, Robert Cooigeone of the artists who
analyze the fiction making tendency and its possditcomes. He points out how,
eventually, this tendency leads people to be imped in their own constructions.
Then, he offers the same creative imagination lier purpose of making various
fictions all the time and without letting one omse of the stories be the only one for
reference and guidance. In this sense, his offeomscal since he proposes the very
same mechanism which paves the way for self-impnsnt, yet this it is this irony

which can trigger people to think critically.
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1.3. Robert Coover, the Fiction Maker/Breaker

Known and cited asne of theleading postmodern American writers along
with John Barth, Donald Barthelme and William GaRsbert Coover is mainly
interested in exploring the nature of reality amctidn, and the fiction making
tendency in human beings as the formative elementheir realities/lives. He
analyzes the means people develop to deal withldyrénhat is oftentimes difficult to
conceive, explain and, from time to time, threatgniMost of the time the characters
in his novels are described as players or gamesggayho, in trying to cope with the
randomness and uncertainty of life, create andy¢brmystical, religious or mythical
explanations and understandings. The expressiomégalayers” is itself the best
expression to describe Coover’s ironic attitudéhtwse people since those players do
not so much play freely than cling rigidly to theonstructed realities against the
threat of the unexplainable, the disorderly anddha&otic. In order to challenge the
fake games of those players, Coover uses and expais with the familiar forms
like myths, fables, and fairy tales in “distortefdtms so as to pay attention to their
constructed and artificial nature. Through challeggboth the players and their
“games” Coover shows that all the secure foundatare not just givens but actually
human constructions, and he invites his readebe taware of these makings so that
they can question and clarify their own frames @fdrand commitments. As Coover
himself writes in his short-story collectidricksongs anddescants “[tlhe novelist
uses familiar mythic or historical forms to comitia¢ content of those forms and to
conduct the readerdetor amantisimb to the real, away from mystification to
clarification, away from magic to maturity, awayorfin mystery to revelation”
(Coover, 2000: 79).

Even though his first novelhe Origin of the Brunist§1966) is considered
by many, even by himself, as his most “traditionadivel, it includes almost all the
themes and concepts Coover will explore in laterkapolike fiction making, game
playing and creating “centers” of meaning to mdiemeaningless more meaningful

and familiar. In a sense, this novel is at a ttaorsipoint from a rather traditional
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structure to more experimental areas Coover wipl@e throughout his works.
Thus, not only in this first novel but also in hether works the analysis of the
creation of a sense of reality and Coover’'s respdosthat tendency as a fiction
writer who believes in the rejuvenating powers iofién pervades through Coover

chronology.

1.3.1 Reality and Community Making

In examining the concepts such as the real/world thie fictional/stories,
Robert Coover’'s main emphasis is on showing hovpleeneed and create a sense of
an ideal and manageable vision of reality by maKliogons. Larry McCaffery, in
The Metafictional Muse: The Works of Robert Coougonald Barthelme and
William H. Gasswrites that “Coover’s real subject remains tHatrenship between
man and his invented creations—the creations we awadly termed ‘fictions™
(1982: 29). For Coover believes that there arentaoy happenings past and present
in life and people cannot easily deal with all béin at once. In the face of all that
influx of life, they need order and pattern to mékese happenings more meaningful
and less threatening. Thus, their means of bringirder and security becomes
fictions/stories. Coover explains this tendencgminterview with Larry McCaffery:

[T]he human need for pattern, and language’s praipgnwilly-nilly, for
supplying it—what happens, | think, is that eveffpe to form a view of
the world, every effort to speak of the world, ilwes a kind of fiction-
making process. . . . Men live by fictions. Thegvé to. Life’s too
complicated, we just can’t handle all the input, v@e to isolate little bits
and make reasonable stories out of them. (Kenri€9y: 101)

Moreover, in the interview with Frank Gado@onversations on Writers and
Writing, Coover again explains that people’s basic steiggs “against
metamorphosis, against giving in to the inevitapitif the process” (1973: 152). In a
sense, people need to feel secure in the faceanigeh The more the faith in the “Big
Ideas” diminishes, the more insecure and threat@eegple feel and cling to their
Big Ideas. Coover says: “[w]e are no longer conethof thenature of things, of
design as justification. Everything seems itselhd@m” (Gado, 1973:. 153).
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Confronted with this randomness and arbitrarinessple try to put things together,
make a meaningful whole out of many parts. Coowgramly shows in his fictions
that in all these processes, fiction making becothnesneans, almost, of survival but
he also reveals that most of the systems or maateldgding the means of survival
are constructed through fiction making. Thus, iths relation between people and
their constructions and the artificial and fictibmeature of their constructions that
Coover analyzes in his fiction. He explores “howdh systems are created and how

they animate or deaden our relationship to thedigMcCaffery, 1982: 9).

Coover explains that in trying to put things togetand make sense of the
world people’s basic beliefs are, first of all, @f‘mythic” nature, not so much of

rational or scientific in nature:

the force of myth and mythopoeic thought is with fas all time. The
crucial beliefs of people are mythic in nature; Wiee at the level of the
Cinderella story or of the Resurrection the languagmythopoeic rather
than rational . . . [a]nd so we fabricate; we inveonstellations that permit
an illusion of order to enable us to get from hieréhere. And we devise
short cuts—ways of thinking without thinking thrdugcode words that are
in themselves a form of mythopoeia. (Gado, 1972) 15

In other words, people believe that things arewlg they are because that is the
way it should be. In this kind of “reasoning” thasenot much need for analyzing
and questioning the way things are. For in conttasscientific thinking which
prioritizes questions, experiments and discussiorexplain and understand events,
life and the world, myths or mythical thinking prde some ideas or explanations to
adopt and to believe in. These ideas or explanation only make people feel secure
and comfortable in their lives but also make theshelve that there is an acceptable
reason for unexplainable events or disasters. Bfianson, in analyzing Coover’s
fiction in Understanding Robe€oover points out this feature of mythical thinking,
saying that, in their search for meaning and orteryths” provide the needed
assistance to peopld, ‘an efficacious myth says about itselfn something you can
take as a given, somethitigat is true. You don’t need to examine me; youtoast
me and organize the rest of the universe aroundrimel comfort in mé&(Evenson,
2003: 12). He, then, further elaborates
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[M]uch of Coover’s fiction maintains that the wortédinnot be objectively
understood—there is just too much to sort throulghthe face of an

overwhelming amount of data people take anothetlerauyth. A myth has

the ring and feel of truth, but rational thoughtlasbjective analysis are not
needed to put it into place and allow it to funoti®y accepting myths,

people put themselves in a position where theytfest can go on with life,

that they have a place of stability from which fwemte. (Evenson, 2003:
12)

Hence, stories—mythical or religious—provide a cfiwe to interpret an
event in a way that will make it meaningful and emable. With this soothing
assistance of myths, people believe that they wah“§omething to point toward a
meaning or purpose in life” and they try to undamst the world accordingly “so as
to know where they stand in relation to it” (Evens@003: 12). Depending on this
illusion of order and structure, people create litgiife stories”—religious, social,
mythological, political—which help them frame whathappening in their lives in
an order and as they want them to be. Throughioekgstories, people provide
themselves with spiritual guidance and sense atygan institutionalized religion.
Similarly, through stories about their ancestorg past, they have a sense of identity
and belonging, and through this sense of belondingy form communities and
societies as organic wholes. As a result, thoséty#iée stories function as a
reference point and as protective shields agamsiptexities people cannot explain.
Those unexplainable parts are the dark voids cgrades in people’s lives. They may
also refer to the cosmically inexplicable gaps Wwipeople cannot make sense of and
which they try to control and handle. Through betalizing, people fill in and shape
these absences in familiar forms so that they aronger absent, threatening and
meaningless. As a result, ironically, what peomasider their fundamental givens
turn out to be not ontological systems but fictioz@nstructions built to cover and/or
fill in the absence(s) of their very own lives. Maffery points out that Coover

emphasizes this irony in human life:

Coover is directly expressing a viewpoint that béshe center of his work .
. . that, partially due to human nature and pdytidile to the nature of the
universe, we can never objectively know the worlather we inhabit a
world of fictions and are constantly forced to depea variety of
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metaphors and subjective systems to help us organizexperience so that
we can deal with the world. These fictional systeres useful in that they
generate meaning [and] stabilize our perceptid83Z: 8)

Through their “metaphors” or “subjective systemgbple can function in life
more efficiently or feel that they can control whataround them. Moreover, to
further elaborate on the fictionalizing of the whrEvenson indicates how important
it is to know that, in making fictions, “people appch the world and its institutions
with opinions and beliefs in place, and what theg $s often determined by the
models and constructs that they have been givéd3211). Like a historian, people
try to fit what they “see” or what they cannot maense of into a “familiar” pattern,
whether it be the form of a religious story or atimgal story, and then “make an
event mean something by reading it in a specifig/,wgnoring other possible
readings” so that it has a specific meaning andtfans in a specific way (Evenson,
2003: 3).

In addition, even before reading an event in aifipagay people “see the
world through the lens of their language . . . [efji[is] always caught up in certain
attitudes and politico-cultural assumptions” (Exams2003: 11). Thus, they express
what they see and cannot see through that langwagdh is already “stained” by
cultural, political, ideological assumptions andiethis not “neutral” at all. This
process is similar to Hayden White’'s explanatiobeud how a historian perceives
the “possiblestudy form that such events may figure” and themglots his account
as a story of a particular kind” (1985: 86). Justaahistorian sorts through many
data, selecting and disregarding some during tlegss, and puts them into a
specific narrative according to his thesis, pedplaploy different narratives about
why things are the way they are” (Evenson, 2003: TRey, like historians, encode
events in certain plot structures which are fam#éiad meaningful so that as a group
they can make sense of not only their personalpadic pasts but also their present
existences (White, 1985: 85). Also, they write elfint stories for different
occasions, emplot them in different plot types saafind the best form or most
appropriate meaning for them. If people write diéf& fictions all the time in

different forms, it follows that the encoding ofri@@n events, even the choice of
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certain events for specific encodings, reflect pespsubjective judgments, their

beliefs, needs and expectations. For that reassopl@ who share the same, or at
least, similar beliefs and expectations may congetteer around the same set of
“subjective systems” so that they may deal with ‘thiesences” and make sense of
life. Their common stories encapsulate not onlyrtbellective needs, expectations

but also their insecurities, failures and fearsud o keep their sense of wholeness
and security intact, they may exclude what or wlusgs a challenge. For that

challenge does not fit into the “familiar” patteor cannot be encoded in their

group’s structure. Accordingly, they, whimsicalipay leave outside, any time, any
person, any event(s) or whatever it is that theyswmter a threat to their meaningful

system. In other words, it is up to the people’iective judgment as a group to

decide what to include in and exclude from theicleiand collective stories in order

to continue to function as a whole. Coover is ieséed in revealing these dynamics
of the processes of inclusion and exclusion effecin the formation of both

communities and the fictions of those communities.

In view of this, Evenson mentions Coover's emphasisthe formation of
communities as the places of shared fictions, wheople may feel more secure and
less vulnerable. He writes that “[Coover] is comegr with communities and the way
in which communities both come together and holgetoer through a series of
shared stories and myths; yet he also sees somethé@nacing about the way
communities reinforce themselves through exclusiod scapegoating” (Evenson,
2003: 10). Hence, communities, on the one handtherelaces where people feel
secure and comfortable through common beliefs,alstuand communal and
collective life. On the other hand, this collectivmity and security may be
threatening not only to those who, not belonging fmarticular community, function
as the other/stranger but also to those who arentrabers of a collectivity but feel
that their individual identities are weakened by tommunal whole. Nonetheless, as
Morace writes, people still need “community andalteven in its most outrageous
or ludicrous manifestations” mostly because of teeding of belonging, security and
comfort (1985: 193).
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Hence, rather than despising and criticizing péspieed and search for
meaning and security, Coover instead reveals tpeifsiance of this need and
search, and its possible outcomes. He says thaa “sense, we are all creating
fictions all the time out of necessity. We condiatest them against the experience
of life” (Gado, 1973: 152). He wants to show thelertying details of this constant
creation with his “fictions” which are about peopdo write fictions.

1.3.2. Individual, The Fiction Maker/Game Player

In Coover's fictions, individuals as fiction makehngve an important role
because they are the ones who write the fictioas dietermine the way they live,
they believe or even the way they resist to whawtoo challenges their way. Those
characters sometimes try to create systems of dvaw, shaped according to their
needs and beliefs, or sometimes they simply cant&ibo the survival or dissolution
of already-existing structures. Coover’'s analys$vels into the levels of how the
characters, having created their own stories, bedoapped in those very stories and
how those stories turn into entrapping and clichédventions from free, original

stories.

In analyzing this fiction maker character, Lois @am, inRobert Coover: The
Universal Fictionmaking Procesgslefines “the Coover man” as a character who
looks for “significance in both concrete and metgptal terms” in a world filled
with competition, failure, and limitations (1983:).8Defining the features of
characters in the fiction of not only Coover busaalVladimir Nabakov, Kurt
Vonnegut, John Barth, William Gass, Raymond Fedararad Thomas Pynchon—
roughly the writers and novels of the 1960s—LarryQ@ffery writes that in all these
writers’ novels, there is a similar pattern consgstof a central character “who is
lonely, alienated, disaffected, skeptical; thesaratters also feel themselves
victimized by a repressive, cold social order tolsan extent that their lives seem
meaningless, drab, fragmented” (McCaffery, 1982:T4)s is to a degree related to
the intellectual environment developing since thed eof World War |1l and

culminating in the 1960s and 1970s in a manner defies “many of the accepted
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premises regarding what we had come to expect ficiian” (McCaffery, 1982: 3).
The intellectual environment of the post-war pergmherated a challenge to meta-
narratives like fact, fiction and even religion amdtory. Accordingly, the characters
in those novels represent people of those times, deghnot know or do not want to
know how to deal with that challenging wave in sbgi Thus, “[ijn response to this
powerful sense of personal isolation and violatitvese characters decide to create
or invent a system of meaning which will help t@gly their lives with hope, order,
possibly even some measure of beauty” (McCaffeB8821 4). These characters
begin writing their own stories, which gives thehe tsense of security and power
against irrationality and chaos. McCaffery defintbese characters in Coover’s
novels who make “systems to play with or to heknthdeal with their chaotic lives”
as “man-as-fiction-maker” (1982: 26, 7). Both Mcfeay and Evenson use the
phrase “the concept of game” (McCaffery, 1982: 86)l “game-playing” to define
those characters’ efforts in Coover’s novels:

Coover has been more capable . . . in making msegalaying and self-
reflexivity seem relevant to a larger understandihthe human condition.
Game-playing for him is a singularly human activiltyreflects the basic
strategies people use in order to apprehend thivasra whole, in all its
complexity and difficulty. (Evenson, 2003: 22)

However, even if people seem to benefit from tletidn making process,
these fictions, ironically, turn into clichéd, camtionalized, rigid forms restricting
them all the more in their own creations/fiction&s. McCaffery explains that in
order not to lose the sense of security, permanandeorder, people do not want to
guestion the contingent status of their stories fanget theit fictional essence. As
those stories and their functions become more rigid closed, and “we tend to
become trapped within our fictional systems, vistimf our own decayed or
obsessive creations” (McCaffery, 1982: 9). Lois @or, in a similar manner, states
that

unfortunately, as Coover goes on to portray, masipfe tend to retain
credos or games that have outlived their usefujr@sghey invent others
that inhibit rather than release. At times, onenes@nstructs myths with the
same machinery as the reality against which hertgfyfing himself. (1983:
9)
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It is for this reason that Coover insistently foesi®n “the need people have
to organize their lives in arbitrarily created atsi which inevitably carry with them
destructive value systems and role models” (Gord983: 7). What is important is
to be aware that we creadebitrary fictional systems to order our lives. However,
people “lose their freedom when they passively piceeles in mythic systems”
(Morace, 1985: 192). As a result, ironically, tleemingly liberating stories become
prisons to their creators. Because, it is “only wigames and stories become
stratified into enforced rules of behavior thatiuduals begin to lose sight of their
tenuous relation to the world at large and sulistitn fixed and awkward systems
that keep them from seeing the full extent of theality” (Evenson, 2003: 22).
Accordingly, many of Coover’'s works depict charastas man-as-fiction-maker
who devises his stories, his own versions of péssiesponses to life and then is
trapped in his own myths that reflect his own franeé mind. This is the problem

Coover’s characters have to confront:

[Iln most of Coover’s fiction, there exists a temsibetween the process of
man creating his fictions and his desire to asbet his systems have an
independent existence of their own. For Coovers tiginsion typically
results in man losing sight of the fictional basit his systems and
eventually becoming trapped within them. (McCaffer982: 26)

In this process of creating fictions and then, beiog trapped in them,
metaphors which “gradually instill themselves asotoygical verities” and people’s
tendency to try to grasp life through metaphors tout to be an important factor
(McCaffery, 1982: 26). For, in this way, realitynsixed/fused with its sign and, as
McCaffery writes, in Coover’s novels “what all ofhg] characters share is the
tendency to rely on mythic notions of causality—o$ which operate differently
from the more recently developed views of scienod &gic” (1982: 32). In
presenting these characters who take sign forrged™thing, Coover invites readers
to be aware of the metaphors, most of which aratedeby people themselves, so
that they can “break up more freely those formsciiiave lost their usefulness and

to replace them with fresher, more vital constauti’ (McCaffery, writes 1982: 27).
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Robert A. Morace, in “Robert Coover, the Imaginatiself, and the ‘“Tyrant
Other’,” notes that against the entrapment of nogthior metaphorical thinking
“Coover posits the creative and liberating postibd of the human imagination”
(1985: 192). In making this comment, he, like Capuaderlines the irony in human
imagination and creative tendencies. Human imaginaand the ability to make
stories provide the characters with a liberatingeptal to fight the “entrapment of
mythical thinking.” Yet, this is possible as long the fiction makers do not forget
that their liberating potential, as Coover putstd, “navigate through life,” can
paradoxically be the starting point of their entregmt (Gado, 1973: 152). For that
reason, Coover “continues to chip away at the mykposing them for what they
are. By clearing a space for his readers he altbe to move into the freedom that
they always have but which they sometimes are enabperceive” (Evenson, 2003:
22). The readers should “acknowledge the fictivenek [their] often tyrannical
beliefs and accept the responsibilities inherenthm fiction-making process” and
then should perceive that area of freedom theywdiréave (Morace, 1985: 206).

1.3.3.Fiction Making, Fiction Breaking

Coover believes that in order for his efforts todfective, there has to be a
change in people’s understanding and perceptiavhat fiction is and should be. He
also relates this need to many changes both in ikarersociety and in different
disciplines like history, philosophy and literatuke says, “we have come to the end
of a tradition. | don’t mean that we have comeht® ¢nd of the novel or of fictional
forms, but that our ways of looking at the worlddadjusting to it through fictions
are changing” (Gado, 1973: 142). His is a commaitude, especially among many
postmodern writers, explaining how old forms otitas are losing their reliability
and validity. According to Coover, it is not thattions are useless but that the ways
of creating and using these fictions are changimjteve to change. In an interview

with Frank Gado, Coover explains:

The question is not limited to how one producegatae art; our basic
assumptions about the universe have been alteratl,sa change has
occurred in the broad base of metaphor through lwhihe universe is
comprehended. Our old faith—one might better say ald sense of
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constructs derived from myths, legends, philosaphiiry stories,

histories, and other fictions which help to explainat happens to us from
day to day, why our governments are the way theywhy our institutions

have the character they have, why the world tusng does—has lost its
efficacy. Not necessarily is it false; it is justtras efficacious as it was.
(Gado, 1973: 142)

Thus, behind Coover’s experimentations with differigctional forms lies his desire
to show that our basic systems and fundamentaksalwough which we perceive
the world need to be analyzed by writing a noveldkof fiction. He states that “the
world itself being a construct of fictions, | beleethe fiction maker’s function is to
furnish better fictions with which we can reformrawotion of things” (Gado, 1973:
149-150). For the more people come together ar@enthin beliefs leaving others
out, the more probable it is that those beliefd witn into common but fixed and
unquestionable dogmas in time. However, the fictramiter can showagain by
fictions, both how those beliefs have turned inbgrdas and the need to be aware of
one’s involvement in this process. It is this awass that will help people generate
new ways of seeing and interpreting the world aed mays of fiction making for

their interpretations.

Therefore, there is a fine line between fictiorat ttan contribute to changes
and the fictions that turn into unquestioned/untjaeable myths and dogmas that
can block the changes or the adjustments. Briam&oredifferentiates between these
two types of fictions, calling the unquestioned theg “myths” and the regenerative
forms “fictions.” According to him, whereas fictioefers to stories that can question
and challenge the status quo, myths keep thatsstpta: “While myths affirm and
support an established order, fictions at theit bas take that order apart, show the
holes in it, and provide new ground upon which told (Evenson, 2003: 14).
Because myths provide a place of stability, ordwet safety, people do not need and
want to challenge them. In addition, through risuahd traditions, myths are woven
into the structure of societies, and they provitke people with unseen rules to order
their lives. They become the “official stories, soned stories that are not to be
guestioned” (Evenson, 2003: 15). Thus, it beconasldr to question or analyze

them because of their “holy status.” However, feelison, fiction “has a great deal
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of ambiguity and free play. It does not claim tdimi@vely know the answers. But
fiction can help people to see the questions fyeabhin, assist them in realizing that
while they've been putting their faith in unexamdnenyths, the questions have
perhaps changed” (2003: 15).

For Coover, the writer's responsibility is to knamhen it is time to break
away from old and no-longer-useful stories. To thatpose “Coover hopes to deal
with myth and fiction making on their own groundseflce the metafictional
character of all his works),” and he re-writes tamiliar forms like fairy tales and
old myths so that he can challenge those forms fnothin in order to trigger the
process of breaking away from the old forms andtang the new ones (McCaffery,
1982: 27). Coover says that it

is the role of the author, the fiction maker, thetimologizer, to be the
creative spark in this process of renewal: he’soiie who tears apart the old
story, speaks the unspeakable, makes the grouke,shan shuffles the bits
back together into a new story. Partly anarchigalother words, partly
creative—or re-creative. (gqtd in Evenson, 2003: 13)

Coover is especially anxious that one story or setyof ideas will dominate others
because he “feels that relying on any set of cotmwes . . . will lead inevitably to a
dead-end—much as relying on any single perspeatileproduce only a false
perspective” (McCaffery, 1982: 28). Privileging prdne among the others is what
triggers the process of their becoming fixed pos#i or unquestioned dogmas;
instead, Coover suggests, it is better to keepiimal hat

[a]ll of them [stories], . . . are merely artifieceshat is, they are always in

some ways false, or at best incomplete. There lar@ya other plots, other

settings, other interpretations. So if some stastasgt throwing their weight

around, | like to undermine their authority a hbaork variations, call

attention to their fictional natures. (Kennedy, 799201-102)

In this sense, one of the stories Coover challergg€srristianity. He explains

that Christianity as a system of belief has botthérien, and he can not find a way to
explain it. Then, he imagines a character like Jesteates Jesus in his mind, and,

rather than discussing historically whether hetedi®r not, whether Gospel texts are
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true or not, he just takes the Jesus story itselfthinks about its different variations.
He also believes that to argue over whether thighatr story should be included in
Christianity is not crucial. It is not necessaratttone story, like the Resurrection,
should be singled out, chosen over the other stdike the Noah’s or Adam’s and
Eve’s stories. Instead, he prefers to “acceptlitaal story; not as literal truth but
simply as a story that tells us something, metapally, about ourselves and the
world” (Gado, 1973: 154).

In addition, Coover considers that the dominatidncertain stories over
others is not limited only to religion or religiossories. According to him, many
concepts, themes and ideas that make up Americareea sort of “America’s Big
Idea” or the “Myth of America.” This Big Idea turriato a religion acting as a
common denominator to Americans from their earlgsagn. In an interview with
Larry McCaffery he names all those elements thatemgp America as parts of the
“American civil religion” (2000: 116):

The concept isn’t original with me, but | foundAmerica’s civil religion]

a useful metaphor for containing and organizingladl disparate elements
of American mythology. From the beginning, I've weaah to get inside all
the stories by which we as a people are shapedjaicéd. ‘Educated’ is
the word, | suppose, though | mean by that evemgtfriom Sunday School
and Fourth of July jingoism to locker-room bantewmic books, and the
movies. All part of the American civil religion. Gfourse, all genuine
religions at their inception are civil ones. Onky/they spread do they lose
their attachment to the specific body politic andcdeime, as it were,
theology. It was a concept useful to me, not onlfie Public Burningl
should say, but earlier iThe Origin of the BrunisfsPricksongs &
Descants and The UniversalBaseball Association(McCaffery, 2000:
116).

For Coover, the fiction writer's role becomes inpot at this point. If a
metaphor or a story starts affecting the way thenes/or individuals are perceived, if
it provides the specific lenses through which tewievents or individuals, such as
through the lens of the American civil religion,sthould be the fiction writer who
will call attention to the possibility of some s&s’ turning into a kind of religion or
mythology. The fiction writer, as he says, showdlize and undermine the “weight”

some stories try to throw around, calling attentiortheir fictional nature and to the
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fact that they also are only stories among otheesnfedy, 1997: 102). In order to be
able to do this with his fictions, as Coover indgsamany times, fiction makers

should write with awareness that they are writiletjdns, and they should make this
“awareness” as evident as possible in their fictitmtheir readers so that in reading
them the readers will not only read a story bub &sow that they are reading a

fictional construct. It is this awareness that \wilévent those stories from becoming
fixed dogmas and unquestioned myths. One of thesw@wpvoid this risk is to make

sure that fiction can undermine itself, even atesnmock itself and know itself as

just a story among many other possible storieshawit demanding a controlling

position. In a way, fiction making is to be consehk as a game playing to explore
different possibilities, various approaches andualés to talk about the world or to

talk about our lives and ourselves. Coover’s fiasi@re thus like the embodiments of
“his interest in providing his readers with the dsnof literary games that are
necessary for a healthy imagination” (Andersen,1198).

Metafiction can be seen as a literary form which peovide readers with a
structure that makes them feel the spirit of suliferary games. Metafiction, as
Patricia Waugh asserts, self-consciously draws@ébie to its status as a fictional
creation, a human construct and like a puzzle ks agader to decipher itself
(Waugh, 1984: 2). Similarly, Linda Hutcheon, Marcissistic Narrative: The
Metafictional Paradoxdescribes it as the “fiction about fiction—thst fiction that
includes within itself a commentary on its own asise and/or linguistic identity”
and adds that for that reason the definition ofafmgtion almost always includes
words like “self-reflective, self-informing, seléflexive, auto-referential, auto-
representational” (1984: 1-2). Focusing on the @ssf its creation and production
as a fictional artifact, metafiction constantly iads the reader of its artificial nature
and emphasizes “the shift in focus of narratiommfrine product it represents to the
process it is” (Hutcheon, 1984: 39). Because tlea idf an “objective truth and
reality,” and the belief that fiction can mirroratéey is no longer valid, metafictional
writings “mock the realistic claims of artistic sifjcance and truth . . . [and] insist
that the reader accept the work as an inventealyurade-up entity” (McCaffery,
1982: 5). In addition, with its emphasis on theifiarality of fiction making,

41



metafiction can also be considered as a form itidigahe artificial and constructed
nature of our belief systems, our “civil religioahd our reality. As Evenson puts it,
metafiction is “concern[ed with] all constructiof reality—the way individuals and
social groups put together a sense of the worl@082 15). Then, Patricia Waugh
notes that if our experience of the world is mestiathrough language, we can learn
about how we construct a “reality” by literary fants which are “worlds constructed
entirely of language” (Waugh, 1984: 3). Moreovegchuse language’s authority to
reflect a supposedly coherent and “objective” wasldhalready shaken, metafiction
has begun to serve almost as a code word to exfileeerelationship between this
arbitrary linguistic system and the world to whithapparently refers” (Waugh,
1984: 3). Metafiction, then, by self-consciouslyawmg upon its process of creation,
underlines the fictional nature of all represewniatdf reality and the arbitrariness of
language. In showing the arbitrary nature of laggui displays that language does
not represent an objective outside world but geasriés own meaning.

Therefore, as McCaffery puts it, metafiction exaesimot only the way the
fictions are created but also “the way in whichlitgas transformed by and filtered
through narrative assumptions and conventions” Z183. He continues to explain
that “the author [uses] the writer/text relatiomslais a paradigm for all of human
creative activity. By exploring how the writer promes an aesthetic fiction, the
metafictionist hopes to suggest the analogous psoiteough which all our meaning
systems are generated” (McCaffery, 1982: 7). Imgddihis the author may use
traditional narrative forms to challenge those s&ones or s/he uses irony, pastiche,
multiple, or sometimes, contradictory points ofwiand inserts fantastical elements
into the narration. These serve as the means thraich the writer plays with his

material.

Then again, since metafiction draws the readetshtibn to the process of
creation, this process may frustrate their expectatfor identification with the
characters in the novel or for a coherent plot Qrileearity and a proper ending to
the story. This is metafiction’s game playing witle reader who is expected to be an

active player in this process; as Hutcheon say® dctivity of the reader is not one
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of being a consumer of stories, but one of learrang constructing a new sign-
system, a new set of verbal relations” (Hutche®841 14). She also adds that the
reader must share with the writer “certain recogbie codes—social, literary,

linguistic” so as to comprehend the language didirc(1984: 29). Therefore, the

reader’s responsibility is much more than identifyiwith the characters and

following the plot and waiting for the novel's endi He should comprehend the
world the writer presents with the words throughe*tact of reading” (Hutcheon,

1984: 29). Hutcheon continues:

The reader must accept responsibility for the dctleroding, the act of

reading. Disturbed, defied, forced out of his cceophcy, he must self-
consciously establish new codes in order to comertos with new literary

phenomena. Since product mimesis alone does niotestd account for the

new functions of the reader as they are thematizéuke texts themselves, a
mimesis ofprocessmust perhaps be postulated. The novel no longeksse
just to provide an order and meaning to be receghizy the reader. It,

now, demands that he be conscious of the workatheal construction,

that he, too, is undertaking. (Hutcheon, 1984: 39)

Hence, now, what is expected from the reader isatareness that the reading
process includes not just “reading” but procesdfit¢hat is, as one reads, one needs
to keep in mind that s/he is making a creatiomaking sense of what s/he reads in
her/his mind, and that this process of creatioa @imary factor in understanding

life as well. Patricia Waugh states that

[i]t can be argued that metafictional novels simndously strengthen each
reader's sense of an everyday real world while lprahtizing his or her
sense of reality from a conceptual or philosophjgaint of view. As a
consequence of their metafictional undermininghef ¢conventional basis of
existence, the reader may revise his or her idbastahe philosophical
status of what is assumed to be reality. .. .4Whany writers] are hoping
is that each reader does this with a new awarasfdssv the meanings and
values of that world have been constructed and timevefore, they can be
challenged or changed. (1984: 33-34)

Therefore, metafiction as a form concentrating e tfiction making
process” itself offers the chance for being ganaggs as long as the player does not

forget that it is a game to “play” to discover npassibilities and attitudes. Likewise,
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according to Larry McCaffery such “playfulness”’as important factor because it
“becomes a deliberate strategy used to provokeersatb critically examine all

cultural codes and established patterns of thougtitier than degrading the older
forms (1982: 14). Playfulness provides a chancasw older or traditional literary
forms with new techniques or in new formats. Itoatgves a sense of freedom
because it undermines the writer’'s position asctieator or the desire to control and
use language as a means to express an “objectalégyre In explaining the

“playfulness” in Coover’s works, McCaffery writelsat Coover uses

the sort of familiar myths, fictions, cliché patier and stereotypes whose
contenthe hopes to undermine. This undermining is ackieetimes by
overt parody or irony, and other times by allowihg elements to freely
engage and contradict one another. But at all ti@esver hopes to deal
with myth and fiction making on their own groundéeKice the
metafictional character of all his works), and & whe energy stored within
these mythic residues to break up the hold whiely titave and to redirect
their forces. (1982: 27)

According to Richard Andersen, Coover’'s attempt‘fintional game playing” is
two-fold. Firstly, Coover reinterprets old storieshich are accepted without
questioning for years: “By providing these storiegh alternative perspectives,
Coover hopes to free his readers from some of thaural clichés they have
unconsciously assimilated” (Andersen, 1981: 17)o8dly, Coover's exemplary
fictions are stories “that present fiction as aietgrof narrative possibilities. These
stories are designed to subvert their readers’ phedeliterary conventions and
simplistic ideas about human nature and help thesognize and attain higher levels
of artistic consciousness” (Andersen, 1981: 17-18)this sense, Coover’'s short
story collectionPricksongs and Descan{$969) can be taken as an example of this

kind of game playing and fiction making (Anders2881: 15).

In this collection, Coover presents old stories lidansel and Gretel,” “Little
Red Riding Hood,” “Beauty and the Beast” in a newnf; the characters are
changed, the stories are similar to the traditidabds but there are different, even
strange details that do not match the traditiomasions. He breaks the linearity and

plot sequence altogether and makes a new storgfdbe old one. By playing with
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an old form in this way, while he gives the sersd he is telling a familiar story, he,
at the same time, presents something new. Spedkong a familiar field in a
different form may alienate the reader, but it &@®©ne to question not only one’s
way of reading fictions but also ways of looking @te’s self and the world.
Margaret Heckard, in “Robert Coover, MetafictiomdaFreedom,” underlines that
Coover’'s use of older forms with new formats andltiple viewpoints as in
Pricksongs and Descantslps him emphasize his view that what people take
ontological may turn out to be fictional meaningteyns. For her, metafiction and
playfulness provide “freedom—freedom from stiflidigerary conventions, from
doctrines and sweeping assumptions about humanrenattom anything that
prevents the individual from becoming clearly caoss of his consciousness”
(1976: 226). Finally, for Jaroslav Kusnir too, Cedg desire is “to overcome the
traditional, old sensibility, represented by oldrative forms” and to establish “a

new sensibility and new approach to reality anddfsesentation” (2004: 47).

In conclusion, Coover’s work, as a whole, is, firsan attempt to expose the
general desire to impose an order and pattern altyrdy structuring it in certain
discourses like religion, history, myth and poBtiGecondly, and more importantly,
in exposing that desire, Coover reveals that thdiseourses or structures are
themselves arbitrarily constructed fictional adtta The effort to order the world
through/in those structures and to adopt them @bjims archetypes for morally and
politically correct behavior” is a dead-end, cagsthe absence of those structures
and archetypes to grow deeper and more disturlitegliés, 2004: 13). In shifting
the focus to the process of “writing” and to thee usf traditional narratives in
“distorted” forms, Coover provides an outlet to wirattention to the fictional and
unexamined nature of people’s (ways of) perceptidimat the readers should be
aware of is this “fictional process,” both in liggy products and in “real” life. For it
is this awareness that will trigger the readerpdg more attention to who tells a
story and how and whose story is being told. Answersuch questions help people
realize both how they (are) position(ed) (thems®lwe their lives and how and with
whom they identify themselves. When people cantlsise’big frame,” it can be the

first step to strip it of its layers, even at thgpense of not finding the comforting and
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secure foundations. Yet, this stripping may staat hew sensibility and approach to
reality and its representation.
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2. ZIZEKIAN REALITY FANTASY

2.1. Reality as the “Fantasy”/lllusion”

One of the most important philosophical figureof century, Slavoj Zizek
is known as the philosopher who constantly asisy". . . is everything likehat?”
and whose main “amazement is ras€ (Myers, 2003: 1). Glyn Daly, in
Conversations with Zizekikens Zizek to a “computer virus” whose purpaseto
infect us with a fundamental doubt about the vergspppositions of our social
reality” and “disrupt the comfortable appearanceisbur selves and lives (2004: 1).
Zizek's basic premise is, first, to challenge tigevéns,” and, then, to question how
and what we know (Myers, 2003: 2). According to Ydnyers, the basic Zizekian
thesis is that “the truth of something is elsewhénat the identity of something is
outside of itself. There is, as it were, a holewery thing, a little piece missing that
can be found beyond itself, revealing the trutthat thing” (2003: 3, 6). It is for this
reason that Zizek’s basic concern is to question e know what we (think we)
know since there is this hole not only in the digse of philosophy but also in the
identity of anything. In this regard, in “infectihgur fundamentals and in searching
the truth outside things, Zizek develops his argumsebasically from Lacanian
psychoanalysis, Marxism and Hegelian philosophy, more generally, German

Idealism.}

In briefly explaining German Idealism, Myers writdst we are taught that
in German ldealism the truth of something is tdfdaend in itself. However, Myers
continues, according to Zizek, we are taught toeustdnd German Idealism in only
one way whereas the real emphasis of German Idediles in the thesis that the

truth of something can be found outside itselfsinot that, for example, we “look

! In terms of Lacanian psychoanalysis, the basikl®dacques Lacafthe Four Fundamental
Concepts of Psyco-Analyslsondon: Harmondsworth:Penguin, 1960; and Jactjaean.Ecrits.The
First Complete Edition in Englisifrans. Bruce Fink. New York: W.W.Norton&Compa2907; also
www.lacan.com an extensive site on Lacan, not privyides links, bibliographies and online articles
for this site but also includes explanations ofdras seminars, and has, probably, the best
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inside ourselves” and find who we really are or ttueh of ourselves (Myers, 2003:
43). For “[t]he identity of something, its singulgror ‘oneness,’ is always split [,]. .

. [t]here is always too much of something, an imglble remainder, or a bit left over
which means that it can not be self-identical” (Wye2003: 44). Likewise, Glyn
Daly writes that “Zizek’s central concern is witlcartain failure/excess in the order
of being,” in both Lacanian psychoanalysis and Gernidealism (2004: 2). This
failure/excess/leftover prevents not only the catgiess of the subject but also the
compatibility and consistency of words with theireamings. For instance, the
meaning of the wordat is not to be found in the woreht itself but in other words
like small, domestic feline (Myers, 2003: 44). Timeaning ofcat is split; it is not
self-identical and it is as if the worat functions to fill in the void of this split. It is
this void, this split at the core of our beingsr oary existences that Zizek is most
interested in. Similarly, according to Daly, in ks references to German Idealism
(mainly Kant, Hegel and Schelling), the dominanttimas the idea that “an
unaccountable ‘madness’ is inherent to, and alsostidative of, cogito and
subjectivity as such” (2004: 2). I&Bnjoy Your SymptomZizek's basis for this
concept of “unaccountable madness” is, again, Hagedl Hegel's concept of the

n2

“night of the world.”” According to Hegel,

[tihe human being is this night, this empty nothitigat contains everything
in its simplicity—an unending wealth of many presgions, images, of
which none happens to occur to him—or which arepnesent. This night,
the inner nature, that exists here—pure self—in nmwanagorical
presentations, is night all around it, here shaotbloody head—there
another white shape, suddenly here before it, astigo disappears. One
catches sight of this night when one looks humangsein the eye—into a
night that becomes awful. (Hegel gtd. in Zizek, 2:980)

Philosophically, this state is “when reality isipskd by this ‘night of the world,’
when the world itself is experienced only as a Ia®l] as absolute negativity”
(Myers, 2003: 37). Then, when the world is eclipssdthis night “it becomes

bibliography on Zizek too. For more on Hegel, se&/@& Hegel Phenomenologgf Spirit Oxford:
Oxford UP, 1977.

2 Zizek quotes both “night of the world” phrase ahe following passage from Hegel, from Donald
Phillip Verene Hegel's RecollectionAlbany: SUNY P,1985.
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possible, and indeed necessary (if we are to esitape madness), to construct a
symbolic universe or a universe of culture” (Myet803: 37). Zizek explains that

to put it in a different way, what interests memsach already in German
idealism is the idea that with negativity (deatively there is neither nature
nor culture, but something in between. We cannes plirectly from nature
to culture. Something goes terribly wrong in natumature produces an
unnatural monstrosity and | claim that it is in erdo cope with, to
domesticate, this monstrosity that we symboliz604 65)

In the passage from nature to culture/order staeindividual “withdraws
into self” from this night of the world (Zizek, 12950; Myers, 2003: 36). Myers
writes that “[i]t is here, in the gesture of totalthdrawal, that Zizek locates the
hidden passage from nature to culture” (2003: 3I&)cording to Zizek, this
withdrawal into self is the process of Cartesianlitcas in the case of Descartes’s
cutting himself and all his links off from the wdrlintil all he is left with iscogito
(Myers, 2003: 36). For Zizek, Descartes’s withdrhaigathe experience of such an
absolute and fundamental negativity and the emgdin&uch an experience of
withdrawal into self is that of the unaccountabladmess. Therefore, paradoxically,
it is through the passage of that “unaccountabldnass,” “void” or a “fundamental
negativity” that our identities and realities arespible (Daly, 2004: 3). Therefore,
this “hole” is not, just, “nothing’ but the oppdsiof everything . . . the empty space
devoid of all content” (Myers, 2003: 37). Throudjistvoid, the passage from nature
to culture is possible “[a]nd the symbolic orddre tuniverse of the Word, emerges
only against the background of the experience isfahyss” (Zizek, 1992: 50). Thus,
in an ironic twist, this fundamental abyss functidroth as what drives the subject
away from achieving completeness and as what caosis the subject and the
universe of culture to be formed in order to esdape this substantial void. In the
end, even if negativity and void seem like contramty notions in terms of the
formation of subjective identities and cultures, #zek, the “truth is always to be
found in contradiction” (Myers, 2003: 17), and “adgity” is the “fundamental (and
ineradicable) background to all being” (Daly, 2064

It is for this reason that a “hole” at the centet anly in discourse but also in

identity is a main concern for Zizek because oentdies, lives and realities were
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shaped “around and against” this void. In theogzims basic themes around this
concept of void and negativity, Zizek’s main refeze is to the French psychoanalyst
Jacques Lacan who re-evaluated and re-presented o&igmund Freud’s terms,
concepts and ideas. Lacan provides Zizek withridm@éwork and basic terms for his
analyses. Among those basic terms, Zizek is paatiguinterested in the concept of
“The Real,” as well as with the concepts of symband imaginary. In addition,
Zizek's framework is also greatly shaped by a rakgation of the Marxist notion of
ideology. Although, in years, Zizek's emphasis demas he makes adjustments to
his basic concepts (especially the concepts ofRded and ideology), his fascination
with Hegelian philosophy and Lacanian psychoanslgsntinues in his theories and
in his analyses of movies, books and operas. Iprigbably, for this reason that
“Zizek is sometimes referred to as the ‘philosopbkethe Real.’ This reference is
partly a play on the word ‘real” since most of gkk's material comes both from
“high” culture, like operas, and from popular andesyday culture like Kinder
chocolate eggs, European toilet designs, Chinesingeahabits or Arnold
Schwarzenegger (Myers, 2003: 29). Also, the wordal’r in the phrase “the
philosopher of the Real” is a reference to Zizettgyagement with the Lacanian
concept “The Real,” because Zizek shifts the fomume and more towards the
paradoxical concept “The Real’ as the substanaaéll of our existences in the
Lacanian “imaginary, symbolic, real” triangle. Asr&h Kay writes “what holds
these various philosophical, political and cultwshnds together in Zizek’s writing
is his sustained interrogation of what Lacan déiés‘real’” (Kay, 2003: 3).This Real
seems like a hard kernel, almost impossible to emep but it is also somewhat
fragile, hard to decipher and is at the very cdreu existences. Even if we are not
willing to encounter The Real in our lives, it tarout that, “what we had taken for
reality was all along an illusion masking the spatd¢he real” to make our fresh
realities (Kay, 2003: 5).

2.1.1. “The Real” as the Lurking Core

It may be better to start defining The Real, fisbhy referring to two other

orders, the imaginary and the symbolic in the Laraframe because as Daly puts
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it, “Lacan identifies the Real in relation to twther basic dimensions—the symbolic
and the imaginary—and together these constitutériigic (Borromean) structure of
all being” (2004: 6). For Zizek, too, the Real mrgcularly important because, even

if it is outside of signification, it emerges ag tbubstantial dimension of existence.

Of these three dimensions, “[t]he imaginary desigeidhe process by which
the ego is conceived and born,” and this periodathen ego is born is characterized
by the “mirror stage” (Myers, 2003: 21). At a vesgrly period in life when the
infant does not have a full bodily coordination aimhtrol, s/he sees him/herself in
the mirror as a coordinated and controlled beindyidentifies with that image. S/he
thinks s/he is that image s/he sees because thgeiprovides her/him with a sense
of coherent, whole and unified body image. The dtilego is formed with this
(mis)identification and this discrepancy between ¢hild’s image of her/himself and
her/his real being drives the ego to reconcileé‘atber to its same” (Myers, 2003:
22). The symbolic, on the other hand, “constitidegood part of what we usually
call ‘reality.” It is the impersonal framework obaety, the arena in which we take
our place as part of a community of fellow humamgg’ (Myers, 2003: 22). Thus,
while the imaginary refers to the “pre-symbolic’ripel in the subject’s life, the
symbolic refers to the “everyday reality” with atk institutions and orders. In
addition, the symbolic is also the order of languagcause what holds together the
symbolic is “the signifying chain or the law of te@gnifier” (Myers, 2003: 22J.In
addition, this signifying chain is somewhat arbi§rdecause there is not necessarily
a complementary relation between a word and whedférs to. A cat is not a cat
because it is called “cat.” The word “cat” brings mind many other words that
define this small, furry pet instead of a dog oarélhus, the signifying chain of
language is constituted by free associations; when use one word, we
automatically think of other words as well, andéems that we are circled by this
“signifying chain.” Moreover, if our symbolic ordes the order of “language,” it

means we will always be in this signifying chaiot having a direct access to what

% We can say that the signifier is one of the pafthe signs that make up language. Through
language we name things, give meaning to them el @and classify them, which means that we
always approach things, even our lives, through tiedium, “the signifying chain.” According to
Myers “[iinstead of reflecting experience, wordsistitute it,” and we are born into this symbolic
network (2003: 24).
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we call reality. Then, the nature of our real/syiitbreality” is also affected by this;
like the arbitrary relationship between a word @&sdeferent, “the character or type
of Symbolic Order in which we live is neither pemeat nor necessary” (Myers,
2003: 24).

The Real, as the third part in Lacanian framenisio way “what, through
discourse, we represent to ourselves as ‘realityis, by definition, that which
discourse cannot include” and it is “the world efdt is carved up by language”
(Kay, 2003: 4; Myers, 2003: 25). According to Dallye Real, “does not belong to
the (symbolic-imaginary) order of signification hatprecisely . . . which cannot be
incorporated within such an order” (Daly, 2004: 7, Because it is outside the
“symbolic life,” the Real seems as the hard kerftbe excess that remains behind
and resists symbolization, appearing only as aurilor void in the Symbolic”
(Myers, 2003: 27). Daly explains that “[tlhe Reakgists as an eternal dimension of
lack and every symbolic-imaginary construction exes a certain historical answer
to that basic lack” (2004: 7).

However, even if the Real seems only a “negatind) egative force,” the
“disgusting, hidden underside of reality,” it ig f@more elusive and complicated than
that; the disgusting, horrifying “void” is what & the very core of our existences,
and it is the primordial failure/excess/leftovefoinour lives (Kay, 2003: 4). To put it
in a different way, “the real is what shapes oursseof reality, even though it is
excluded from it” (Kay, 2003: 4). The reason istttthe Symbolic and the Real are
intimately bound up with each other. The Symboliorke upon the Real; it
introduces a cut into it . . . carving it up in gnmad different ways” (Myers, 2003:

25). Zizek also explains that

to put it in a slightly simplistic terms: at its steelementary, symbolization
exists as a kind of secondary stop-gap measutgeisdnse that it consists
of an attempt to patch things up when something geeibly wrong. And
what interests me is this dimension at which somgtboes terribly wrong.
There we are not yet in the dimension of truth.. .. [SJomething is
primordially broken (the absence of mother and spand symbolization
functions as a way of living with that kind of traa. (Daly, 2004: 64)
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It is for this reason that, for us, the Real emerg® what resists symbolization, what
causes a trauma in our being because when something “terrible” happens to us
that we cannot insert that terrible thing into aweryday lives and we cannot
confront the fact that the terribted actuallyhappento us. It puts us into a deadlock
and we see its indifference and resistance to any fof symbolization. Thus,
through the Symbolic we try to shape the Real ffedint ways, order our lives and,
in a way, “bypass” it so that we can relate tontdur everyday and ordinary
existences. Our realities are, in this sense, oaetsdd “as an attempt to establish a
basic consistency against the disintegrative effectthe Real” and the “reality is
always reality-towards-the Real. Every form of (®gic-imaginary) reality exists
as an impossible attempt to escape the various festations of the Real that
threatens disintegration of one kind or anotheaurima, loss, anxiety and so on”
(Daly, 2004: 7).

Then again, although we think we bypass the Reah paradoxical way, it
already shapes our lives. As it resists signifaratand causes a leftover in the
process of signification, it, at the same time,tdbnotes to that very signification.
Thus, we do not really bypass it; our very actyhbBolization cuts through reality,
or as Zizek puts it, “introduces a gap in realltyis this gap which is the Real and
every positive form of this gap is constituted tigh fantasy” (Daly, 2004: 78).

Thus, the Real becomes more than “just a horrifgibgence;”

[tihe Real always functions in such a way thatriposes limits of negation
on any signifying (discursive) order and yet—thrioufe very imposition
of such limits—it serves simultaneously to conséitsuch an order. The
Real in this sense is strictly inherent to sigmifion: it is both the
unsurpassable horizon of negativity for any systémignification and its
very condition of possibility. (Daly, 2004: 7)

It is because of this paradoxical nature, bothregjaand inherent to our horizons of
meaning that the Real cannot be defined easily iamsl what discourse cannot
include. For this reason, the words mostly assediatith the Real are “horrifying,
traumatic, deadlock, void and absence” and, moshetime in the movies, “it can
nonetheless be alluded to in certain figurative ediMbents of horror-excess” where

the monster, alien or living dead “dissolves tharitaof reality” (Daly, 2004: 7).
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Yet, this paradoxical nature of the Real is whatekKiis most interested in.
Although in many of his early works the Real isgeneted as the negating force and
the traumatic encounter, later on, Zizek makessafjants to this notion of the Real.
Now, the Real no longer, functionsly as the frightening and traumatic core which
people try to avoid through symbolization and digation. This shift in focus in the

concept of the Real is explained by Zizek himself:

The notion of the Real presupposed here is the-&eahpossible in the
sense of the big absence: you always miss it,aitlsasic void and the
illusion is that you can get it. The logic is tivahenever we think we get
the Real, it's an illusion, because the Real isuabt too traumatic to

encounter: directly confronting the Real would be anpossible,

incestuous, self-destructive experience. | thinktth am partially co-

responsible for this serious revisionism. . .am co-responsible for the
predominance of the notion of the Real as the isipsThing . . . [as] this
traumatic Other to which you cannot ever answep@ny. But | am more

and more convinced that this is not the true foolushe Lacanian Real.
(Daly, 66-67)

Now, according to Zizek, the true focus of the R&aduld be in the concept of “the
impossible possibility” in the Real. In this viethe Real functions as that which
because of its very “impossibility” and resistatocaepresentation “gives shape and
texture to reality” (Daly, 2004:8). Thus, as Zizelarifies, the Real is not simply
impossibility “in the sense of a failed encounter”of a horrifying experience so
traumatic that we avoid it through the symbolicesrdout it is the impossibility that
becomes possible, thaloes happen to us (Daly, 2004:71). Accordingly, Zizek

further explains that,

. . . the Real is not impossible in the sense ithain never happen—a
traumatic kernel which forever eludes our grasp. pdoblem with the Real
is that it happens anithat’s the traumaThe point is not that the Real is
impossible but rather that the impossible is Réaltrauma, or an act, is
simply the point when the Real happens, and thikfiigult to accept. . ..
The point is that yogan encounter the Real, and that is what is so ditficu
to accept. (Daly, 2004: 69-70)
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It is impossible to accept that we can encounter Real because, if accepted, it
means that what cannot be integrated into our engsis can be included in it. In
short, it is death and/or dissolution for us. Thene Zizek says that,

[the Real] is a traumatic encounter tltaies happen but which we are
unable to confront. And one of the strategies usealoid confronting it is
precisely that of positing it as this indefiniteead which is eternally
postponed. One aspect of the Real is that it's saijde, but the other
aspect is that it happens but it is impossible detan, impossible to
integrate. And this second aspect, I think, is neord more crucial. (Daly,
2004; 71)

Since we cannot confront that traumatic encountey, sometimes try to
present or perceive it as an indefinite and unstade ideal. Zizek explains this
“avoidance” by referring to the notions of desirelahe unattainable object. As he
explains, it is not that our desire is shaped adcauprimordial void and we try to fill
that void through empirical objects which canndtetéhe place of that unattainable
driving our desire. It is, he emphasizes, ratheat thny empirical object, can
simultaneously, be that Thing, the essence thahatabe met and the empirical
object that it actually is. For the objects areadty split in themselves, and therefore,
are the embodiments of impossibility in the firkqe. That is to say, we do not need
to distance ourselves from the Real/impossible lezave already encounter it by
the objects that are already split. Although wenkhor believe that we do not
encounter the impossible we, in fact, do. For eXanmgbeloved is not somebody we
put in the place of a lost essence; rather we kiatvs/he is our beloved, s/he is not
“the Thing” but we cannot get enough of him/herughthe impossible things'this
particular object . . . this object is strangellitsjjDaly, 2004: 67). Our lover is both
himself and, at the same time, something else Isec4t]jhe split is not between the
empirical reality and the impossible Thing. Noisitrather that [that object] is both
itself and, at the same time, something else” (D20P4: 67). That is, we are already
experiencing the impossible through that split, Hrelimpossibles inherent we are
not safely away from the Thing. Thus, it is notttlnee confuse our beloved/the
empirical object with the impossible Thing and st not that the object’'s being
impossible is just an illusion; “[tlhe point is théhe objects of drive are these
privileged objects which are somehow a double @mtbelves. Lacan refers to this as
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la doublure (doubling). There is a kind of a safe distancd, ibs a safe distance
within the object itself: it's not the distance Wween the object andas Ding (Daly,
2004: 67). The object’s being both itself and sdnimgt else becomes a safe distance
from the impossible to us but that distance is thet object’'s distance from the
impossible; it is because of this very doublingtthe feel this safe distance. For
distance keeps us away from the “annoying contaod’ we try to keep as proper and
safe a distance as possible so as not to comddse t an “all too possible” Real in
many of its forms (Daly, 2004; 73). In a way, thersndistant we are, the safer we
feel. However, our feeling of distance is alreagédgealving. For when we think we
have a distance between the impossible and ourrigadpieality we are not actually,

strictly away from the impossible Thing.

In addition, Zizek adds further dimensions to timgpossible Real when he
explains that there are at least three notionh@fReal, all intersecting with each
other. He says that he is “more and more convirtbatl there are at least three
notions of the Real” and “the very triad of realimbolic and imaginary is in a way
mapped onto or projected into the Real itself” (D&004; 68). Among these three
forms of the Real, the first one is “real Real” ainis the horrible thing like monster,
alien and zombie figures. The second one is thenb®jic Real” “which is simply
meaningless scientific formulae [such as] quantinysjgs . . . in the sense that . . .
[we] cannot translate it into our horizon of meayiit consists of formulae that
simply function” (Daly, 2004: 68). The last onetli® “imaginary Real” designating
“not the illusion of the Real, but the Real in ihesion itself” (Daly, 2004: 68). For
instance, as Zizek explains, it is those certaatuies in some people which bother
us but we cannot know exactly or define easily wihas, or, similarly, it is that
something which shines through or transpires ineesgn that charms us but we
cannot identify that charming feature (Daly, 20B8). These features are the
imaginary Real. Thus, apart from being “scary” thréatening,” this imaginary Real
can have this totally “fragile” dimension as in whee are attracted to a person and
now and then, we realize a tragic, mysterious ostiogl dimension in that person. It
is this “elusive” and “fragile” thing that is theeRl (Daly, 2004; 69). For that reason,

according to Zizek, this imaginary Real has a @ule in a total understanding of
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the Real since its characteristics point out thatReal “is not necessarily or always
the ‘hard real” but it can appear in a completepposite form than its “dark and
hard” side (Daly, 2004; 69). Its elusive and lirgjigally hard-to-express feature can

confront us suddenly and in any part of our lives.

Because of all these paradoxical features, the Rmatomes the
“inescapable,” the essence not only of our livelsaigo of our selves too. Therefore,
if we take it as simply the “true reality as oppidbge our symbolic fictions,” we
would be reducing it to a single simple explanatipaly, 2004: 78). For the Real is
not a “pre-symbolic reality” or a “raw nature whighthen symbolized” (Daly, 2004
78). As Zizek insists, “the Real should not be akenh for symbolic fiction” because
what is at stake is to recognize “the Real in whapears to be mere symbolic
fiction” (Daly, 2004: 102). This is to say that the symbolic fiction there can be
more than “fiction”; that “more-than-,” or, in Ziks words, “this surplus
dimension” is the Real (Daly, 2004: 102). For Zizéken, it is not, anymore, a
matter of recognizing and unmasking the fictionibdfreality so that we can have
“the real reality.” Such an understanding of “rgdliand “fiction” does not take into
account that surplus in the symbolic fiction. Azel explains, we symbolize but in
this very act of symbolization we “produce an esces a lack symmetrically: and
that'sthe Real” (Daly, 2004: 78). That lack or excesnse like an obstacle but it “is
purely inherent: the impossibility is produced &g wery condition of symbolic
space. That is the ultimate paradox of the Reall ¥@nnot have it all, not because
there is something opposing you, but because af plrely formal, structurally
inherent, self-blockade” (Daly, 2004: 79). It is fbis reason that according to Zizek,
the Real should not be taken simply as the trawnlaéird core because it “manifests
itself in far subtler ways” (Daly, 2004: 102). Asesult, the idea that there is a void,
impossibility at the center and there are differel@ments embodying this central
space is a “transcendental logic,” reducing theomodf the Real to a limited scope
(Daly, 2004: 74). Different notions and functioninfythe Real allow for “different
configurations of the Real. Of course, Real-as-igsgulity is an a priori, but there
are different constellations as to how you deahvlie Real. . .. This transcendental

constellation where the Real is the void of implisity is just one constellation”
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(Daly, 2004: 74-75). All in all, it seems that tReal emerges in our lives suddenly
and unexpectedly in many different forms and thwgh all these paradoxical

features, it plays a complex and definitive parshaping our existences and realities.

2.1.2. “Ideological Fantasy”/lllusion

If the Real has an essential role in the formabbrour existences and our
realities, there are also two other concepts thakelas essential a role as the Real,
namely, the concepts of ideology (ideological cargton) and fantasy. For Zizek,
ideology is not as simple as that there is an @popreventing us from “seeing” the
real reality, that it blurs the real state of thengith all its ideas and notions. What
accompanies this concept of ideology is that ifyomé “decipher” this set of ideas
and see what it hides from us, we learn both howoaitks and how its workings
create that atmosphere which hides the reality fosmZizek’s argument is directly
opposed to such an understanding. According to Hokeplogy is not a dreamlike
illusion that we build to escape insupportableitgain its basic dimension it is a
fantasy-construction which serves as a supportotor ‘reality’ itself: an illusion
which structures our effective, real social relasoand thereby masks some
insupportable, real, impossible kernel” (1989: 4%Bh explain his definition of
ideology, Zizek, inThe Sublime Object of Ideolgglgases his main arguments on
Marx and he re-evaluates the Marxian formula “tkeynot know it, but they are
doing it" (1989: 30): Zizek revises this maxim into one that says, pedplknow it,
but, actingas ifthey do not know, they still do it. As such, Zizadlieves, there is an
“ideological illusion” on the part of the people timeir “doing” since “the illusion is
not on the side of knowledge, it is already on side of reality itself, of what the
people are doing. What they do not know is thairtkecial reality itself, their
activity, is guided by an illusion, by a fetishestnversion” (Zizek, 1989:30, 32).

Zizek refers to German theorist Peter Sloterdijkd aimis concept of

“cynicism” in order to clarify his position on thgibject. In knowing but acting as if
we do not know, we are performing what Sloterdigdls “cynicism” which is
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different from “kynicism” (Zizek, 1989: 29). A cyoal subject’s paradox is “a
paradox of an enlightened false consciousnesskoaes the falsehood very well,
one is well aware of a particular interest hiddehibd an ideological universality,
but still one does not renounce it” (Zizek, 1989).2As in an example Zizek gives,
while using money, people know that richness orlthesre not the inherent, natural
properties of “money” (those pieces of paper) sn(ibeir) materiality, but people act
as if money “in itself, in its immediate materiadality [is] the embodiment of
wealth” (Zizek, 1989: 31). That is to say, peopdatnue to act as they dio spite of
their knowledgeand “the illusion or the distorted perception edlity is written into
the situation itself” (Myers, 2003: 67). Thus, dizemphasizes that ideology does
not hide from us the real reality outside but peagit as if the real reality is hidden
from them, and through that assumption they begicréate a reality fantasy. Zizek

states that

[w]hat [people] overlook, what they misrecognizenot the reality but the
illusion which is structuring their reality, thereal social activity. They
know very well how things really are, but still thare doing it as if they
did not know. The illusion is therefore doublecdnsists in overlooking the
illusion which is structuring our real, effectivelationship to reality. And
this overlooked, unconscious illusion is what maychlled thedeological
fantasy (1989: 33)

As Zizek explains in this passage, there is miggeitmn on people’s part. They
miss the fact that an illusion is already at warkhe formation of their reality; that is
to say, they see reality as it is through thasitia in the face of a primordial core.
However, people act as if some ideological mecmanishether it be cultural or
political, hides the reality from them. For it is their advantage to act as if some
outside force prevents them from reaching the reality. Yet, this very attitude is
what makes people miss the ideological fantasyoskwdeology does not hide from
us or does not distort the real state of thingstbete is “an (unconscious) fantasy
structuring our social reality itself’ (Zizek, 19833). That is to say, fantasy or
illusion makes up their reality. Thus, the concige¢ological” illusion or fantasy is

not limited to or does not necessarily refer tdractyy political state of things or a

“ In The Sublime Object of Ideolaggizek’s main references to Marx are to, Karl MaEapital .
London: 1974; Karl MarxLes ‘sentirs escarpés’ de Karl MatxParis: 1977.
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political point of view. Rather, it is the idea @ffundamental fantasy framing and/or
supporting our “realities” that is crucial and efrpary importance for Zizek.

In order to explore this idea of fantasy and how tality is supported by
fantasy, Zizek, referring to Lacan, writes thatélth is a certain gap in reality itself,
and fantasy is precisely what fills this gap inlitgaand it “is, as Lacan once said,
the support that gives consistency to what we ‘cadllity”” (Zizek, 2003: 95; 1989:
44). Zizek points out that, in the Lacanian thesis, are somewhat distant from
reality because there is a leftover which perssi$ remains as a primordial core in
what we call our realities. Giving an example frhacan, Zizek writes: When we
wake up from a dream, we feel relieved of its atyxend pressure, and say, “oh,

good, that was just a dream,” “blinding ourselveghe fact that in our everyday,
wakening reality we areothing but a consciousness of this dreétnwvas only in the
dream that we approached the fantasy-frameworkhwtétermines our activity, our
mode of acting in reality itself” (Zizek, 1989: 47yhus, the “reality” is already
supported by the fantasy (the dream-work) whicha way, acts as a buffer to that
hard kernel. When we wake up, we think we are gadedtant from that fantasy
framework, but, in fact, we are already in it; hetdream, we just come too close to

it and save ourselves by waking up.

An interesting interpretation, regarding also tdiam process about the
escape into reality from the Real, is from Lacaeading of Freud’s interpretation of
the dream about the “burning child.” A father washis sick child for days and
nights but eventually the child dies. After theldhs dead, the father is asleep in the
room next to the one where his dead child is laij but he already leaves the door
of the child’s room’s open so that he can see hiigl. cAfter some time, in his sleep,
the father dreams that his child is next to hinabfping him by the arm and saying,
“don’t you see father, I'm burning” (Zizek, 1989}4%Vhen the father finally wakes
up, he sees in the other room that one of the afrhss child actually is burned by a

lighted candle. Zizek explains that in Lacan’s iptetation the idea is that

the reality of the child’s reproach to his fath&an't you see | am
burning?’ implying the father's fundamental guist more terrifying than
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so-called external reality itself, and that is whg awakens: to escape the
Real of his desire, which announces itself in theach. He escapes into so-
called reality to be able to continue to sleepm@intain his blindness, to
elude awakening into the real of his desire (ZiZ£89:45)?>

Therefore, paradoxically, in order to be as negoassible to our realities, we need
to be as distant as possible from that core to lwhie come too close in the dream,

like this father of the child who wakes up to esetige Real. Zizek explains that,

As soon as we recognize that it is precisely anlg ondreams that we

encounter the real of our desire, the whole acsifts radically. Our

commonest everyday reality, the reality of the abaniverse in which we

play our usual roles as decent ordinary peopl@staut to be an illusion
resting on a specific ‘repression’: on ignorancéehef real of our desire. The
social reality then becomes nothing more than gileasymbolic tissue

which can be torn at any moment by the intrusiothefreal (Zizek, 1999:

21).

This same mechanism of fantasy and the Real i®&k v ideology too:

It is the same with the ideological dream, with ttletermination of
ideology as a dreamlike construction hinderingrosifseeing the real state
of things, reality as such. In vain do we try t@dd out of the ideological
dream by ‘opening our eyes and trying to see reaktit is’, by throwing
away the ideological spectacles. . .. The only veabreak the power of
our ideological dream is to confront the Real of dessire which announces
itself in this dream. (Zizek, 1989: 47-48)

Thus, when people believe in something, or belidgnegr reality to be in a certain
way, it is not that they do it without knowing hiliey do knowanddo it (as if they
do not know). In acting this way, they create tHeies out of “absent centers”
because their very reality is a fantasy-constracgerving as a support for the reality

they live in.

® For more on Freud see, Sigmund Frelite Basic Writings of Sigmund Fre(Rsychopathology of
Everyday Life, The Interpretation of Dreams andeen€ontributions to the Theory of S&rans.
A.A. Brill. New York: Modern Library, 1995.
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In addition, in the construction of “realities” tugh fantasies, the
interrelation of one subject with the “others”isfiortant It is this idea and function
of “other” that drives the concept of fantasy. Aaling to Zizek, in the creation of
fantasy, subject’s relation to the big Other plapsimportant part because “fantasy
appears . . . as an answer @hé vuoi, to the unbearable enigma of the desire of the
Other” (Zizek, 1989: 118). According to Myers, fasy is our answer to the question
“Che vuo?” (what do you want from me?) by the Big Othertloe Symbolic. He
explains that our roles in the Symbolic order “arbitrary in that they are not the
direct consequence of our actual, real properfigly/ers, 2003: 93). A king is a king
not because there is something inherently “kinglgbut him but because when he is
born into a royal family, the kingly qualities atite king position in the Symbolic
are conferred upon him. Therefore, there is a digtabetween a person and his
position or role, and because of this distance ®&ks that s/he cannot fully account
for that role. Or, to put it in another way, s/tenot totally understand why s/he is
in the position s/he iChe vuoiexpresses this distancewhy am | what you say |
am—the question we address to the big Other” (My&803: 93). Because the
subject (as a king, a celebrity or a lawyer) canm®tsure of what the Big Other
wants from him/her, in order to dissolve this atyxie/he creates a scenario which
will provide an answer to the questi@he vuoiand “[flantasy functions as an
attempt to fill out the void of the question of ‘athdo you want from me?’ by
providing us with a tangible answer. It sparesromfthe perplexity of not knowing

what the Other really wants from us” (Myers, 2003).

In order to discuss this theme in detail Zizek galte gives the example of
“the Jew figure” and “anti-Semitism” because “irethnti-Semitic perspective, the
Jew is precisely a person about whom it is nevearciwhat he really wants'—that
is, his actions are always suspected of being guimesome hidden motives (the

Jewish conspiracy, world domination and the moaatuption of Gentiles, and so

® with regard to the concept of the “other,” in Zizelworks there are two “others,” roughly, other as
who/what is not “me” and the “big Other,” as therdplic, the world or the system where the subject
is located,. In differentiating these two otherizeX refers to the Lacanian distinction where the
“other” refers to the “imaginary other [which] dgeates an alterity within ourselves” and the “big
Other” which “refers either to the Symbolic Order itiis experienced by individual subjects, or to
another subject in so far as that subject repredbatSymbolic” (Myers, 2003: 23).
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on)” (Zizek, 1989: 114). For that reason, herefday is the answer to the question
“what does the Jew want?” The answers may varysJae trying to corrupt the
morality, they are manipulating events, they ayeg to get all the money, and they
have mysterious powers...etc. In this way, a scenahich provides people with an
acceptable answer regarding the Jew figure anddsse is written. Accordingly, in
this scenario, the Jew is manipulating a vicioust @gainst other people and
destroying their social unity, so the best way\vsi@ contact with him by staying
away from him. Through this scenario, the desirgdorid of the Jew is a “means of
concealing the anxiety generated by the desirbeflews” (Myers, 2003: 98). Even
before the Jew figure, according to Zizek, the 3bwiGod “[is] the purest
embodiment of thisChe vuo?’, of the desire of the Other in its terrifyingyab, with
the formal prohibition to ‘make an image of God'—tib out the gap of the Other’s
desire with a positive fantasy scenario” (Zizek899115). After all, why does God
order Abraham to slaughter his son? It is not clelaat God wants, and in order to
answer this unclear question/this “desire” of thedd (in this case, God) the Jewish
believer responds with a fantasy. Therefore, fanimsot, as it is usually thought of,
a state of mind where our desires are satisfiadhare we can “fantasize” about our
desires but it “realizes the desire of the Oth&tyérs, 2003: 98).

In view of this, even if the fantasy is specificdobjects, it is intersubjective
in that it is “produced by the interaction betwesibjects” (Myers, 2003: 96). It is
always produced in relation to intersubjective aitons; we try to “frame” our desire
or learn how/what to desire so that we can satlsfydesire of the Other. To explain
this, Zizek refers to Freud’s daughter’s fantasyating a strawberry cake. Because
she, previously, sees how her parents enjoy wajdien eating the strawberry cake,
she thinks that it is what “they want from her”athis, she is expected to eat
strawberry cake. Thus, although she may, actualiyt to eat some strawberry cake,
still, her desire is based upon, again, her désifalfill the Other’s (in this case, her

parents’) desire (Myers, 2003:96). Accordinglyisifantasy which

provides the co-ordinates of our desire—which aoess the frame
enabling us to desire something. The usual defmitof fantasy (‘an
imagined scenario representing the realization es$ird’) is therefore
somewhat misleading, or at least ambiguous: irffdhtasy-scene the desire
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is not fulfilled, ‘satisfied’, but constituted .. [;] through fantasy we learn
‘how to desiré In this intermediate position lies the paraddxXantasy: it

is the frame co-ordinating our desire, but at tme time a defence against
‘Che vu@?’, a screen concealing the gap, the abyss ofddsére of the
Other. (Zizek, 1989: 118)

In addition to this defining relationship betweamtiasy-desire-Other, there is
another paradoxical and, yet, fundamental featfireartasy: fantasy functions as
that which provides the consistency of a “sociooldgical edifice” (Zizek, 1992:
89). In a very concise part titled “Fantasy as sMaf the Inconsistency in the Big
Other,” Myers explains that the Symbolic, or the Bither, is structured around a
gap because when, as subjects, we enter into theb@ig, into the space of
language, we lose our full bodily senses. Afteregng into the Symbolic, we are

barred subjects; what is barred is

the body as the materialization, or incarnationempyment. . . . In order
for the subject to enter the Symbolic Order, thibe,Real of enjoyment or
jouissancehas to be evacuated from it. ... Although nbeajoyment is
completely evacuated by the process of significa(some of it persists in
what we call erogenous zones) most of it is notsymed. What this
means is that the Symbolic Order cannot fully actdor enjoyment—it is
what is missing from the big Other. The big Otletherefore inconsistent
or structured around a lack, the lack of enjoyment. What fantasy does is
conceal this lack or incompletion. . .. It covapsthe lack in the big Other,
the missingouissance(Myers, 2003: 97

Zizek writes that “[flantasy conceals the fact thia# Other, the symbolic order, is
structured around some traumatic impossibilityuacb something which cannot be
symbolized—i.e. the real gbuissancethrough fantasyouissanceis domesticated,

‘gentrified’ . . .” (1989: 123). Hence, fantasy caals that the Symbolic, the system
we live in, is already “split"—with an inherent lae-and fantasy “constitutes the

" Sarah Kay presents a “Glossary of Zizekian Temwtsére she provides explanations to basic
Zizekian concepts. In this regard, she explaingsgance as “Zizek’s translation of the Lacaniamter
jouissanceAlthoughjouissancecarries stronger and (because it can connote o)gasmne sexual
associations than English ‘enjoyment,’ ‘enjoymdras the benefit of gesturing towards the signified
(‘enjoymeant’) in a way similar tpuissance.. . . In Zizek's usage, enjoyment is usually tifeable
with what Lacan calls ‘surplus enjoymenpls de jouissance/plus de jouriGiven that the real as
such is inaccessible, enjoyment comes in the fdransurplus, or remainder, that permeates all of ou
SYMBOLIC institutions as their obscene underside At the same time as being unknown to us, it
is compulsory.” (Kay, 2003:162-163).
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frame through which we experience the world as isterst and meaningful” (Zizek,
1989: 123).

Accordingly, the fantasy figure who embodies the/sabal ‘Che vuoi?”
serves to conceal this inherent absence. Peopibustt to this figure or thing the
role of “an outsider, a foreigner” who does notdogl and who poses a threat to
integrity and, then, come together around thisntigjrating element. Thus, in order
to conceal a basic lack, fantasy creates an eleneit does not fit into the
“seeming” pattern or texture of a society, busithrough that unfitting element that
the pattern or texture is completed. As Zizek wtit&fantasy guarantees the
consistency of a socio ideological edifice [by] ideg[ting] an element which ‘sticks

out,” which cannot be integrated into the given bgiit structure, yet which,
precisely as such, constitutes its identity” (1982). For example, in a fantasy figure
like the Jew figure—or who/whatever whose desirenid known—the Jew is
attributed negative qualities and through percegime Jew with these qualities the
basic lack is kept hidden, such as, if only thiw bas never existed (or this thing had
never happened), everything was so good. As Zizghams, this fantasy figure,
while acting as a “destructive means,” ironicaflynctions as a “positive condition”

to a society or its homogeneity:

what appears as the hindrance to society’s fuiitibewith itself is actually
its positive condition: by transposing onto the Jae role of the foreign
body which introduces in the social organism degnation and
antagonism, the fantasy-image of society qua ctargisharmonious whole
is rendered possible” (1992: 98).

According to Zizek, this is because society is adseinherently split by a
contradictory or opposing dynamic, and fantasy fioms to hide and/or give the
impression that such a split has never existedlsaidthe society and its parts are all

in harmony:

8 In The Sublime Object of Ideolaggizek explains that “it is the merit of Ernestdau and Chantal
Mouffe that they have, illegemony and Socialist Strate@yaclau and Mouffe 1985) developed a
theory of the social field founded on such a notibantagonism—on an acknowledgement of an
original ‘trauma’, an impossible kernel which résisymbolization, totalization, symbolic

integration,” and it is from Laclau and Mouffe’s@ of antagonism that Zizek enriches and elaborates
his theory. Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Mouffegemony and Socialist Stratedypndon: 1985.
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. . society is always traversed by an antagenspiit which cannot be
integrated into symbolic order. And the stake dfialeideological fantasy
is to construct a vision of society whidoesexist, a society which is not
split by an antagonistic division, a society in @ihthe relation between its
parts is organic, complementary.

The notion of social fantasy is therefore a neagssaunterpart to the
concept of antagonism: fantasy is precisely the thayantagonistic fissure
is masked. In other words, fantasy is a means rioidaology to take its
own failure into account in advance. (Ziz&R89:126)

Having made all this contribution to the conceptiddology, Zizek later
revises his definition of ideology, as he doesimdefinitions of the concept of the
Real. He accepts that he defined ideology in aateray but, now, he provides a

more refined definition for ideology:

| am no longer satisfied with my old definition idieology where the point
was that ideology is the illusion which fills inetlgap of impossibility and
inherent impossibility is transposed into an exaérobstacle, and that
therefore what needs to be done is to reassedritp@al impossibility. . . .

| am almost tempted to say that the ultimate idgiokl operation is the
opposite one: that is, the very elevation of somegtinto impossibility as a
means of postponing or avoiding encountering it.

Again, | am almost tempted to turn the standardhida around. Yes, on
the one hand, ideology involves translating impuiBsy into a particular
historical blockage, thereby sustaining the dre&dmitomate fulfillment—a
consummate encounter with the Thing. On the othadh . . ideology also
functions as a way of regulating a certain distanite such an encounter.
It sustains at the level of fantasy precisely whaeeks to avoid at the level
of actuality: it endeavors to convince us that ffeng cannot ever be
encountered, that the Real forever eludes our g&spdeology appears to
involve both sustenance and avoidance in regaeth¢ountering the Thing.
(Daly, 2004: 70)

With these new explanations, Zizek shifts the ersjghia the concept of ideology. In
former explanations, ideology attributes the imgmbt/inherent lack onto a
“foreign” body, implying that a fulfilment can bechieved when that foreign body is
blocked. Now, ideology still attributes impossityilionto a foreign body, giving the
sense that if that block is removed, the Thing barachieved. Then, at the same

time, it postpones any meeting with the Thing aostjpones any ending, creating the
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image that it is always eluding and it cannot bd. aly adds that, with Zizek’s

revisions,

crucial here is the status of the category of tim@assible. For Zizek
impossibility is not the kind of neutral categotyat we tend to find in
Laclau and Mouffe . . . where it tends to connotéasic constitutive
frontier of antagonism. Like the immanent markers tbe Real,
impossibility gets caught up in ideology and is fogured in such a way
that it both structures reality and determines ¢berdinates of what is
actually possible. ... Ideology is the impossibteam not simply in terms
of overcoming impossibility but in terms of susiag that impossibility in
an acceptable way. That is to say, the idea ofaowveing is sustained as a
deferred moment of reconciliation without havinggm through the pain of
overcoming as such. (2004: 11)

Thus, like the Real, the concept of ideology fumasi in very paradoxical and
far subtler ways than it might at first seem sibogh concepts are doubled or even
multi-sided. Thus, in order to grasp the paraddxiedures of not only the Real and
ideology but also our realities one needs to “l@avky,” as in the title of one of

Zizek’s books.

2.1.3. “Looking Awry”

According to Zizek, our understanding of realitys@mewhat blurred because
our access to reality is not direct but it goesagsas we try to “see” what is around
us. For as Sarah Kay writes, “[a]ny perceptionea#lity, Zizek argues, relies on its
point of inherent failure. Unless there is a rerdamof the real to spoil the picture,
we cannot see it; if the lack of fit between rgaéihd the real is eliminated, we lose
all sense of reality” (2003: 72). This spot, orZzek calls it, the “stain” seems as
what “stains” our view but it is what makes possiblr “seeing” because we cannot
“really” see reality (1992: 4). Therefore, paradmtiy, that spot acts both as what
prevents us from seeing and what provides our ge#&irorder to illustrate this stain
which both stains our reality and shows it to ugek analyzes Charlie Chaplin’s
movie, City Lights which is about a tramp who is in love with a HQligirl selling
flowers on the street. For Zizek, the tramp herefions as a stain. For, at the very

first scene, the tramp is seen in his black slégng at the lap of a big statue when
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the statue’s cover is pulled off by the mayor ionfrof a crowded group of people.
At the moment of the mayor’s pulling the cover,dtends there as a black mark in
front of the people, distracting and/or contaminguheir gaz€.He is “thus an object

of a gaze aimed at something or somebody elses In@staken for somebody else
and accepted as such, or else—as soon as the emidi@ecomes aware of the
mistake—nhe turns into a disturbing stain one tiweget rid of as quickly as possible”
(Zizek, 1992: 4). This situation, Zizek explains,the perfect example where one
finds him/herself occupying a position that doesb®long to him/her. The tramp is
“always interposed between a gaze and its ‘proplject, fixating upon himself a

gaze destined for another, ideal point or objectstain which disturbs ‘direct’

communication between the gaze and its ‘properéabjleading the straight gaze

astray, changing it into a kind of squint” (Zizdlg92: 4).

Through the gaze that goes astray we are positionedch other’s fantasy
frames which provide us with a certain view or petwon of life. Here, Zizek
emphasizes a different position regarding the d#edafantastic/real people
distinction. For him, it is not, as is usually tlyhi of, “fantasy figures are nothing
but distorted, combined, or otherwise concoctedrég of their ‘real’ models, of
people of flesh and blood” (Zizek, 1992: 5). Itjist the opposite; because each
person is identified with a certain place in anogh&antasy frame that that person is
“such and such,” and also “not such and such.’hin “network of intersubjective
relations, every one of us is identified with, pgdndown to, a certain fantasy place
in the other’s symbolic structure. ... We calateeto . . . ‘people of flesh and
blood’ only insofar as we are able to identify thewith a certain place in our

symbolic fantasy space” (Zizek, 1992: 4-5). Fortéay does not simply refer to a

° Apart from “look” and “see,” “gaze” is also a p$ymnalytical term from Lacan, carrying some
threatening and horrifying connotations. Sarah Egglains it as an “object attached to the scopic
drive (elaborated by Lacan, Seminar XI). Like alcknian objects it is an imaginary construct, but i
has an exceptionally strong attachment to the REZAek stresses that it is object and not subject:
the gaze does not involve my looking but my beoakedat’ (Kay, 2003:164). Zizek writes that “in
what | see, in what is open to my view, there vgagis a point where ‘I see nothing,’ a point which
‘makes no sense,’ i.e., which functions as theupi&s stain—this is the point from which the very
picture returns the gaze, looks back at me” and firt missing in the mirror-image of myself is .
my own gaze, the object-gaze which sees me ouwt.ther. [T]here certainly is in the mirror image
‘more than meets the eye,’ yet this surplus thadet the eye, the point in the image which eludgs m
eye’s grasp is none other thine gaze itsélas Lacan put it, ‘you can never see me at thetfiom
which | gaze at you™(1992: 15, 126-127).
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dreamy state of mind which cannot see the thindeesreally are, or “fantasy is not
simply on the side of imagination; fantasy is, eathhe little piece of imagination by
which we gain access to reality—the frame that gi@es our access to reality, our
‘sense of reality’” (Zizek, 1999: 122). I@ity Lights the blind girl mistakes the
tramp for the prince charming she has been waifbinglt does not matter that the
rich prince charming does not exist at all; for tteamp fills in the place of the prince
in the blind girl's fantasy space and exists iratieh to this space. Thus, the tramp
“finds himself occupying, filling out a certain etmymplace [the prince does not exist]
in the structure” and his function “is thus litdyathat of an intercessor, middleman,
purveyor: a kind of go-between, love messengeeyinédiary between himself (i.e.,
his own ideal figure: the fantasy figure of thehriPrince Charming in the girl's
imagination) and the girl” (Zizek, 1992: 5-6). locupying a certain empty place and
acting as a stain, the tramp’s existence in thebsjim is maintained because his
existence is related with the fact that hedentified with a certain fantasy plade
the fantasy frame of the girl. In a way, becauseslaeblack spot,” there is a certain
version of reality where the poor blind girl lovasnan who isq substitute gfher
prince charming: a poor girl who cannot sesality) and a tramp who does not have
anything {n reality) gain a sense of reality from their fantasy frames

In addition, because his existence is supportethéylind girl’s fantasy, the
moment this support is broken his existence is émawo. As Zizek explains, when
the tramp is reduced to his “bare existence” ouhef‘ideal support,” he dissolves in
the symbolic: “when the subject’s presence is eggasitside the symbolic support,
he ‘dies’ as a member of the symbolic communitg, bgéing is no longer determined
by a place in the symbolic network, it materialities pure Nothingness of the hole,
the void in the Other (the symbolic order) . .Zizek, 1992: 8). According to Zizek
the movie’s end is important in terms of the relatbetween this nothingness and
the symbolic existence (supported by a fantasy dé)arihe movie ends when the
girl's eyes are healed and she can see the tramdpays: “Yes, | can see now.” Her
words are significant in two senses: first, now shr “literally” see since her eyes
are healed. Second, and more important, she carse®the trampor who he really

is without fantasy support. The movie ends at #xact moment and there are no
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hints whether the girl, now seeing the “real situat’ will accept the tramp and they
will live happily ever after, or whether the tramdl want her in this new state, i.e.,
she is not a helpless, pretty girl anymore. Theegfavhen the fantasy frame’s
support is broken, that is, when the stain no lorgésts to provide the possibility of
a certain state of things, the (symbolic) structina the fantasy frame maintains is
dissolved too: “when our fundamental fantasy idtelnad, we experience the loss of
reality” (Zizek, 1999: 122). Paradoxically, it iket stain that keeps us both away
from getting too close to the “bare existence” aactt to our everyday “realities.”
Otherwise, all there is left is “the massive weight . . presence outside symbolic
representation” and “what we are forced to grasp is. the fact that the real

‘message’ . . . is the stain itself” (Zizek, 19928). Ironically, we “see” “because of”
the stain but when we realbee the stainall we are left with is nothingness of the
hole or the void in the symbolic. It is this nothness/void that is at the core of the
symbolic/reality that we are about to see and ihis same nothingness that we stay
away from in our “everyday life within its closedrizon of meaning, safe in [our]
distance with respect to the world of objects, ssbwof their meaning (or their
insignificance)” (Zizek, 1992: 15). Therefore, asyKwrites, “the price of seeing
everyday reality is that we don’t see the blot,retlreough this is in fact what frames
and gives definition to reality” and we maintainreeives “however precariously in
reality . . . at the cost afot seeingsomething, the objects of fundamental fantasy by

which that reality is defined” (2003: 62).

What makes us aware of this “inherent failure” e tvoid in reality is a
specific angle, the “anamorphosis,” or which, agekKiexplains, is the “the element
that, when viewed straightforwardly, remains a niegless stain, but which, as soon
as we look at the picture from a precisely deteeditateral perspective, all of a
sudden acquires well-known contours” (1991: ¥0)Myers also defines
anamorphosis as “an image distorted in such a atyittis only recognizable from a

specific angle” (Myers, 2003: 99). Kay defines aogphosis as “the backwards

19 Many sites on the internet can be found on anahusip; some of the most interesting ones, which
provide not only Holbein’s original painting, busa its version of when looked awry are,
www.math.nus.edu.sg/aslaksen/teaching/holbein.hmuly.anamorphosis.com and
www.nwe.ufl.edu/~tharpold/resources/holbein/ 142008.
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glance that assigns meaning to what had previowssdgmed troublesome,
inconsistent or resistant to analysis” (2003: 34)Looking Awry Zizek elaborates
this idea of anamorphosis and the specific angleithneeded to be aware of such an
angle with the example of German painter Hans HoleThe Ambassadors
painting. This painting shows two ambassadors stgndut at the bottom of the
painting (i.e., the floor where the ambassadomditthere is a white-like, formless
shape “staining” the painting, or in Zizek’s wordan amorphous, extended,
‘erected’ spot” (1991: 90)" This stain which looks like a shapeless extrarégin
the painting seems as a distortion, sticking ouhefpainting, but when looked at not
in-front but from a specific right angle, it is seas a skull (Zizek, 1989: 99; Zizek,
1991: 90; Myers, 2003: 99). Making no sense irlfitd@is spot is what

opens up the abyss of the search for a meaning-tagagwhat it seems to
be, everything is to be interpreted, everythingupposed to possess some
supplementary meaning. The ground of the estalljshiamiliar
signification opens up; we find ourselves in amealf total ambiguity, but
this very lack propels us to produce ever new ‘iddneanings’: it is a
driving force of endless compulsion. (Zizek, 1991)

As Zizek states, this is the logic of anamorphasis/ork: “a detail of a picture that
‘gaz’d rightly,” i.e., straightforwardly, appears @ blurred spot, [but it] assumes
clear, distinguished shapes once we look at it ydvat an angle” (1991: 11). By
creating such a change of perception, anamorphogiies that when we see
something we do not get a “direct or real” percapof what we see. What we see is
already “stained” and is related with our “fantdegmes” which frame or support
how we “see” reality. This fantasy frame is our rfpaular or subjective frame of
reality,” acting, in a way, as a buffer against thieerent Real “staining” the reality.

Thus, anamorphosis is our point of view, our “suspgknowledge” contaminating our

1 Zizek reads this “erected” spot in the sense ef‘tlacanian phallic signifier.” ILooking Awry he
writes that “this is the way Lacan defines the phaignifier, as a ‘signifier without signified’ kich,
as such, renders possible the effects of the gghithe ‘phallic’ element of a picture is a meaji@ss
stain that ‘denatures’ it, rendering all its congnts ‘suspicious’,” and, in this way, it trigge¢he
efforts for meaning (1991:91). Also, ithe Sublime Object of Ideolagggizek explains how this
“phallic” signifier functions in the field of ideoby: “The criticism of ideology must perform a
somewhat homologous operation: if we look at tleeneint which holds together the ideological
edifice, at this ‘phallic,” erected Guarantee ofdving . . . we are able to recognize in it the
embodiment of a lack, of a chasm of non-sense gapithe midst of ideological meaning” (1989:
99-100).
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gaze in a certain frame (Myers, 2003: 99). Theyir@s well as the important point,
here is that our subjective frames, far from bdingted and biased versions, look

“directly” by looking “awry.”

In order to discuss how we “see awry” through sciibje frames, Zizek gives
an example from ShakespearBEhard Il. He explains that at the beginning of Act
II, Scene I, the king is away and there is a djak between the queen, who is full
of grief and pain with no concrete reason at hand, Bushy, the king’s servant, who
tries to comfort the queen by trying to explairh&r that her grief and worries have
no foundation. According to Zizek, at this pointtire play, Bushy's words to the
ueen can be interpreted in two ways. Bushy’s firstds, “for sorrow’s eye, glazed
with blinding tears/Divides one thing entire to mpasbjects,” (qtd. in Zizek, 1991:
10) firstly, refer to the “simple, commonsense appon between a thing as it is ‘in
itself,” in reality, and its ‘shadows,’ reflections our eyes, subjective impressions
multiplied by our anxieties and sorrows” (Zizek,919 11). For if we are worried
about someone or something that issue appears ¢ae rserious, worse and
problematic than it really is. Even if what we averried about is a small problem,
“[iInstead of the tiny surface, we see its ‘twesthladows™ because of our stress and
worry (Zizek, 1991: 11). In this sense, the quedodking at the king's absence with
her anxiety and worry distorts her view, that ise £annot see and think “clearly”
because her look is already blurred. She needsew®’ ‘clearly” and understand that

there is nothing to worry about the king.

However, there is another level in Bushy's wordsceihe also says that:
“like perspectives which rightly gaz’d upon showtimag but confusion; ey’'d awry
distinguish form,” which Zizek identifies as Bushypassing on to the perspective of
anamorphosis from the perspective of comfortinggheen (Zizek, 1991: 11). That
is to say, because the queen is worried and anxéties‘looks” awry andgrecisely
by ‘looking awry,’ i.e., at an angle, she seestthirg in its clear and distinct fornin
opposition to the ‘straightforward’ view that seesly an indistinct confusion”
(1991: 11). This is the second meaning in Bushysds. If we look at a thing

straight-on we see a “formless spot; the objeatrass clear and distinctive features
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only if we look at it ‘at an angle,” i.e., with alnterested’ view, supported,
permeated, and ‘distorted’ lesire (Zizek, 1991: 12). Looking awry, in this sense,
does not just give us a “distorted, blurred imadget, through that distorted or
blurred image, it brings us closer to the nothirsgndo the void thais/becomes
something by looking awry: it “is the anamorphailgect, a pure semblance that we
can perceive clearly only by ‘looking awry” in owndistortedrealities (Zizek,
1991: 12). Thus, it is only when we look awry tha see the stain, and it is when
we seethe stain that our fantasy, oundistortedrealities dissolve. In this regard,

looking awry directs our look to the nothingnessthte

object that can be perceived only by a gatistorted by desire, an object
thatdoes notexistfor an ‘objective gaze’ [because] outside thigadison,
‘in itself,” it does notexist since it isnothing butthe embodiment, the
materialization of this very distortion, of thisrplus of confusion . . .
introduced into so-called ‘objective reality’” (&k, 1991: 12).

In other words, “[this] Object, therefore, is liddlly something that is created—whose
place is encircled—through a network of detourqragpimations and near-misses”
(Zizek, 1999: 156).

For Zizek, we come closest to this “literally credit anamorphic object, the
void in the director Alfred Hitchcock’s famous tkimg shot, especially in his
groundbreaking movid@he Birds Zizek explains that in the Hitchcockian tracking
shot “from an overall view of reality, we advan@avard the blot that provides it
with its frame. ... [Like the Moebius strip] byoving away from the side of reality,
we find ourselves suddenly alongside the real whedgaction constitutes reality”
(1991: 95). For instance, in the movike Birds there is a scene where the hero’s
mother, entering a room that has been destroyeldeogirds, sees a body whose eyes
are torn out by the birds. In this scene, the canfiest shows the entire body, then,
instead of slowly focusing on the head and eyeghidock ‘drastically speeds up;
with two abrupt cuts, each bringing us closer ® shbject, he quickly shows us the
corpse’s head” (Zizek, 1991: 93). Zizek writes thhatough his tracking shot
Hitchcock creates an effect of “radical discontiggi not by linking the

disconnected fragments but “by showing us the bgtreous element that must
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remain an inert, nonsensical ‘blot’ if the rest thie picture is to acquire the
consistency of a symbolic reality” (1991: 95). Hitock does this by “isolating the
stain, this remainder of the real that ‘sticks buti that, instead of, as in usual

tracking shot,

endow[ing] the object-blot with a particular weigby slowing down the
“normal” speed and byeferringthe approach, [here in Hitchcock’s shot]
the object is “missed” precisely insofar as we apph it precipitously, too
quickly. ... We “miss” the object because of fpeed, because this object
is already empty in itself, hollow—it cannot be kgd other than “too
slowly” or “too swiftly,” because in its “propermtie” it is nothing. (1991:
93, 94)

In Hitchcock’s too swift, too quick and near-miggimovements we find
ourselves abruptly closer to the stain, to the wbat must remain intact. This move
reminds also the dream process where we wake agctpe to reality from the Real
which we suddenly come too close to (as in therdre&the father of the burning,
dead child). Thus, when we wake from a dream wertdieved, and we try to see
things in a “clear and objective manner” so as tootome too close to the point
where we may come face to face with the distontethingness point. In order to
avoid such an encounter we make a detour to wakangdbwe “see clearly in

daylight,” instead of “looking awry in the dream.”

2.1.4. 'Passage a I'a¢tand “Traversing the Fantasy”

If looking awry brings us to the void which we tiy escape there is a more
radical attitude than looking awry in confrontirigat void. It is “the act” as different
from what it usually connotes, the action or ddedtead, the act, as Zizek uses it, is
even one step further than coming closer to anddsipg the spot. Rather, it is “a

suspension of constituted reality” (Zizek, 1992).4&ccording to Zizek,

the act differs from an active intervention (acjian that it radically
transforms its bearer (agent): the act is not gimpbmething |
“accomplish”—after an act, I'm literally “not thease as before.” In this
sense, we could say that the subject “undergoesath (“passes through”
it) rather than “accomplishes” it: in it, the sulfjeis annihilated and
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subsequently reborn (or not) i.e., the act involee&ind of temporary
eclipse,aphanisis of the subject. (Zizek, 1992: 44)

This “temporary eclipse” or “annihilation” remindagain, of Hegel's “night of the
world” concept. The night of the world refers teethtate when the self withdraws
from itself, from the world into the night of theowd, that is, into experiencing the
world and reality as complete negativity and |&sch an experience is before and

even beyond our symbolic realities, and Zizek exgl#hat,

[w]hat we forget, when we pursue our daily lifethat our human universe
is nothing but an embodiment of the radically inlamm“abstract
negativity,” of the abyss we experience when weeftlte “night of the
world.” And what is theact if not the moment when the subject who is its
bearersuspendshe network of symbolic fictions which serve asugpport

to his daily life and confronts again the radicagativity upon which they
are founded. (1992: 53)

Similarly, Myers also pays attention to the similarbetween the act and the

Hegelian night of the world:

Just as the “night of the world” is the foundingstyge of subjectivity, so
the act is a return to that gesture, a repeateofdinding movement of the
subject. As such, it is an act of madness in wioicd withdraws from the
world, risking not only any possible return but mdundamentally what
one will return to. (Myers, 2003: 60)

According to Zizek, this act of withdrawal or ascha calls it “passage a
'acte” or “passage to the act’ . . . entails axtdrom the symbolic network, a
dissolution of the social bond” (Zizek, 1999: 3Bat is to say, the subject whots
suspends his/her bonds to the symbolic, and tluspends his/her fantasy support to
the symbolic, i.e., his daily life too. Thus, whilee act is no longer in the domain of
the symbolic “acting out is still a symbolic ach act addressed to the great Other.
The ‘passage to the act,” by contrast, suspenddithension of the Other: the act is
here transposed into the domain of the Real” (Zid&09: 33). In order to explain
this act, Zizek discusses two Roberto Rosselini isgmermany, Year Zerand
Stromboli In Germany, Year Zer&cdmund’s patricide and ensuing suicide—in a

way that generates almost no feeling at all, nesai empathy, pain or anger—are
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“acts” because such an act “is an act of ‘absofteedom’ which momentarily
suspends the field of ideological meaning,” ani$ itprecisely by being emptied of
every ‘positive’ (ideological, psychological) contdthat] Edmund’s act is an act of
freedom” (Zizek, 1992: 35). Edmund’s act which aainbe placed in the symbolic
takes him out of the symbolic too. Thus, Edmunteiciuded from the community,
[and is] ‘symbolically dead™” because he “asserfg]istance to the Big Other itself,
the symbolic order” (Zizek, 1992: 36). That is whguch an act presents the only
moment when we are effectively ‘free” (Zizek, 19927). At that moment, the
subject is not in the symbolic but s/he suspendand withdraws him/herself
completely out of it.

In addition to being almost an impossible expereat undergoing the zero
point, the act may have unforeseen results, offenio alternative for its aftermath:
“With an actstricto sensywe can . . . never fully foresee its consequenoes the
way it will transform the existing symbolic spadbe act is a rupture after which
‘nothing remains the same™ (Zizek, 1992: 45). Reutler, in Slavoj Zizek: Live
Theory in explaining the characteristics of Zizekian, agtites that the act “do[es]
not remain within the range of commonly acceptesisfmlities, but actively seek[s]
to expand them. There is always an element of tlexpected and unpredictable
associated with the act, of something not foredeeatihin the current conceptual
horizons” (2005: 66-67% For Zizek, a case in point to such destructivealris
Antigone’s saying “no” to Creon, the state poweec8use, firstly, “her act is
literally suicidal, she excludes herself from tr@menunity,” and then, her act of
saying “no” does not even offer an alternative taatshe resists; “she offers nothing
new, no positive program—she just insists on hesonditional demand” (Zizek,
1992: 45). Antigone’s case can be a good exampliehgfthe act is not simply an
accomplishment but almost a suspension of the slmbghe dares to defy the

12 Rex Butler also lists some of the “acts” that Xiggves as example: “Kevin Kline blurting out ‘I'm
gay’ instead of ‘yes!” during his wedding ceremanyn and Out],]. . . Mel Gibson not cenceding to
his son’s kidnappers’ demands . . . no matter Wiatonsequences. . .Ransonfand] Keyser
Soeze [Kevin Spacey], upon finding his wife andgtaar held hostage by a rival gang, shooting
them so that they no longer have any hold overihiithe Usual Suspe¢{2005: 66).
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symbolic and can confront exclusion and/or losimyg place in the symbolic, but
does not offer anything in returf.

Also, in Rossellini’'sStrombolj Karin, while trying to escape from the dull
existence of a volcanic island community, expemsnthe Real in the form of the
smoke and fumes of a volcano ready to erupt: “tnféite of the primordial power of
the volcano, all social ties pale into insignificanshe is reduced to her bare ‘being

there” (Zizek, 1992: 43). Here the important poistthat there are two versions of
this movie. The American version implies that Kamimderstands her need to return
to the village and, in this regard, the movie imaplia kind of resolution or
reconciliation (with the primordial power). Howeyerccording to Zizek, the Italian
version of the movie is more significant sinceaed not end with a proper solution
to this experience, and we do not learn whetheimKlaaves the village or return to

it. According to Zizek, the Italian version’s

very irresolution . . . marks the proper dimensidrthe act: it ends at the
precise point at which thact is already accomplished, although action
is yet performed. The act done (or, more approglsiaendured) by Karin
is that of symbolic suicidean act of ‘losing all, of withdrawing from
symbolic reality, that enables us to begin aneuwnftbe ‘zero point,” from
that point of absolute freedom called by Hegel tedas negativity.” (Zizek,
1992: 43)

Even if, in the face of the volcano, Karin crieg,dlim afraid, God,” next morning,

in all the stillness around her, she experiencesipreme bliss” and she, again, says
“Oh, God,” this time implying an awareness on hert ghat “what, a moment ago,
she was so afraid to lose, is totally null, i.s.already in itself a kind of loss” (Zizek,

1992: 43). According to Zizek, this passage thromgto point is the act itself when

13 One of the most interesting and provocative exgtians of Zizek concerns this “act of Antigone.”
According to Zizek, Antigones’s act clearly showes tfeminine nature” of “the act.” Lacan’s
“notorious” expression “woman does not exist” (SeaniXX) is elaborated by Zizek, in a chapter
titled “Why IsWomana Symptom of Man?” and here he explains that &tteas real is feminine. ...
The very masculinactivity is already an escape from the abysmal dimensidimeofeminineact The
‘break with nature’ is on the side of woman and f@oempulsive activity is ultimately nothing but a
desperate attempt to repair the traumatic incisfthis rupture” (Zizek, 1992: 46). In this regard,
Zizek considers Lacan’s “dissolution of theole freudiena” as a “feminine act,” and Lacan’s
“gesture of founding the nefacole de la Causeas a masculine gesture (Zizek, 1992: 46).
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we are totally free. For, now, we know that maylee vave nothing to lose, we can
“renounce renunciation itself” (Zizek, 1992: 43).

Although, generally, Zizek interprets “the act” e passage to the zero
point, he revises the concept of act too, as hetlttdconcepts of the Real and
ideology. Sarah Kay, noticing this “pattern” in ks entire oeuvre, that is, his
constant revisions and adjustments to his concapisthemes, writes that Zizek,
until the last few years, emphasizes the act as hysterical acting out,” and a
suspension of the symbolic (2003: 155). Howeveg alds, Zizek has modified
some parts in some of his work, and “[m]ore recearntings have refocused his
understanding of the act. ... The act, he noys sxplicitly, is not the hysterical
‘acting out’ (of the imaginary), nor an act/edif ¢bhe symbolic), nor yet again the
psychoticpassage l'acte (of the real)” (Kay, 2003: 155). I&n Belief Zizek writes
that, “[tlhe act proper is the only one which rastures the very symbolic co-
ordinates of the agent’s situation. It is an inggon in the course of which the
agent’s identity itself is radically changed” (20085). Thus, the act can be an
opportunity to start fresh, to make a new beginning in the “real” Zizekian sense
it seems impossible to realize. Still, as Myergeg;, “[i]t is this aspect of the act, the
negation which opens up the possibility of reini@mt which is most appealing to
Zizek” (2003: 60).

In opening up the possibility of reinvention, whadmpletes the act is,
probably, “traversing the fantasy.” It is in tras#ry the fantasy that we, in a way, do
“act.” However, this does not mean that with the, dantasy as a support is
annihilated, nor has this anything “to do with aeng act of dispelling the
fantasies that obfuscate our clear perception ef riml state of things.
‘Traversing the fantasy,” on the contrary, invoh@s over-identification with the
domain of imagination . . .” (Zizek, 1999: 122). Rembering Zizek's idea that
society is already traversed by an antagonism, thed subject is already the
embodiment of a void, traversing the fantasy rexguus to realize this inherent split.
Traversing the fantasy, Myers writes, “is that wavéd to acknowledge that fantasy

merely functions to screen the abyss or inconsistémthe Other” (2003: 108). For
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instance, one needs to understand that the chasticgattributed to the “Jew figure
as a hindrance” are only the products of his/hetesy. It is not the Jew/doctor/lazy
student figure, or whatever it is that emergeshaddntasy figure that is a hindrance
to a society’s, or, even, one’s own, completion. pigect our very desires, hatreds,
anxieties or questions on to somebody and/or santgeéise and, then, believe in our
very own projections. In a sense, our fantasiekrttas hypocrisy on our part. Thus,

as Zizek writes, because

fantasy is basically a scenario filling out the ¢yngpace of a fundamental
impossibility, a screen masking a void[;]. . . s\t is not to be interpreted,
only ‘traversed’: all we have to do is experiena@vhthere is nothing
‘behind’ it, and how fantasy masks precisely timgthing'. . .

In ‘going through fantasy’[,]. . . we must recogmiin the properties
attributed to ‘Jew’ the necessary product of ouy\w®cial system: we must
recognize in the ‘excesses’ attributed to ‘Jewg ttuth about ourselves.
(1989: 126, 128)

In other words, by traversing the fantasy we caa g®t our failuresare of
ourselves, not the fantasy figures; the fantasyréig function to point out the reality
of our failures to us. Ironically, it is throughigirevelation that we gather around our

failures in a fake sense of completion.

To conclude, what completes Zizek's ideas is thecept of void at the center
of being and reality. It seems that all our effats to fill in, or at least, to feel like
filling in that void. As he says in his prefaceThe Sublime Object of Ideolagn
his overall effort to “accomplish a kind of ‘retuta Hegel’ . . . by giving it a new
reading on the basis of Lacanian psychoanalysis,irtain reference is to “a certain
radical loss,” to an absent center at the/as the abthe being (Zizek, 1989: 7). The
Real is where this absent center lurks from timeirtee in different forms/guises.
Whether it is the inherent antagonism in a groupadraumatic experience in a
person’s life, this inherent void, the Real is whatople try to (postpone)
encounter(ing) and deal(ing) with. This is mostacle people’s perception of their
identities and lives which, in the Zizekian sensens out to be versions of reality
that are supported by fantasy frames. We can sayibek, on the one hand, tries to

reveal such a frame and its workings through a eoetbanalysis of popular culture
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products with “high theory.” On the other hand, dfers a way out of this certain
deadlock by traversing the Real and by the act. éd®w considering the various
definitions and features attributed to “act” it see highly challenging, if not

impossible, to make that act.
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3. THE BRUNIST COMMUNITY: THE FICTIONALIZED ABSENT
CENTER

3.1. Brunism as Reality Fantasy

Lois Gordon states that Robert Coover’ s first hovhe Origin of the
Brunists(1966) is his “apprenticeship to conventional foimefore he moves on to
“more ambitious, unusual approaches” in his “notrsditional” kind of fictions
(1983: 19; McCaffery, 1982: 30) Coover himself etps$ in an interview that

| thought of it, a bit, as paying dues. | didn’efd had the right to move
into more presumptuous fictions until | could prdwauld handle the form
as it now was in the world. In a sense, the trizvmldhe mine was my
submerging of myself into the novel experience #reh coming out again
with my own revelations. . .. The basic concdhet are in everything |
write are also in that book—though they look dditlifferent, they are still
there. (Gado, 1973: 148)

Commenting on this novel, Larry McCaffery stateatthmore than any of Coover’s
other works, the strengths of this book are draremftraditional fiction, especially
the realistic novel. Thu$heBrunistshas more than twenty vividly drawn, realistic
characters and provides most of the other elemanpdot and setting familiar to
conventional fiction” (1982: 30). Then, sharing Maftery’'s views, Evenson adds

that

The Origin of the Brunistghen, is the most traditional of Coover’s books.
Its characterization is often conventional, andhas a plot that builds
tension roughly linearly, developing to a pointaiifnax. Yet even within
this form, Coover begins to experiment; it is athealear that the confines
of the realistic novel are too constricting for higistic vision.The Origin

of the Brunistshould be seen less as Coover’s attempt to wtitadgional
novel than as Coover's attempt to figure an escaqpge out of the
traditional novel. (2003: 26)

It is clear that the novel's seeming conventiogalitcludes a more complex and
promising narrative. Then, Lois Gordon calls aitamtespecially, to the novel’s, “in

its last pages, unique blending of realistic, fatitaand mythic materials” and adds
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that “[p]erhaps in the very writing of th@rigin Coover exhausted the limits of
traditional characterization and plot to his owrissaction and then felt free to
pursue his innovative fictions (1983: 19). SimyarMcCaffery, emphasizes how
Coover’'s “payments” to the traditional form “seem lhe made with ambivalent
feelings” as “he constantly undercuts the realistipulses of the book by borrowing
elements from the surreal, the fantastic, and trsur@” (1982: 30). As Andersen
claims, “[w]ithout [abandoning] the traditional nevfor more experimental forms or
. . . [classifying] the conventional novel as olese] Coover manages to depart from
the traditional novel without adopting an antinestektyle” and in doing this, he
“critique[s] established institutions, particularigligious and political institutions
[by] draw[ing] elements from realism and naturalidmt to combine them with
absurd and surreal elements and with a metafidtietyde that sometimes calls
attention to itself” (Andersen 1981: 41-42; Evens2003: 23).

Thus, Coover’'s seemingly traditional form mergingttb realistic and
fantastic/mythical elements ifhe Origin of the Brunistgives him the chance to
disrupt the “supposed smooth flow” of the tradiabform both on the structural and
narrative level. This disruptive mode becomes Cdevaeans of showing how most
of the forms whose smooth flow we take for grardesl actually not so smooth but
are structured upon “absences” which are fillecdma turned into “centers” in time
through rumors, stories . . . etc. The concept texai is paradoxical in two senses.
On the one hand, these centers function as “cénbersause they pull people
towards them like magnets and cause people to igatbend them for a purpose. On
the other hand, they are “absent” and therefordudgsional centers because they
are already created by those very people who gattemd them for a purpose.
Their artificial and constructed nature implies ttlzaytime, they are subject to
change, even to dissolution only to be replacethday centers when needed. Thus,
these centers are artificial forms/constructionscfioning as people’s realities, and
Coover’s novel displays this irony by both “cregtimbsent centers and “showing”
the creation of such centers through the story miree explosion and the following

religious frenzy in a small mining town. Thus, Ceovs the artist/ “creator” who
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creates both the individual stories of the Brunfie characters of the novel) and the

Brunist story as a novel.

Yet, even before its narrative level, the structfréhe novel is suggestive of
an “absence” since it challenges the usual lineaytelling pattern, refusing to settle
within the usual limits of telling a story and thersmplicating the narrative form. To
begin with, the novel consists of four parts iniéidd to a prologue and an epilogue.
The “Prologue” named “The Sacrifice” tells about thathering of the Brunists at the
Mount of Redemption where, as they believe it, therld will end and the
apocalypse will occur. After this prologue come floeir chapters of the novel
(supposedly the rising action part) which narrbgerhine explosion, the formation of
the Brunist cult and the culmination of events tmigathe gathering scene narrated
already in the prologue. Thus, even though theogig# (supposedly the introductory
part even before the first chapter) is placed atdpening of the novel, in terms of
the plot line it takes place in the middle of thengr in other words, it “takes place
chronologically after the major events of the refsthe narrative” (Evenson, 2003:
27). In this way, the novel starts in the middlégomgress backwards.” Lois Gordon
likens this kind of beginning to the

classical epic which begingn medias res(as Milton, for example,
introduces the already fallen angels), [and] Codweggins, so to speak, in
the middle of things—at the penultimate ‘Gatheriagéne two days before
the anticipated apocalypse. . . . Most of whaloWs$ is Coover's
speculationhis book of Genesis, regarding the birth of a religide are
back to the beginning of things. (1983: 25)

As such, the epilogue’s title “Return” gains im@orte because it does not
just imply an end but, rather, implies a senseagjitming anew or a return to the
point of start. For although in the chapter beftReturn,” Miller is mentioned as
dead due to an assault on the Mount of RedemptiotReturn,” he appears again,
recovering from the accident, with his nurse amt fgiend Happy Bottom beside
him. This structure undermines the expectations dotraditional structure and
challenges both temporal and narrative linearityjovpking a sense of
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incompleteness and confusion, and thus triggehegr¢aders’ desire to think about
and interpret the meaning of all these confusirgnes

In addition, emphasizing the novel’s structure Whimvites readers to
participate as interpreters more, “Prologue” parsignificant in other ways. For at
the beginning of “Prologue” there is a quotatiomnirthe New Testament, Revelation
to John 1:11, “Write what you see in a book andiseto the Seven Churches” (11).
Evenson explains this quotation as Coover’s impbbcaof “the relation between
writing and divine revelation. To begin this wayes the sense thahe Origin of
the Brunistswill be concerned with the nature of ‘revelatianid its interpretation
and recording” (2003: 27). In this case, Coovehewriter who writes this story and
sends his revelations, if not to the seven chuicteeslifferent readers around the
world. Then, also, there are the “writer” charastef the novel, both the Brunists
and anti-Brunists who create/write their storiesl @end it to many places so that
many people come and join their group. Therefommver indicates that the “origin”
of the Brunists is based on telling and writing g¥hare products of and subject to
interpretation in their retellings and rewritin@ich an “origin” and its reality do not
seem to be stable and reliable, but very likelybeo affected by the variety of

interpretations. As Evenson continues to explain,

Coover'sThe Origin ofthe Brunistsis . . . interested in the diversity of
interpretation to which supposed revelation is scthjThe novel chronicles
in detail the power struggles inherent in the fdrora of a religious
community, showing the way in which revelation atslinterpretation—
myth-making—are integral parts of these power gfiesy (2003: 27)

Thus, in writing and sending out what “is seen” ambat “he sees,” Coover
emphasizes both the fact that it is the interpi@tatand the fictions which are at the
root of many “origins” and that these origins catimg marks of those struggles as to
whose version will be the true/real/accepted/domtirme. The novel displays and
analyzes this tendency; while the formation procetghe Brunists shows the
competing attempts at making sense out of everdsy&’s narration, the novel, is
the version that presents and comments on alhtigidual versions and struggles.
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Throughout the novel, Coover narrates this storgtijahrough an unknown
third-person, reminiscent of the traditional ndaat only to interrupt that narration
with speeches, monologues of other charactergrdetb the newspaper editor,
sermons and spiritual messages or voices heardrng ®f the characters. In the
Prologue, for example, the third-person narratarates what is happening on the
Mount of Redemption by focusing on one of the BstsjiHiram Clegg. As such, the
role of the narrator is to show the readers thegs® of the Brunist formation, that
is, the mythmaking process at work in the Brunisinmunity. For instance, the
narrator explains and comments on the other chasgobn what is happening and
also provides insight into other characters’ stdtemind. For example, having come
to “witness the apocalypse,” one of the BrunistgaM witnesses, instead, a car
accident and the death of a young girl, and theaatar tells about Hiram’s
confusion. Moreover, the narrator also commentfi@n the news of that accident
were spread among people and how the responsies &vénts were on that night of
the supposed apocalypse in the later days. Intiregrpeople’s responses to events,
the narrator specifically mentions that this evetite—car accident—has become a
“legend” and uses phrases such as “some seemeaamember,” “others spoke in
later years” and “there were those who recalledf’ anly indicating the variety of
responses and interpretations of the events bot @ksating questions about the
reliability of those responses (24-25). Thus, tlrerator highlights the role of
imagination and interpretation in the “writing arsg¢nding out” the events. In

addition, in explaining Marcella’s death, the n&orecalls it

the most persistent legend in years—and the ordywdrich Hiram knew to

be false—was that the girl, in the last throes @&td, had pointed to the
heavens, and then, miraculously, maintained thssuge forever after. This
death in the ditch, the Sacrifice, became in treeséhat followed a popular
theme for religious art, and the painters nevéeddio exploit this legend of
heavenward gesture, never failed to omit the bubblelood. Which was,

of course, as it should be. (25).

In this passage, the narrator clearly exprességhbagosition of Marcella’s body is
interpreted and mythicized over the years by thenspeople, so much that her
position becomes a subject for the painters. Intiad the phrase “which was, of

course, as it should be” suggests that this evemtterpreted in the way people
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prefer to interpret it, that is in a religious cextt which construes the death of a girl

in divine terms.

According to Richard Andersen, by giving both Hitranthoughts and the
narrator's comments that the events Hiram remembassalready become myths,
Coover

immediately establishes an ironic contrast betwedtion and reality.

By establishing in the prologue the fact that thientés described in the rest
of the novel have already become legends, Cooviersohis readers the
opportunity to compare his narrator’'s more objextnew of the founding
of the Brunists religion with the myths that latlmveloped. (1981: 43-44)

Similarly, Evenson also underlines this narratity¢esin the prologue and writes that
“through the narrative style, the contrast betweegertain objective strain and
Hiram’s combination of confusion and belief is passalong to the reader. Thus
Coover is able both to suggest first what actuadlgpened and second how the event
has been reconstructed by the zealous after thie(2003: 27-28). The comment by
the narrator that Hiram knows the falsity of thed$h persistent legend” calls
attention to this zealous reconstruction. By foegson the “discrepancy that exists
between what happened . . . and the myth that éas breated from those events,”
Coover underlines both the distinction betweenvaneand its interpretation and his
basic theme that those interpretations are, in thet stories people create to deal
with the chaos and arbitrariness of life (Anders&@81: 44). In providing both
Hiram’s thoughts and the narrator's comments onardis thoughts Coover
emphasizes that there is a chasm between the xphesen and its interpretation by
and revelation to the people. It is this split ttheg Brunists try to fill in through their
interpretations/fictions. Therefore, in addition its structure, the novel’'s subject
matter contributes to the absence and the sensemfpleteness created by that gap

between the event (explosion) and its “revelation.”
In Evenson’s words, the subject matter of the ndegplores the religious

fervor, connected with the rise of a religious ¢ala small coal-mining town, among

people desperate to find meaning in their live0Z 25). It is this desperate need
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to find meaning that drives the characters to ereanters based on the fictions of
characters. The plot line develops in the aftermatla mine-explosion in West
Condon at which ninety-seven miners are dead exaefyt one miner, Giovanni
Bruno who survives but has serious after effectamfrthe carbon monoxide
poisoning. He is paralyzed and almost on the vefgdeath. Bruno’s survival in
such a condition, and as the only person to survsveonsidered a miracle by the
townspeople for whom the explosion is an unenderdidaster, a catastrophe. This
explosion and Bruno become the two most signifianting forces for the West
Condonites who begin to interpret this event as s¢ign of an approaching
apocalypse. For religious thought provides themh vat framework according to
which they can read into and interpret the worldeyl can interpret Bruno as the
messenger of God; Ely Collins’s note, a hidden mgss and a journalist
investigating and writing about this explosion las torce of darkness. Thus, all their
versions and interpretations function to createc@jter(s) around this event, with

crippled Bruno as their “master-signifier.”

This explosion causes a “hole” in the town in twenses. Literally, the
explosion causes a real hole, a ditch in the mirea an West Condon, and
metaphorically, the event disrupts the life in tben; there are dead miners, their
families are in hard conditions, and people dokmmw how to handle all this chaos.
Therefore, the Brunists not only provide an answerall the questions and
expectations of West Condonites but their group alactions to fill in or cover that
black hole and settle the chaos. Thus, it can mktkat although the Brunists are
really formed as a group, their existence is cioisked with their fictionalizing of
the events leading to their formation as the Bisnisor as Gordon puts it, the
“explosion . . . radically disrupts the precariobhalance of forces. It evokes
throughout the population a combination of despgirelplessness and immense
excitement” (1983: 23). Faced with a disaster tlvapnot make sense of, the
townspeople create a community, the Brunist coltdeéal with the chaos that has
intruded their lives. This is exactly what Coovesans when he insists that life is too
complicated to digest all at once and thus peopéate stories to deal with it

(Kennedy, 1997: 101). In order to be able to cofk and cover up the hole, a group
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of people in West Condon create meanings out @inid, their Brunist cult becomes
“the absent centércovering up the hole not only of this explosiout lalso of this

town too. For what is significant in the rise oketBrunists is the townspeople’s
frantic attempts to attribute meaning to every l&rdgtail regarding the explosion to
have a reasonable understanding of it. AccordinBithard Andersen, these efforts
of finding and making meaning from events are aict fefforts of finding answers to
“the oldest question in man’s experience, ‘WhyZ981: 46). For as Gordon points
out, “in a time of crisis everyone becomes acuilyare of the ambiguous and
precarious nature of existence” (1983: 24). Haunegt the shaky and unreliable
nature of their existence townspeople try to undedswhy this explosion happened
and, more pressingly, why only one man surviveda Bense, they try to rationalize

and predict the possible outcomes of this ambigevest for themselves:

It is this temptation to justify what has no purpdbkat leads to the founding
of the Brunists, a cult of people whose sense alityehas been threatened
by a catastrophe and who in desperation creatdiarfito explain what has
happened in terms that confirm their already-helkelwpoints of life’s
meaning. (Andersen, 1981: 46)

Likewise, McCaffery writes that “[ijn times of cissor chaotic disruption, religious
and historical perspectives have always provided wi¢h the attractive notion that
events actually contain a recognizable order andnmeg despite their apparent
absurdity” (1982: 31). In the novel, after the egibn the narrator summarizes the
panic-stricken mood of the town and the thoughtp@&bple who are looking for

answers regarding this event:

The spirit is made manifest by signs. Else, howantfor the uprooting of
the widow Mrs. Wilson’s hollyhocks, excrement onr Heont porch, a

signature from the ‘Black Hand'? Or the theft oé thidow Mrs. Lawson’s

porch swing. ... Or the excited non-sense ofshayhigh school locker
rooms? ... How else shed light on the anonynphusecalls received at
the home of the coalminer Mr. Bruno?

Or who can say why else this town’s fate darkerrs(2&4-215)

As the passage implies, because the mine expla®stroys any sense of
order and security the townspeople might have bkefall the seemingly strange
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events or even the usual nonsense the childrenelyday are now attributed to the
explosion and the “supposed message” hidden beherd. In asking “why else this
town’s fate darkens so,” the narrator clearly tltates the feelings of the West
Condonites who desperately need to justify and sjizd what happened in terms
that confirm their expectation of what this exptssshould mean. McCaffery points
out this fictional nature of the Brunist belief eingsizing that

[b]ly focusing The Brunistson religion and religious history, Coover
provide[s] himself with an obvious context in whitth show the way that
human intervention is imposed upon the world toegivmeaning.
Coover makes it clear that the initial impetustfo Brunist development is
the desire on the part of the survivors of the deatkrs to attribute some
purpose to the catastrophe, to justify it somehéaced with a destructive
event of such major proportions, the townsfolk findhe Brunist religion a
fictional system which endows the terrible evemtsyt have experienced
with an illusion of order and purpose. (1982: 31)

Having given this fictional basis of the Brunistliee Coover also calls
attention to West Condon which, in fact, paveswag for and nourishes the need to
create a (Brunist) story. After the “Prologue,”thre first chapter, Coover starts by
describing the general condition of West Condon leasjzing the monotonous and
dull atmosphere: “Clouds have massed, doming irsthall world of West Condon.

. . Only eight days since the new year began, thatvague hope its advent
traditionally engenders has already gone stalés ttue, there are births, deaths,
injuries . . . but a wearisome monotony seems farnm even the best and worst of
them” (29). The adjectives Coover chooses hereesaribe West Condon like “dull,
drag, vague hope, wearisome monotony” have mostijative connotations. These
words, while, on the one hand, prevent the undedstg of West Condon’s and
West Condonites’ routine as a calm and peacefdsliyle, emphasize, on the other
hand, the dominating sense of dreariness and beredbminating towards a climax.
Only within eight days after the new year, peopleast lose their hopes and

expectations from it.

In order to accentuate the effects of this culmngaboredom Coover creates

an inside/outside separation in West Condon and Wesdonites’ lives. What best
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describes this inside/outside division is the situaof the preacher Ely Collins’
daughter Elaine who is afraid to go alone outsideene she feels insecure and
isolated. While listening to a game played in héghool auditorium on the radio, she

thinks how she wants to be there but is afraidato g

There was a comforting fullness about the roomingl&ollins, listening to
the high school basketball game while she ironaedhed to be there, yet
she knew she was always frightened outside thisdyaand once out would
wish to be back. Out there, with the others, shalavsit alone, persecuted
by noises and events she did not understand, affaieshe didn’t know
what. She knew Hell by her Pa’s portrayals of it bnderstood it by her
own isolation and the fearful sense of disintegratshe suffered out in
public. Just as she understood God'’s peace bythise, by this room with
its rich and harmonious variety of loved objects.)(

Life in West Condon is so heavy a burden and isrsall and engulfing that Elaine
does not feel comfortable outside. Outside is chds®rder and insecurity to her.
However, she feels safe in their home filled wibljeats, paintings and books related
with Christianity. It is as if against the “noisaad events she does not understand
outside,” their life shaped mostly around Christyais the antidote and Christianity
in particular and religion/religious thought in geal provide them with the order,
security and comfort they need.

After giving these impressions about the town, Go@ontinues telling about
both the people of West Condon in general and tinensworking at the Deepwater
No.9 Coalmine, where the explosion will occur, hig descriptions of a usual day
and “outside” in West Condon identify the town, misingly, with a monotony and

routine that seem in exact opposition to the “al@sElaine thinks about:

Out at Deepwater No.9 Coalmine, the day shift uigeout of the workings
by the cagefuls. ... Some will go to homes, stonteunt or talk about it .
.. In town, the night shift severally eat, drdst;h, wisecrack, wait for cars
or warm up their own.

On Main Street . . . [bJusiness is in its usual tgolsristmas slump.
Inventories are underway. Taxes must be figuredl. fuff. Time gets on,
seems to run and drag at the same time. Peoplth@utminds on supper
and the ball game, and talk, talk about anythiatk aind listen to talk.
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Religion, sex, politics, toothpastes. . . . Wesin@oners, what's wrong
with them, what dumb things they've done, what theybeen talking
about, what's wrong with the way they talk, who’sttphg out, jokes
they've told, why they're not happy, what's wronghwtheir homelife. (30)

In these passages, Coover identifies the life isMZ®mndon not only with monotony
but also with dreariness overwhelming people Iie ¢louds massing and doming in
their town’s small world. It seems that these peagke bored even with themselves
and their lives, and they are in need of somethitag can take them out of this
tiresome routine. This narration of boredom corgstocusing on the daily routines
of several miners until the end of the first sattwf the first chapter. Then, this
section closes with the sentence, “the mine isiséxcept for the distant scrape of
machinery and voices, and what seems to be a soeswtby somewhat like that of
bees” (40). The juxtaposition of the mine’s sileracel the sound of machinery and
the bees in this sentence implies an ordinary éfidday’s routine, when different
sounds are heard but go unnoticed. Yet, theseigesns of West Condon as overly
monotonous and ordinary foreshadow something logmsomething about to
happen or “explode.”

As expected, disorder and interruption is on the/ Wwath at the level of
novel’'s narrative style and the townspeople’s lifee very beginning of the second
section of the first chapter expresses this digvaptlearly in two senses. Firstly, this
section starts not in prose but in a verse-likenf@nd then continues in prose,

disrupting the flow of the novel’s narration sudiyen

There was light and
post drill leaped smashed the
turned over whole goddamn car kicking
felt it in his ears, grabbed his bucket, and tdrfrem the face,
but then the second
“Hank! Hank Harlowe! | cain’t see nothin’! Hank®?40)

This is the moment of explosion told from the padfitview of one or two of the
miners, but it is not very clear to whom “his” ihet “his ears” and “his bucket”
refers, yet it is probable that those pronouns rigeleither to Rosselli or Clemens
because, before telling about the silence of theerat the end of the first section, the

91



narrator mentions how Rosselli accepts a cigafeite Clemens: “Rosselli hesitates,

looks around, his headlamp slicing through the nnilfar blackness. . .. He accepts

a cigarette, fits it in his mouth” (40). Then, thecond section starts with “there was
light” as if indicating the light of the cigarettehich can be a possible reason of the
explosion, though it is not certain that the wolight” in the sentence refers exactly

to the lighting of the cigarette. In addition, “tkewas light” is a clear allusion to the

Bible but the context this allusion takes placesdoet have any religious meaning at
all. Then, the narration continues to proceed ia tlerse-like form with the

impression that there is little or no connectiohwsen the lines:

Vince Bonali knew what it was and knew they hadebout.
He told Duncan to keep the boys from jumping tha gund went for the
phone in

saw it coming and crouched but it

“Wet a rag there! Git it on your face!”

seemed like it bounced right off the

Red Baxter's crew had hardly begun loading thst foar when the
power went off. Supposed the ventilator fan hagd working, because
the phone

“Jesus! Jesus! Help me! Oh Dear God!”

came to still holding the shovel but his

looked like a locomotive coming (40)

In this part, the lines do not follow one anothsw, it is difficult to grasp
exactly what is being told, except for the sensatofosphere of panic and turmoill.
In addition to the seeming irrelevance betweerlities, the passages do not come in
a meaningful pattern either. For instance, after passages about the moment of
explosion comes a passage about a game being ayee high school auditorium,
a paragraph about Angela, Vince Bonali's daughaed her boyfriend in the car, a
passage about Elaine, as she thinks about heatliteeir home. In this way, Coover
presents passages with completely different topies after the other, disorienting
the sense of order and connection among them. &isopassage in verse about the
explosion is followed by the prose passage telabgut some of the miners in the
mine trying to understand what has just happenedracturing the narration this
way, Coover destabilizes the readers’ thoughts ditygiving in exact terms what
happened and when and disrupts the narration,tirgsigasy answers to the

guestions from the readers.
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In addition to this disruption at the narrativelstythe explosion disrupts
people’s life because that overwhelming monotorsuddenly and radically broken.
Through Mike’s eyes, at the moment of explosionhéw the second one hit—hard
[floor] seemed to heave, threw him off his feep twashed down, chunk batted off
his helmet, face bit into the cinders. . .. [THo®f was down aslant. It was hotter
and smokier than the griddles of hell” (41). Suctemiible experience falls outside
any meaning pattern and, hence, is the “unexpl&nhdbr these people. In this
sense, what West Condonites experiersc€the Real” in the form of a mine
explosion because the Zizekian Real is, also, wehlatft outside comprehension and
meaningful patterns. The explosion is incompret®essince it does not have any
explanations or does not fit into a reasoning paittk is not positively clear that this
explosion is related with a human intervention sasHighting of a cigarette or of
matches. Suddenly and unexpectedly it happensthesmdudden eruption seems like

the eruption of the Real to the fore.

Here, this eruption has the features of the Realwo important senses.
Firstly, in an interview, Zizek characterizes theaRas what is between nature and
culture or, rather, the gap, the fissure between ttho: when “something goes
terribly wrong in nature [and] we cannot pass diyefrom nature to culture” we
symbolize in order to be able to “domesticate” thatribly wrong” or “horrifying
thing” (Daly, 2004: 64, 80). In the novel, the nmimexplosion is an instance of
something in nature going terribly wrong, and petplattempts to make this
explosion comprehensible by attributing to it certeeligious features (i.e., it is
God’s message to be deciphered) are their efférsyrabolizing the Real so that it
has a meaning. Thus, what people do by symbolithegexplosion is to make this
unknown natural disaster into an “understandabneV Referring to the panic of
the Brunists when they see people coming to watemt on the Mount of
Redemption, the narrator once says that “[t{jhewknet this enemy and what a man
knows not, he fears unreasonably” (22). Howevees¢hwords also express the
Brunists’ general condition in front of this “unkmo enemy.” Because they know

not what it is that they have encountered, “thegpegd, panicked, flew in a mad
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scurry back toward their cars. ... People cvidgtiout cause” (22). The antidote to
this panicking, gasping and flying in a mad scurtyen, is to symbolize, “to
domesticate,” the wunknown and pass on to the sidé the

cultural/social/understandable/manageabile.

Then, as a second feature, Zizek insistently pauatghat, strikingly, it is not
that the Real is what cannot be confronted, butth® contrary, itis what is
encountered The paradox of The Real is here: dbes occur and it is the
“(im)possibility of the acceptanceof its possibility of occurrence” that is
unendurable: “the Real is impossible but it is siatply impossible in the sense of a
failed encounter” but it is a traumatic encountettdoes happen to us, and it is this
acceptance of its possibility that is the real tnawDaly: 2004: 69, 70, 71). In this
regard then, what is the real trauma for the charsceven more than the explosion
itself is the acceptance that thaigl experience the explosion. Thus, all their efforts
to “fictionalize” this event are their attempts rootly to decipher the explosion but,
more importantly, to bypass “the real encounterti aneet it in disguise of the
Brunist story. Coover’s depiction of the town’'susition after the news of the
explosion is heard displays how the encounter witis traumatic happening
disintegrates all the existing structure in theriaweality. In a rather long passage

Coover explains this condition of the town:

Like ravens fly the black messages. By radio, bgpigone, by word of
mouth. Over and through the night streets of thedea town. Flitting,
fluttering, faster than the flight. Crisp Januarght, but none notice. Out
hatless into the streets to ask, to answer, toirtordach other’'s hearsay.
Women shriek and neighbors vulture over them, pthssn back into
shingled houses with solicitous quiverings. Threadred are dead. They
all escaped. God will save the good. All the goodnndied. Flapping.
Flustering. Telephones choke up. Please get off lith This is an
emergency! Below the tangled branches of the gaimter elms, coatless
they run, confirm each other’s presence. No onenesnalone. Lights burn
multifoldly, doors gape and slap. Radios fill liginooms and kitchens, leak
into charged streets, guide cars. The road to msifgammed. A policeman
tries to turn them back, but now they approach idoable column and
there is no route back. Everything stops. All daear the beatless music,
the urgent appeals, but nothing yet is known. Doslihwindows and again
the ravens lift. (52)
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This paragraph clearly describes the upside-dowst\Wendon after the explosion.
The words and phrases “flitting, fluttering,” oretlsentences, “Three hundred are
dead. They all escaped” express how great the lgivdie sense of agitation and

panic is.

In addition to this agitated mood, the explosionngg about another
significant change; the secure separation betweside and outside is broken and
inside and outside merge. Describing the peoplels fom the high school
gymnasium, Coover writes that “[tlhe crowd, protghic, flooded through the
double doors and inundated the parking lot. Lampgales and swerving car lights
made the onrushing mass seem translucent, unbo®€J’ Then, he returns to
Elaine who was afraid to go out alone. As she htsrsiews, she runs to inform her
mother of what has happened and “[s]he [feelsjpakeams, to be running without
gaining ground, willing acts she could not perform.. Ma! ... It's the mine, Ma! .
.. 'lIt's blowed up, Mal! | jist heard it on the riadl (51). When panic-stricken she
and her mother run the streets “toward the Deepwatsd,” Elaine sees that her
mother is running without her shoes on (52). Adyyat is not only Elaine and her
mother running shoeless but also almost the whokstWCondon is alarmed.
Families of the miners rush to the mine area, petplto learn what happened and
the roads leading to the mine area are filled \ptbple. For the boundaries of the
soothing home and chaotic outside are merged waith eother and, ironically,
something from deep inside swallows up the outaitieh, simultaneously, engulfs
that inside:

They keep coming. Families, miners, officials, nees, police, civil

defense, state corps, priests, Legion, Red Cradsyigion, psychiatric
service. Fully equipped rescue teams now enterntiee methodically.

Trucks arrive with oxygen tanks, stretchers andsteA bank president
moves from group to group, bringing hope. At thiy ¢iospital, beds are
cleared and nurses alerted. The West Condon radimrs asks for and
receives permission to stay on the air twenty-foours a day. The high
school gymnasium, still, is brightly floodlit. . In a few hours, it will host
a new activity: already the gym has been designadtgdporary Morgue.
The janitor, alone, spreads a tarpaulin on the fl(8D)
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The wearisome and monotonous West Condon is, nowa state of
emergency as the suddenly exploding Real bringstthn literally face to face with
death. This real confrontation with death also gmésadoxically for the West
Condonites. It is because of this confrontatiorhwdéath, that is, the explosion, that
people create this Brunist view to interpret andarstand what is happening in their
lives. This is the paradox: What actually bringsnthdisaster also provides them
with the means to interpret and deal with that veisaster. If they see the “real
explosion” for what it really is, all their positip which has so far been built upon
that certain view of this event, will dissolve. Hewer, their point of view which
underlines the idea of the apocalypse and thus God/olvement in this event
prevents that possible dissolution and helps therargwith their lives with a newly
constructed meaning and significance. Thereformnically, as Gordon explains,
“[c]atastrophe gives life to both the individualdato all the groups that form in
response to it . . . [since] [e]veryone has thelrteebe the protagonist in this drama”
(1983: 23).

Embracing this need of being a protagonist provitiese characters with a
channel or place to transfer their fear of losingiit sense of order and security. This
place becomes that explosion. That explosion—tha-Rsuddenly erupts in front of
them but it had already been culminating in thanfasf their too much orderly,
secure and calm everyday routine. When this cultioinaeventually explodes it
cracks that overly calm routine all open, bringitagthe fore a fissure that was
already building up deep down in West Condon. Adittboredom, the silence where
even the voice of the bees are heard, the hopeles&ven eight days after the new
year pile up in West Condon, and thus, the evertxpllosion happens suddenly and
unexpectedly but it was already there, lurking la¢metheir lives, “threatening to
explode” in one way or another (Daly: 2004: 65)u3hwhen it explodes eventually,
it is a reverse Big Bang bringing not life and lmegng but death and ending, pulling

West Condon below its already “under the grouncdllév

In addition, because they believe that this eveméliated to or indicative of a

certain mysterious message, they start findingssigmich, they believe, are pointing
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to them what they are looking for. According torthéhose signs are a manifestation
of God’'s spirit which/who sends them those and thislready expressed in the
novel with the words “the spirit is made manifegtdigns” (214). Thus, to be able
see those signs, they start taking into account dhe tiniest details, making
connections between them and then situating aethaetails and happenings in a
certain apocalyptic context with the hope of acimgva whole and a conclusion.
Acting this way, they not onlknowwhat they cannot understand but also, and more
importantly, have power over it, rather than it ingvpower over them. For as they
attribute meanings to weird happenings or rumdrsy tfeel secure and powerful
before the unknown. No longer confused or losty #eel that they can master and
control the unknown. For instance, there is a ruivefiore the explosion that the
preacher Ely Collins is “lately given to seeing tehbirds winging around down here
[underground mine area]” (41). After the news of fireacher’s death is heard this
rumor is supposed to have become real and it isidered a fact’ now, a common
belief among most of the people in the town. Thihg rumor becomes reliable
because of becoming a fact, a piece of informati@t the townspeople can count
on, rather than being just hearsay. Eleanor Nostsaying “the site of White Bird
visitation” in her speech and people’s applaudingsé words with “amens” and
prayers reveal how firmly they believe in this “f4c

Similarly, when a carbonized hand is found in frohtEly Collins’s house,
his widow Clara believes it to be her husband’sdhand immediately makes a
connection between the hand and its relation wigirtcommon cause, that is, the
supposed apocalypse: “Widow Collins grabbed up tiiag and held it high.Ely’
she screamed. ... Widow Collins went completéfyher bat, bleating out crazy
stuff about the end of the world and the horrortheflast times” (282). Actually, the
carbonized hand is a game played on the widow wpfCElllins by the two sons of
Abner Baxter who is the next preacher after Elyli@®l Calling themselves “Black
Hand” and “Black Peter,” who are “million times betthan Batman and Robin,”
these brothers “[steal] and put poop on porches [torture] victims” (164-165).
However, as Gordon writes, because “everythingymb®lic” to the townspeople,

“through the novel, black crucifixes, the theft afwindow, snowstorms, and even
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poor television reception are turned into omen$ositive eventualities.” Anorexia
caused by illness is distorted into an act of relig fasting [;] . . . a charred, scabby,
black hand from a dead miner becomes sacred” (1Z831n addition, these “sacred
things” or “events,” which would mean nothing intaally different context, show
both how hysterical the whole town gets about thglasion and how bigger and
wider the extent of this hysteria gets every dathatcommunity level. For example,
the naughty behaviors of children who call themselBlack Hand and Black Peter
in the town are taken for real and interpretedigsssshowing how the community

has gone wrong,

“Black Hand” phonecalls tie up the circuits, anttdes from same arrive
daily at the newspaper office, city hall, privatnies. When the newspaper
releases the report of two other signatures, thackBPeter” and “Black
Piggy,” it sets off a rash of new calls and lettet., by everything from
the “Blackhead” to the “Black Bottom.”

Yes, the mayor admits with a rueful sigh . . sireally a reflection of the
town’s whole general deterioration, and is at thene time contributing to
it. A community-wide moral problem. Monstrous. Ancar. Something has
to be done, says one. The mayor agrees. A littlencon sense, says
another. (216)

Thus, the town is completely caught in this moodgufod versus bad”; for
them Black Hand and Black Peter are villains whotwa bring destruction on their
town. People act as if they are trying to catchewilile criminal naming these
children’s games as the “monstrous” problem or“tdancer” of society. As Larry
McCaffery states “the Brunists, who are willingassimilate anything which will fit
into their pattern of beliefs, quickly interpreesie pranks as otherworldly messages
or warnings,” and “in the process of establishihgirt creed—a purely arbitrary,
invented fiction—they provide an excellent exampfewhy fiction making is so
useful to men” (1982: 36). By naming these pran&s‘@mmunity-wide moral
problem,” these people fit these otherwise nonsahghildren’s games into their
frame of mind according to which “these bad happgsiare the works of bad people

or souls who try to destroy our order and lives.”

In addition to these “suspicious” happenings, therm literal message for the
Brunists, a letter or a note left by Ely Collins ielin he was unable to complete
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before he died in the mine. The half-written naads: “DEAR CLARA AND ALL:

| dissobayed and | know | must Die. Listen alwayghe Holy Spirit in your Harts
Abide in Grace. We will stand Together before Owrd.the & of” (96). It is
important in two senses: Firstly, for the Brunistshecomes a perfect document,
hinting at them the vital information about the esfdhe world with a number and
some words Ely managed to scratch on a piece adrp&gcondly, the note can be
considered in the Zizekian sense as a letter/ pibee of real” circulating among
people (1992: 18). Although the note is ambiguous ia not clear what Ely really
wanted to say, the words “Holy Spirit,” and “I didsmyed,” are enough proof for
people like Clara to infer that the note has de&flgia divine message. According to
them, Ely was trying to tell them what they are nioying to decipher; on a specific
date something will happen, and that happeningod'$Swish and it is their duty to
act upon this call. Especially, the half sentend&e“will stand Together before Our
Lord the & of” triggers all their desire to find the meanithgy look for. Since it is
not clear what “the B of” refers to and where they “will stand Togethefore their
Lord,” Clara immediately makes the connection tiat expression “of’ means
specifically the date of the apocalypse, and thathe &' of- they will stand together
before God to wait for the Apocalypse. It is foisthreason that even if Abner Baxter,
the preacher after Ely Collins, who does not belilvat the message has a secret
meaning, tries to explain that “th&"8robably refers to the date of the explosion—
because it happened on the eight of the month,aGlaes not change her mind.
According to her, both the white bird story andstmote point to a particular
meaning, that Ely has actually seen a white biedkiew the end was coming, and
before the explosion he was trying to send them itiéssage. Even Abner Baxter's
wife Sarah believes in Clara’s account and in ‘hephetic vision in Brother Ely’s
deathnote” (98). Moreover, she is “vexed by a samisnystery” which is “why . . .
the Lord [has] chosen to take Brother Ely just seeond before he would have

completed the terrible message” (98).
In addition to its perception by the townspeople asforeshadowing”

message, Ely’s note can be read as the stain dettiee that Zizek explains in his

analysis of the movi€ity Lights In analyzingCity Lights Zizek explains that the
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tramp who loves the blind girl is the black spaitthtains the girl's gaze, but it is his
being the black spot that makes possible a cevtaision of reality where the girl
loves a man who is (a substitute of) her prince tedtramp loves the girl who is
blind. For, being a “stain,” the tramp causes thsggaze to go astray, so the girl
mistakes him for the prince charming. The trampeheccupies a place that is not
his; he is filling in the absence of the prince rchiag. However, when the girl can
see the tramp for who he is at the end of the malvie not clear whether they will
fall in love and live happily ever after or separéecause neither the blind girl nor
the tramp fill in a place in each other’s fantasgnies anymore. Thus, according to
Zizek, the stain or “the letter arrives at its desgion when we are no longer fillers’
of the empty places in another’s fantasy structuaed “this moment marks the
intrusion of a radical openness in which every lidagport of our existence is
suspended” (1992: 7, 8). For the letter “embodgpges material existence to the
lack in the Other, to the constitutive inconsisientthe symbolic” (Zizek, 1992:18).
In the novel, apart from its figurative connotagpily’s noteis, first of all, literally
the letter. It marks the “intrusion of a radical opess in which the support of West
Condonites’ existences is suspended” and/or desdrdifly’s note, here, embodies
the lack and the inconsistency in their currentiagiobn as well as in their former
West Condon life. It seems that, for the Brunisk® only way to integrate this
“letter” into their system is to make Ely and histe occupy a certain place in their
“fantasy frames.” Thus, Clara attributes to theenat specific meaning that her
husband was trying to give them a message andhisaletter was meant to reveal
that message. It is through this fantasy frame ¢hat tries to keep the support of
their lives intact. Therefore, for people like Glathe note functions, in Zizek’s
words, as “an object that circulates among theesbjand, by its very circulation,
makes out of them a closed intersubjective commu(ii992: 18). Yet, it is not only
Ely’'s note which functions to keep West Condonttagether and makes out of them
a “real fictional” community. In fact, Bruno is ti{®)real sign/message/letter for the

West Condonites.
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3.1.1. Bruno: The Absence Embodied

In addition to Ely’s note and other relatively mirgetails, the only survivor
of the explosion, Giovanni Bruno is the ultimatgrsithe real message and letter
circulating among West Condonites. What makes Btheasymbol of this explosion
and—though he is not aware of it—a leader of sfmtthe Brunists is his survival,
though paralyzed after the explosion. His survimakes the townspeople think that
in an explosion where so many men die, if he iglsoh out it must be by a higher
force for a mysterious reason. He must be somediffatent and special and, there
must be something in him they do not know but ne®dgay attention to and

investigate.

In fact, his co-workers at the mine probably féglttsomething unknown in
him, and thus, try to “decipher” him. Coover’s fidescriptions of him show this
clearly in the pages where he is depicted asimter-verted” [introverted] Italian
Catholic who has lost his parents at an early bges with his sister Marcella, and
when somebody says, for example, that it is a dae“he’d jis stare back at you”
(101). He “belong]s] to no clubs, [has] no friendot active at the church.
Standoffish and peculiar’ (144). He is a very sy guiet “tall bony miner” who
has not much to say to or share with his co-miérthe mine (32). His silence,
shyness and loneliness do not give his co-workeyschue about him, so they try to
extricate meaning from him in rather brutal andlysoy ways. They make him a
target of their vulgar jokes, but most of the tithey cannot get the response they
need. For example, on their daily “teasing” sessighen Vince Bonali “blister[s]
the thin ass” of Bruno with the towel, “Bruno saysthing, barely flinches, simply
turns pale and stares coldly at Bonali” (32). Intla¢se occasions, “Bruno, encircled,
is crying” but it is this overly timid and silentanner that attracts all the more
attention (33). Bruno becomes a “target” to theameone who is not like them or,
rather, who they believe is different from them.ughthey exercise all their bully-
like violence on that foreign body, teasing andifyng him since he is to be either
assimilated in or excluded from their communitgniically, and somewhat violently,

all their humiliating jokes and acts are, in fabgir efforts to make sense of him and
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fit him into a context they can relate to. This @®es clearer when the mine
explodes and they cannot find Bruno. They try talfthim and call his name, but

they want to get out of there as soon as possiblada,

“Bruno, we’re going!” Mike call[s], but they werdraady on the move as
he said it, Pontormo leading. . .. With his bu@bllins nailed to the earth
and maybe dying, Bruno had cut out to save his skin—if he got in a

hole, he goddamn well deserved it. “Jerk must hgmee on,” Strelchuk
muttered, covering his vague sense of guilt. (51)

Because they want to (and also have to) get othiese as soon and quickly
as possible, after several calls, they think tleapfobably has already run or hidden
somewhere without telling them. In fact, they evienget about him until Ely
Collins, who protects him against the other minasks where he is. In sum, their
feelings towards him are a combination of disligeilt and the desire to hurt him. It
Is probably for that reason that most of the titmeytcall him with negative words
like “goddamn” and “jerk” or describe him as if tias not a “regular guy” like them
but a weird person or a freak. One of the minelts Miller that “he [is] a funny
bird” (101). Similarly, at the moment of explosievhen Mike sees Bruno “[h]is
goddamn face was white as the Virgin’s behind Vigathery black streaks on his
cheek-bones, but his eyes were open and blinking—~outh gaped, but nothing
came out” (41). In this scene, he is describeddilghost or an alien body with open
mouth but not speaking, with eyes open but showiagfeeling whatsoever like
horror, pain or panic. This image of open but silmouth is significant because all
the Brunist belief is structured upon this silenBeople around him try to hear
something from this silence; they wait for him sy ssomething explanatory about
the explosion or his survival, but, though his noig open, no words come. The
closest they can get to words are his murmursess hither silent or just murmuring
and wheezing. The person whose silence and pas#ingly cannot make sense of
before the explosion now becomes an even biggetemyysriggering their desire not
only to interpret him more but also, and more ing@atly, to attribute to him
spiritual qualities that he does not really havike Ibeing a prophet or God’s
messenger sent to this world. Thus, Bruno becomestarnation of the “hole” or
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the “absent center” that is the explosion has ectat the town. All the Brunist
belief is structured upon this silence and holat i, nothingness.

In addition to his being the incarnation of the miogness of the Brunists,
Bruno’s loneliness, standoffishness and peculianiake him the embodiment of the
Real too: He is a “death-in life/life-in death” elent because he is neither totally
dead nor alive, but as if suspended between theThis in-between condition calls
to mind Zizek’s comments on the difference betwinenreal and symbolic deaths in
Lacan’s theory. Zizek explains that according tedm there is the real/biological
death and *“its symbolization, the ‘settling of aaots,” the accomplishment of
symbolic destiny (deathbed confession in Cathaticifor example)” (1989: 135).
For instance, when Antigone is excluded from hemmmnity before she is not
biologically dead, this is her symbolic death. Heee Hamlet's father is actually
dead but his ghost follows Hamlet because his adsare not settled; he is not dead
symbolically. The point here is, there is a gapMeein these two deaths, which “can
be filled in various ways; it can contain eithebkme beauty or fearsome monsters”
(Zizek, 1989: 135). For instance, Antigone’s synibaleath “imbues her character
with sublime beauty, whereas the ghost of Hamlietter represents the opposite
case [and] he returns as a frightful apparitionlun$ debt has been repaid” (Zizek,
1989: 135). However, as a gap, this place betweertvto deaths “is the site dhs
Ding, of the real-traumatic kernel in the midst of syiborder” (Zizek, 1989: 135).

Taken in this context, Bruno does not die biolollycebut he is not alive
either, and it seems he is symbolically dead,ithdte loses his place in the symbolic
network. Yet, even if he is dead symbolically, faot alive like Antigone. Nor does
he die leaving his soul behind like Hamlet's fathee still persists physically. For
this reason, in his case, rather than real or hcdeath, the gap, the absent place
between the two is more definitive of Bruno. ForZazek says, the letter’s arrival
(the moment of explosion) is when the “presencexigosed outside the symbolic
support [and then,] he [the subject] ‘dies’ as aner of the symbolic community,
his being is no longer determined by a place insgmabolic network, it materializes
the pure Nothingness of the hole[,] . . . the vaidZizek, 1992: 8). Bruno’s is the
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same condition; his body is there but his beingnhoae defined by a place in the
symbolic system. Furthermore, his uncanny conditsonot that of sublime beauty
but he is attributed sublime qualities. Thus, hiscanniness or frightening
appearance combined with the sublime feature at&ibto him by the people draws
him nearer to the gap between the two deaths,ithefdas Ding, of the (R)real-
traumatic kernel in the midst of symbolic order.idt because of his peculiarity
combined with the townspeople’s interpretation lzdttpeculiarity that he is made
into a target and he becomes the embodiment adlibent “hole” of the town. Now,
his situation as a kind of “living dead,” which rsoticeably evocative of the
figurative embodiments of the Real in the form obmster, zombie and “living
dead,” points to his position, at the same timeghasReal-traumatic kernel which is
the “malfunctioning element” of a given order (Daip04:7, 5). Following this, with
his physical features reminiscent of the monstenar strange creature figure who
cannot be integrated into the system and who cssollie people’s sense of reality in
most of the horror movies, he disturbs the “normstfucture and order of life in
West Condon. In the hospital, Bruno’s conditionniarrated through his sister

Marcella’s eyes:

Withdrawn he lies, absorbed into the bed, one wjtdark etching on the
immaculate sheet. “Giovanni” she whispers. No sggiven her but the
determined pulsing of a vein in his neck. His dkas shrunk taut over his
high skull, exaggerating the recession of his marlHis black hair is long

on the neck, feathers dark and wild on the pilléle.is . . . somehow . . .
changed: yes, a new brother must come of it. Stes fior him. So white!

The dried blood she’d seen on his face seems te bauk beneath the
surface, now mottles with rose the flesh’s pal{8R)

This description is the description of the foreigody threatening to dissolve the
structure of life; the whiteness of his face, theckness of his hair and the redness of
blood combined with a pulsing vein create a shargrast, making him seem twice
as odd and particular as before.

Actually, there is a scientific explanation for heguation. As one doctor

mentions to Miller, because Bruno is exposed tontamh carbon monoxide in the
mine after the explosion, he has been poisonedddbtr explains to Miller that
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“[o]ne thing, he was separated from the othersughono one knows why,
and he may have received a much more gradual ddsage

“ ... His chances of recovery diminish the longerremains in it. Usually
they come around within the first couple hours,etiey’ve got fresh air or
are fed oxygen, if they do at all. If he does carmund, the delay increases
the likelihood of pulmonary complications. He idl sietting transfusions,
respiratory stimulants.”

“Carbon monoxide poisoning, Miller, amounts to oggdack. And oxygen
is the one thing—it and glucose—that the brain caulio without, even for
short periods of time. So some damage is concedyalnld there have been
cases of permanent mental illness, although alalastys, | should say, in
cases where there was a predisposition for it.*98p

The doctor's words make it clear that Bruno’s ditwahas nothing to do, as some
people assume, with some supernatural power odittiee spirit whatsoever. He is
just sick; he can neither speak properly nor make rmoves consciously. It is not
even clear whether he is really awake or not becaesjust lies in bed except just
murmuring, nodding or moving a finger once in ale@hHowever, it is exactly this
strange condition and weird look of Bruno, whictacually due to his real medical
condition but which contributes much to the serfsanabiguity and wonder around
him. It is because of this same reason that Brar®ing mythicized. As a result, his
strangeness attracts people’s attention all theemoausing them to attribute
meaning to his survival. Thus, ironically, theiadeer is a kind of “living dead” and
“[t}he Brunist movement commences, then, with a mmaarwhelmed. It begins as a

movement in full retreat” (Dewey, 1990:95).

Then, as if to “justify” the Brunists’ belief in Bno, one day théVest
CondonChronicleannounces that “not only had Giovanni Bruno receddrom his
coma,but he had announced\asitation by what he called the Holy Virgin during
his entombmehShe had appeared to him, he said, in the fora.af. a white bird!”
(129). This news on the paper further strengthesople’s belief that Bruno is the
“One,” God’s messenger because who else, apart frmmdevoted preacher Ely
Collins, would receivéhe Holy Virginin the form of a white birdRow, with a faith
that is strengthened more with such affirmatioregpbe interpret his murmurs and

voices as words and messages of God and his gestigresecret moves which
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complete those murmurs. Once, he lies on the béd®@ara’s Bible on his lap and
his finger points towards a passage, the gospeardicg to John. People are so
absorbed in deciphering his words and actionsahiabugh his finger very probably
just happens to point to that passage, they textact meaning from this move by
asking him questions and interpreting his head momed facial expressions as
answers to their questions. In addition to his aaye dubious moves and words,
“weak but yet resonant” he speaks for the firsetisaying, “The coming . . . of . ..
light!” . .. ‘Sunday” confirming all their beliein the approaching apocalypse that,
they think, will occur probably on the Sunday tH&(&74). They are so involved in
their own belief in him that, in one occasion thegrform a somewhat religious

ceremony next to his bed to get more information:

Eleanor Norton posed priestesslike at the footminB’s bed. Bruno sat as
he had sat before, staring out straight in fronthoh[,] . . . his dark

scooped-out eyes, though now seemed blank and ingsé&'orn out

probably. The others gathered around his bed. ..

Mrs. Norton now lifted her slender arms slowly befdher, a kind of

benediction as it were. . ... “Hark ye to theiWw/Bird!” she commanded,
shattering the silence and causing some to stamebhugh caught his
breath sharply. “Giovanni Bruno! The One to Comé&le widows and

Mrs. Hall whispered mewing amens. “We look to tlasteWe look to the

west! The feet tug downward, but the spirit soa(@01)

As they begin their prayer, they are nervous andted, waiting for what might
happen in the next minutes. They are waiting farod or for some words from

Bruno and the anxious atmosphere of the room tsasclimax:

Betty Wilson had begun to whimper softly. Elaineda@arl Dean had
joined the group at the bed. . ... “So harkhagk ye to the White Bird of
wisdom and grace!” At this familiar angelus all thazarenes, in Pavlovian
response, amennedzrom out of the abyss of darkness, lead us to!light
... but just then Giovanni Bruno lifted one hamal brought a sudden hush
down on all of them. They waite@The tomb . . .” he said, and it was
weird how the sound emerged as though forged iresoamer and deeply
resonant cavity, then heaved whole through his dpénutterly passive
mouth,”. . . is its message!’Hand down. (206)

These passages, on the one hand, show how pass$jotiaty cling to Bruno for
realizing their expectations. They are so involwedheir own frames of mind that
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they get completely carried away, into the momemd #heir voice gets higher
gradually until Bruno’s lifted hand suddenly stapem to give the answer they seek.
The words “tomb” and “message” immediately reminenh of Ely’s note which had
told about the day they will stand together bef@ed and which Clara had
interpreted as prophesizing the coming day of juelgnwhen they would all die.
Thus, “all eyes turned on Clara Collin@H God! she screamed, thrusting high her
husband’s noteThe Day of the Lord is at hariti{206).

On the other hand, in especially the last pasdhges is a sense of irony and
even mockery. Coover’s use of “Pavlovian respomsetks their overly passionate
ceremony; like the Pavlovian dogs they all resptmdhe expected sign, Bruno’s
hand. Then, when the hand is down it is the tiney tan start again their orgy-like
ceremony. Also Coover’'s description of Bruno’'s effto talk indicates the irony
about the way the Brunists see Bruno. As Brunothesa “the sound emerge[s] as
though forged in some inner and deeply resonantycdlien heave[s] whole through
his open but utterly passive mouth” (206) It isfa8runo discharges something from
his insides, from a big cavity, with great effanhd the voice that can finally emerge
reflects that effort which is perhaps due to owgresition to toxic gases. Then, the
words “inner and deeply resonant cavity” is a pdrfalusion to Bruno’s state of
absence; he is like a deep and inner cave throdgbhvihe words resonate to the
Brunists. Finally, he ishe cavity resonating to the Brunists what they wanhear
because it is the Brunists who hear what he saysne@aningful expressions.
However, Coover makes this known only to the careéaders through subtle
expressions, and thus, tricks both the Bruniststaedeaders who do not realize this

style and believe that “the story being writtefoisreal.”

Yet, despite his “absence,” Bruno gradually, tuons to be the center or the
“absent center” of this event, pulling people tonkelf like a magnet, as Ted
Cavanaugh thinks, “not because of who Bruno wasgoetlly or what he’d done, but
because of the way others see him” (144). The tpasgewantto be pulled to him,
to gather around this “center,” and carrying himaaas the Brunists, they do form a

periphery around this “living absence.” Accordinglhere are many ways these
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people see him because he is “truly a life-in-dégjire—mute and hollow-eyed—
[and] is a virtual tabula rasa to be read as anyaisbes” (Gordon, 1983: 25). As
Dewey writes, “Bruno, from the moment he is dragffeth the mine, is essentially
passive, a mere shell,” and thus he addressedfevedit expectations of different
people and every person can interpret him in hia aame of mind (1990: 100).
While Eleanor Norton believes that “Giovanni Brusitody had been invaded by a
higher being” (132), for Ted Cavanaugh the bankdrp wants to make Bruno’s
homecoming from the hospital a public event, Brimmtsomething of a town hero, a
symbol of the community’s own struggle to survive/en though “he was a little
short on style” to be a hero (144). For that reaSed Cavanaugh makes every effort
to make Bruno’s coming home from the hospital iatkind of carnival where they
can celebrate their struggle to survive and affingir sense of unity and community

with hope:

Townsfolk had already massed up on the Bruno ftawn when Vince
arrived. Bright sun, though the day was crisp, dai air. Shops, school,
everything closed [and] everybody was feeling gdddrt Whimple, the
mayor arrived in a new black Chrysler, accomparigdather Baglione,
some state politicians, and one of the Protestamistars. TV guys dollied
around on the sidewalk, shooting everybody. Jehigscrowd was really
big! Officials from the Red Cross, the UMV, the teampany, members
of the city council, and representatives from otlesrc organizations
pulled up behind the Chrysler.

A sign on the mayor’s car said: GIOVANNI BRUNO—WE&ONDON
SAYS—GET WELL SOON!!! (148-149)

Since the explosion day, both the explosion andh8&ruronically, function as
catalysts to bring people together as a commurtyd this show of Bruno’s
homecoming energizes the town boosting everybodgf-esteem and self-
confidence. In other words, this homecoming becothesclimax of such feelings:
“the speeches were full of praise for West Condarsat community spirit and
stamina” and, “after the ceremonies, everybodymiil[s] around, not wanting to go
home and lose this thing” (150). As a result, whenpre-explosion characteristics
are combined with his tabula rasa state, he becdheegerfect target to which
people can project all their thoughts and integirehs about this event. As Gordon
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writes, “[h]is patent emptiness makes him an idesgsel for their needs” and as a
vessel he becomes the perfect center for the pebpleest Condon (1983: 29).

Bruno’s being a center can also be explained kgrniefy to another related
Zizekian term, fantasy. Being a “vessel,” the “skaifish and odd” Bruno, who was
like a “foreign element” in West Condon, now becsntee element which, in
Zizek's words, “sticks out” but which “precisely asch, constitutes” and keeps the
West Condon’s identity together (1992: 89). Henoenically, Bruno is both the
absent center and what conceals the fact that iheme absent center by creating the
illusion of a center and of an orderly communityr Fownspeople confirm their
expectations from the explosion through Bruno; lakes it seem possible that there
is a divine plan and meaning in this terrible caitgshe. In this regard, townspeople’s
interpreting the explosion and gathering aroundnBruas the answer to their
expectations can, in Zizekian terms, be considerédntasy which guarantees the
existence and integrity of their society. Accordyndf fantasy is an answer t©he
Vuoi, that is, the question “what do you want from mB®ino is the fantasy figure
giving the townspeople answers to thélmeVuoi. Their interpretations and fictions
about the event are a fantasy scenario not bet¢haegeare unreal or unbelievable but
because they function to conceal an “inherent gap’their lives: Firstly, the
overwhelming monotony, dreariness and hopelessoe¥gest Condon, secondly,
the sudden eruption of the mine and people’s efflarintegrate it into their lives. As
Daly underlines, “reality itself is always constied as an attempt to establish a basic
consistency against the disintegrative effectshef Real,” so in a similar manner,
through their Brunist fantasy, the townspeoplenafteto “establish a consistency
against the disintegrative effects” of the explosioe Real, tryng to integrate the
“sticking” element(s) into their system (Daly, 200% Thus, ironically, what they
believe to be their reality is, in fact, their “tasy reality” or the frame providing
their sense of reality with Bruno as their fantéigure who serves to hide this basic

split.

In this sense, Bruno resembles the character ROgérhornhill in Alfred
Hitchcock’s North by Northwest(Zizek, 1992: 5). In the movie, Thornhill is
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mistaken to be the mysterious agent George Kapldro “doesn’t exist at alland
thus, Thornhill “accidentally finds himself occupg a certain place in the symbolic
network” (Zizek, 1992: 5). Thus, Thornhill, in bgirmistaken for a non-existent
George Kaplan, occupies the already existing “lack, fills in “a certain empty
place in the structure” (Zizek, 1992: 5). Similanythe novel, Bruno “accidentally”
survives the explosion and, then “accidentally’ques the place of a divine figure.
In their fantasy space, he is the one who bringesredbout the apocalypse and who
leads them to God’s message through his murmurgasiadires. This fantasy space
makes the Brunists’ existence possible becauseBthrists “are able to identify
[him] with a certain place in [their] symbolic fasly space,” which prevents them
from falling into the absence (Zizek, 1992: 5)tims sense, Bruno is also like Ely’s
note, that is, the object which circulates amonpjestis and makes them a tight
community. In return, the Brunists look at the sttly’s note and/or Bruno) and see
it as a spot staining their view (i.e. unexplaimgblveird happenings), but, just
because of this stain, they can frame it in thefunBst context and make it
meaningful and explainable for themselves so tiey tlo not die “in their symbolic

networks” and do not fall into the void.

3.1.2. Signs of Coover/ Signs of the Brunists

As the readers interpret the different apocalypgeeées of the Brunists, in
fact, it is Robert Coover the writer who narratdks this Brunist story (of the
apocalypse). He constructs the story of a groupeople who construct a story for
themselves. Thus, it is no wonder that in this ganeeis the one who manipulates
both the Brunists and the readers. His maneuverespecially be seen in the signs
and details the Brunists try to interpret. On the band, these signs are essential for
the Brunists because they believe that certainssoginry hidden meanings for them
in which their existence is rooted. On the othandhat is Coover who creates both
those signs and the Brunists. In this sense, amtster player, Coover plays with
the readers on purpose to make themahis signs so that they can realize that they
are being manipulated into another “game playirgtheey read the novel. For, in the

novel, “[w]herever we turn, we encounter new nursbeew symbols, clues, paths,
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which are designed to discredit and parody eaclerotfLewicki, 1984. 66).
According to Lewicki, this style or “the dominarmgature of Coover’s writings is the
premeditated distance that he maintains betweetrdtgional meaning of the ideas
he deals with and his own treatment of them. Tiseltiag effect of irony must be
taken into account in all interpretations of hidtings” (1984: 60). Therefore, it is
not only that there are signs for the Brunistseoipher but also that the Brunists and
their signs function as symbols for the readergetcipher since “Coover approaches
[to symbols] as a consciously designed game—uwithskif, with the readers, with
the whole concept of symbolic representation” (Lekiyi 1984:60). Gordon points
out that “[i]f these people [the Brunists] see si@s wonders, Coover characterizes
them with ‘signs’ from a variety of sources. Theymbolic identities, however, are

as misleading as their false reading of events83126).

In this sense, one of Coover’'s misleading sign&lis and his note. It is
believed that his note prophesizes the apocalypdéia is the messenger. However,
“although his message, like his name, suggestdiwiise powers (Eli, Eli lama . . . :
My God, my God, why hast thou forsaken me?), stheeevent does not materialize,
he is, like his name, ‘a lie'—in fact, both delieerand betrayer” (Gordon, 1983: 27).
The names of the other characters are also fuvotations from the Bible, for
example the name Giovanni Bruno associates “Brn€laist, Job, John Brown,
Giordano Bruno, Saint Stephen” (Gordon, 1983:22)déxsen, Dewey and Lewicki
acknowledge, too, the association between Brunaimenand Giordano Bruno, “a
sixteenth-century relativist” and “a renaissan@idh poet and playwright” whose
defense of Copernican science caused him to bedcall heretic at his time
(Andersen, 1981: 48; Dewey: 1990: 101; Lewicki, 4:985). Lewicki adds also that
“his first name translates into English as Johniclvtsuggests an analogy with St.
John” (1984: 65). Yet, the nearest Bruno gets iagha poet is through his poems;
he is in no way a scientist; in fact, his imagderesembodiment of an “unseen, holy
being” is in contrast with the empirical sciencerMan he spread the Word butise
believed to spread the Word and thus, if anythirgjlahe is at best a fake St. John.
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Among these misleading names, perhaps the mosfisign name is Justin
Tiger Miller, the journalist of the town. Tiger isis nickname and his name’s
associations include “Christ, Adonis, Osiris, Jusin, John of Patmos, the Christian
apostle” (Gordon, 1983: 27). In chronicling the Bigis, he is like Saint John and, in
“authoring the apocalypse,” is like John of Patn{@ordon, 1983:27). Lewicki
mentions also other possible associations of NMsll@lame, emphasizing that his
nickname “Tiger” is “one of Christ's emblems,” assaciation supported by the
“resurrection” of Miller in the novel (1984: 63)oFon the Mount of Redemption,
Miller is announced dead due to an assault by atifaand right before he “dies,”
“[almazingly, just at that moment, he saw, or thuiuige saw, a woman giving birth”
(410). In this part, Coover narrates the whole ewersuch a way as to give the
impression that Miller is died or “drown” in the ltod burst[ing] out” from the
woman: “ ‘No!” he pleaded, but it sounded more l&kegurgle. . .. And it was done,
the act was over. ... At which point, Tiger Milldeparted from this world, passing
on to his reward” (410). In fact, it is Abner Baxsewife giving birth on the mount at
that night but Coover explains this later. Since tteaders do not have this
information yet, it seems that Miller is dead. Thenthe next part, “Return,” Coover
writes, “[tlhe West Condon Tiger rose from the dédmlit Miller's return is in no
way a holy return (431). He is in the hospital witis girl friend, healing from his
wounds and his so-called death and re-birth, “esurection” is only a parody of

Jesus and the resurrection story.

Also, Lewicki emphasizes that “Justin Miller's Céttan name suggests St.
Justin, a second-century Christian martyr who wastéd with spreading the Word,
and Miller is given credit for securing worldwidecognition for the Brunists”
(1984: 63). Richard Andersen mentions the “iroigston” in Justin Miller's name
“to the second-century Christian apologist, Sttidusand calls him an “interesting
mixture of Judas and Jesus, a tiger and a lamt81(185). Although Miller is aware
of the dynamics creating the Brunists and is rathygnical towards them, he does
spread the news about them, bringing them natia@ewelevised recognition. In this
sense, Miller's “spreading the Word” is far fromitg in the traditional Christian

context, and, in making this symbolic act into &efaone, Coover turns the act of
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“spreading the Word” upside down, just as he ddes Resurrection story with
Miller's “death and re-birth.”

In addition, Coover’s fake religious references ao¢ limited to names. To
begin with, according to Joseph Dewey, the maipestifof the novel, “the explosion
in the mine shaft is a most effective renderinghef elements of the classic Christian
apocalypse” (Dewey, 1990: 97). In addition, witle #xplosion, Coover establishes
further associations between the Bible and his hd&seDewey writes, “[ijn addition
to his self-conscious use of Revelation, Cooveartyetaps archetypal patterns
borrowed from Genesis” (Dewey, 1990: 97, 91). Asi€s%s is “an account of God’s
methodical destruction of His creation—the fasangimyth of Noah and the ark,”
Coover’s first chapter narrates the destructiorughd upon West Condon (Dewey,
1990: 91). In addition to this structural similgrithere are some passages, and also
Bruno’s murmurs which, despite their religious tameeception, do not necessarily
function as religious texts. For instance, befetkng about Vince’'s daughter, Angie

having sex with her boy friend, Coover writes théssage

She is spreadin’ her wings for a journey,
And is goin’ to journey by and by,

And when the trumpet sounds in the mornin’,
She will meet her dear Lord in the sky! (43)

Although “spreading her wings” brings to mind, agahe White Bird image
and Jesus and the twelve apostles, what is narnaedothing to do with the White
Bird or the Jesus. This passage preceding the sdeng the backseat sex of a young
couple is, again, followed by a religious passagaking that passage dysfunctional
and misleading if not completely nonsensical. Sanyi as Lewicki states, Bruno
delivers “six cryptic ‘prophesiesHark ye to the White Bird; | am the One to Come;
Coming of Light; Sunday Week, The tomb is its ngessA circle of evenings;
Gather on the Mount of Redempti@ndBaptize the Lighit(1984: 65). Yet, it is not
clear how he says these or, even whether he ety these or not, because each of
these “cryptic” expressions are falsified throughdloe novel; gathering on the
mount turns into a circus, the Brunists’ eveningetitgys turn into hysterical

meetings and power struggles between Clara CdahaisEleanor Norton. An equally
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interesting word play with a religious context isase in the part where Eddie
Wilson’s death in the mine is narrated. Here, Cotegins narrating the moment of
explosion by writing “There was light,” another Bdal reference. He writes, “[h]is
lamp arrowed a cloudy ray out into the darkness,if there was a divine presence in
the mine “arrowing” cloudy rays, or as if Eddie ¥h was a divine presence (42).
Yet, Eddie Wilson is not a divine presence andlamp does not “arrow cloudy

rays.” In fact, this is the last time he sees ‘1igh

According to Dewey and Lewicki, Coover’s referemiceeligious symbols is
similar to the pattern of apocalyptic writing. Hovee, Dewey adds that Coover
“exploits, upsets, and in general resists trad#tiapocalyptic patterning. He plants
suggestions of it—typical antithetical images sashdark and light, good and evil,
lamb and beast . . . but he never lets such systeshen place” (1990: 92). Lewicki,
too, points out that as a postmodern writer Codp&ay[s] with the conventional
chiliastic imagery to the point of turning it agsintself and in effect nullifying its
traditional intimidating aspect” (1984:. 60). Theyed, even if Coover uses
apocalyptic patterning and seems to allude to Geneish his subject matter and
treatment of it, “Coover himself is no ark buildegnd therefore, the novel’s
evocation of Genesis is slightly distorted (Dew&990: 92). First of all, Coover
starts the novel just in the middle, before thel@sipn in terms of novel's
chronology and after the explosion in terms of dlceurrence of events. Then, he
does not follow a linear path in narration but,téasl, continues narrating in a
fractured manner. As Dewey writes, “[tlhe passaige&enesis that deal with the
Flood rather quickly pass over the destructionhaf ¢arth; indeed, more space is
devoted to God’s instructions for building the arkeOrigin of the Brunistsefutes
this Noah complex, this disconnection with the drblood-and-bone unpleasantness
of the physical world” (1990: 92). In facthe Origin of the Brunistabounds in the
brutal blood-and-bone unpleasantness of life ealgdn the parts such as where
Mike Strelchuk literally cuts Ely Collins’s leg &ave him from a pile of timber with
his “hands . . . greasy with blood,” (47) and whitidler sees or thinks he sees a
woman giving birth with “her enormous thighs spread [and] blood burst[ing] out”

(410). Thus, in all these examples of Coover’'s asdamiliar religious and/or
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apocalyptic imagery, he “provides a clue to hisvérse’ treatment of chiliastic
symbols: he uses them but at the same time disatlmusbasic pattern” (Lewicki,
1984: 61).

Finally, regarding the names and their possibldicapons, “West Condon,”
the name Coover chooses for the town of the Brsingsialso very interesting and
ironic. “West” calls to mind the iconic “West/Easfieme in American literature;
Westward expansion, savagery, freedom, opennestsacidsh with American East,
its culture, norms, and societal order. Howeversi\zondon is not an open and free
town; as it is introduced on the very first pagetlué novel, its air is cloudy and
heavy. It already has lost its hopes about therdutin addition, the word “condon”
sounds like “condom” which is actually related witte town’s name. Miller is told
at one point in the novel about the geography ddtvthe Brunists call the Mount of
Redemption, that is, “the little rise next to Degper Number Nine” (249). That

little rise is also known as “Cunt Hill” since

it looks like one. The east, or belly, slope isdyra, there’s even a slight
abdominal dip before the last pubic rise. . . efhon the west side . . . it
drops off sharply into a grove of trees at the eafgde mine buildings. But
it only really got its name . . . when the comp#mysome goddamn reason
cut a clearing in the middle of all that vegetatioment digging for
something or other, and left an incredible gashtrig the old alveolus of
love. ... This fissure is now the repositoryused condums, thrown there,
it is said, in the belief that such oblations prgothe potency of the
communicant. (249)

In a complete irony, the Brunists go to this gepgreally “higher (sexually
loaded) placg¢ to the “mount,” against the geographically lowgdace “the
Deepwater Number Nine mine ” to “be raised” befGed. This aim to be “raised”
also indicates a desire to ascend from the clauisttoic and closed atmosphere of
their town, but their Mount of Redemption turns ¢oitbe “a local make-out spot
near the mine entrance rechristened from its mopular sobriquet—Cunt Hill”
(Dewey, 1990: 90). Thus, their aim to rise is ilmgbete contrast with what the hill
actually connotes for the townspeople. Thus, thammgs of the “high” mountain
and “low, deep in the ground” mine area are rewker§eis no accident that Coover

names their town West Condon—the very name suggesthpotency—a town
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closed off, drained not only of its men by the mgaccident, but its youth who are
steadily migrating north” (Dewey, 1990: 102). Witre explosion, “the mine which
was once their womb, their life support, becoméfgjr tomb,” but their attempt to
go upward from this tomb does not exactly lift them as they expected (Gordon,
1983: 32). In a final sharp contrast to the Brugiigtigh” aim, the initials of “W"est
“C”ondon, “WC,” directly denotes a place where thieé waste, filth and excrement

go.

As a result, although Coover uses symbols, nanees)st or contexts that
have many connotations, the names of the charagtgskaces (Miller, Bruno, Ely,
West Condon) do not necessarily correspond to thiegt connote, nor is the context
in which they are used in accordance with the segmaference. In fact those names
or symbols are used in a rather mocking way. Imgu¢he signs or symbols in this
“crooked” way, Coover destroys not only the tramhl understanding of these
names but also the (seemingly) religious contextviich the novel seems to be
placed (Kellner, 1997: 128). In the novel’'s end Brunists establish themselves as
a religion, and their religious materials are alswven with traditional Christianity.
They choose Clara their “evangelical leader,” thaye their “Creed” based on “the
Seven Words of Giovanni Bruno and Saint Paul ardRBbvelation to John,” and
even the Nortons (Eleanor and Wylie) become thkdpis to California (429, 423).
Once again, “these parallels serve to parody thlgnsrof Christianity” (McCaffery,
1982:40). As the game player and metafictionispweo, in giving all these details
and symbols in distorted forms and in playing witaditional stories and their
structures, warns the readers that the “skillfuhipalation of signs and symbols can
in fact produce the illusion of substance behindnth even if there is no ‘real’
message to convey” (Lewicki, 1984: 66). Just asBhaists, who believe in and
manipulate the details and signs according to tieads, are being deceived by those
very signs, so are the readers who read the Brstosy without recognizing that
Coover is playing with and manipulating delibenatebt only the Brunist story but
also the symbols and signs of the Brunists (sttmyjreate the illusion of substance
behind them. As Lewicki writes,
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[tthe community of West Condon (the rest of worldifg sometimes
referred to as East Condon) has no present tiraeexplosion destroyed the
last mine, and there is no other industry in theaatn despair, people turn
to what they think has absolute value: numbers,sagss sent by “other
aspects,” hidden meanings of Biblical texts. Thesewever, are not
reliable either. They are frequently falsified, ea#td, and variously
distorted. So, in a sense, e Origin of the Bruniststself, with its
misleading clues, possibilities of different anadhiticting interpretations of
seemingly obvious symbols, and a happy end whickoiglisappointing.
(1984: 66).

Thus, Coover reminds us, the important thing ibecable to look at a story
“awry” or “crookedly” since what seems to be a véggraight” story can be a
“crooked,” an illusionary one. Yet, as they canloatkk at what they create awry and
cannot play with it, through their stories of Bruand Ely's note, the Brunists seem
only to be able to create a “crooked” story ancetdtks crooked construct for real.
As such, their “man-made apocalypse” is a cleamgta of how people can lose
sight of the thin line between fact and fictiondaeach of the Brunists is the perfect
example of a typical Coover character who gets lastis/her own artificial
construct. In all these examples Coover's emphastdear: that it is important be
aware of the fact that what we read as the “redl stnaight story” is actually a
human construct, thus prone to change, manipulaiwh to get outdated. Thus,
“only if we are able to develop an awareness ofawm participation in the creation
of fictions can we reject dogmatic attitudes andjibeto take advantage of the
fiction-making process” (McCaffery, 1982: 41). Advaman artifice,;The Origin of
the Brunistsinvites the readers to realize and then play ¢faisie since “[ijn the
midst of [all] veiled allusions and obscure paiali¢ seems impossible to distinguish

between human invention and fact” (McCaffery, 1982).

3.2. Encounters with “The Real”: Answers to ‘Che Vuoi"/The Writers of

History

In order to show the “origin” and the formationafeality fantasy, Coover
presents a variety of interpretations of the explosn West Condon by various
characters. In this way, “individualized perspeesVof different characters] of a

presumably common experience form the substandbeohovel” (Gordon, 1983:
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22). Through these different voices and individzexdi perspectives, Coover shows
how vital it is for people the tendency to createries and how different the
interpretations of a single event can be. For ithirough those stories that people
make sense of and integrate the ambiguous, thiegtem frightening into their
lives. This tendency has two variations; firstly,terms of the Zizekian Real, each
interpretation in the novel is an attempt to enteuand integrate the Real into a
meaningful context. In order to be able to dealhw#tuch confrontation, the
characters attribute to it a divine or mystical meg and adjust their lives according
to that “meaning.” Through those mystical meanitigs/ confer upon the explosion,
they can use this explosion as a means on to wthighroject their boredom, their
fears, expectations and even their hopes. Encongtédre Real this way, they turn
this encounter into a catalyst to serve and fulfigir various needs. Gordon states

this function of the explosion and claims that

[tlhe catastrophe arouses and serves a varietgeds Those who require
an explanation for their sudden despair also thamea new excitement
brought into their otherwise drab and empty liviesaster also appeals to
everyone’s pride needs—to the yearning to feel mamb—and it prompts
opportunism and untapped creative energy in thst ldeely corners. An
aging faceboss of the recently closed mine (Bonfali)example, latches on
to the dream of rebirth as a grassroots politiaglre. A repeatedly
displaced and perverse schoolteacher (Eleanor Nostizes the moment
to gain prominence as a mystic; a meanspirited gelast (Abner Baxter)
schemes his way to replace his revered predecd&dgr Collins), a
courageous and saintly leader who dies in the m{i€83: 23)

The next variation in this tendency, to “fictiorzdi|” is the desire to create
not only an individual but also a collective stogy,group’s history; the created
fictions tell about how a group of people comesetbgr, deals with hardships and
reaches the day they are now. In this novel, WesidGnites start creating their own
stories about this catastrophe and start, in aeseasording their own histories as the
Brunists. Thus, Coover emphasizes two points Hergpnce again, “calls attention
to the constructedness of ‘knowledge’ derived frambiguous events” and
questions the reliability of such “knowledge,” jus$ he did with the signs and
symbols of the Brunists (Evenson, 2003: 26). Fopbs¢h events become

“important/significant/meaningful events,” or elskéscarded as “unimportant and
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insignificant” through the interpretations of peaplho “tend to recycle and rethink
events to make them seem significant in terms e@irtlown conscious (and
sometimes unconscious) systems of belief” (Even2083: 28). Similarly, while the
Brunists recycle and rethink the details and hajgsnthat best fit their perception
about the explosion and turn those details intoiS@ant events, they record their
collective story as the Brunists. This is espegiahderlined by postmodern literary
theoreticians and historians who argue that histenying is a similar process to
fiction writing. Because of the lack of direct assdo past evidences, it is up to the
historian(s) to choose and decide which happeniitighe a historical, significant
event and be recorded as historical and which belldiscarded as secondary or
insignificant Thus, as Linda Hutcheon emphasizes,meaning of the explosion is
not in the explosion itself but in the meaning Brenist historian(s) confer on those

events that will make their historical events (1,988).

In this regard, the main historians in the nove #ire Brunists, and their
responses to their “encounters with the Real” mageheir history. Mainly, they
interpret the explosion with a reference to apquiatybeliefs. However, even if they
have a common belief about an apocalypse and Goé&sage to be deciphered in
general, their ways of approaching this commonebalnd expectation are different.
Among the Brunists, while Ely Collins’s wife Claapproaches the event from a
more traditional Christian point of view, Eleanorofbn’s points of view are
psychic, for she is somewhat like a medium in l@iNhections” with some so-called
divine beings. Ralph Himebaugh, the lawyer who diweith many cats, uses

mathematical formulas to explain and “decipher” ¢htastrophe.

In addition, even if the Brunists are in majorityrere are also other
characters like the members of the Common Sensear@tee who want to stop the
Brunists’ efforts. Common Sense Committee is orgeshiby a group of people
including the mayor, a banker and some other intiaé people in the town who
want to control and prevent any more expansiorhefBrunists and to bring order
back to town again. In addition to these two oppgsttitudes, there is a third and

somewhat “middle” point, the journalist Justin Triddiller who narrates this event
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in his newspaper and who represents in the noveV€ts “game player” character.
Because, for Miller, this event is just anothericyustory” to take advantage of, he

literally tries to create the Brunist story for thewspaper.

Therefore, in an atmosphere where there are mdagphnetations (stories)
and approaches regarding this explosion, it is ow@ble that there will be conflicts
and disagreements over which story is the trueanore important. For instance, in
the novel, there is a difference and conflict bemweClara Collins’s Christian
interpretations and Eleanor Norton’s psychic waysbetween Miller's sarcastic
approach to the Brunists and Common Sense Comisitteaically frantic efforts to
“clean” their town of the Brunist frenzy. Thus,hecomes all the more difficult to
claim the “truth” or “reliability” of any of thesearrations since every story struggles
to be the master or real story to be recorded storigal fact. In this regard, the
meaning of the epithet before the “Prologue” aberiting and sending the message
becomes clearer: that the credibility and reli&pibf any narration is questionable
since a narration may have many “narrators” eachhafim may focus on a different

aspect and may have a totally different readinthefevent.

Then, Coover’'s aim is two-sided in this Brunistrgidie “uses the familiar,
narrow Christiarcontextsbut extends them so that the book becomes a wtetafl
commentary on the fictive process of history its@lf rather, on the ways in which
human experience is conveniently translated andhiciged by chroniclers and
historians” (McCaffery, 1982: 31). That is to sdy structuring the novel in a
familiar context, he questions the creation ofdbatexts that we find familiar. Also,
through constructing a familiar “story” of survivahe calls attention to the

constructedness and contingency of knowledge.
3.2.1. Answers from the Community
The Origin of the Brunistsabounds with enthusiastic chroniclers and

historians. In fact, Coover clearly expresses Wistbry is in West Condon: “Once a

day, six days a week and sometimes seven, yeafear, out, the affairs of West
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Condon [are] compressed into a set of conventigraadtepted signs and [become],
in the shape of the West Cond@hronicle what most folks in town thought of as
life, or history” (150). In a place where histos/bhorn out of the ordinary affairs of
the town, certain enthusiastic chroniclers in ttoe/n automatically become the
recorders and writers of such “history.” This erslagtic group in West Condon
includes a wide range of interesting and compdimges from the fanatic Brunists
to the “story-digger” journalist Justin Miller. Amg these characters, Evenson
writes, the “most eccentric” ones are those whosarsewhat different in one way or
another, and “thus they feel compelled to sift tigio the detritus of life in search of
a higher design or divine plan that will give thexistence meaning” (2003:30).
These people are also the leading Brunists, Clatbn€, Eleanor Norton and Ralph
Himebaugh whose unique ways of reaching knowledgktiauith make up almost all
of “the Brunist reality fiction.” Thus, even thougheir aim is common, neither they
nor their ways are homogeneous, and a single nxp®gon is interpreted through
their different minds. Each of these minds preséots an attempt to integrate the
unexplainable into one’s reality and an attemptcteate a unique (hi)story for

oneself.

In presenting these different minds and attemptyv€r calls the readers’
attention to how mythical thought—relying not oriestific research but on belief
and stories—dominates people’s reasoning and peyoeAs McCaffery asserts,
“what all of these characters share is the tendeackely on mythic notions of
causality—notions which operate differently frone tinore recently developed views
of science and logic” (1982:32). Because myths idepeople with a sense of
security and order, most of the time people retemythical stories—religious,
political or historical—to explain what is happegim their lives so that it begins to
make sense and fit into a meaningful pattern. Likewin the novel, religious myths
of Clara Collins, psychic practices of Eleanor Martand numerology of Ralph
Himebaugh are the effective mythic thoughts drivihg characters’ interpretations

and defining the frames for their line of thoughtéach a message and “finale.”
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In The Origin of the Brunistone of the most familiar and influential myths
is the traditional Christian thought, representgdClara Collins who later is selected
as evangelical leader and organizer of the Brunmtement. When they are at the
Mount of Redemption, Hiram Clegg describes her &strang and self-possessed”
woman “as though possessed by the Holy Spiritfitg@#-15). For Miller, she is
“gangly . . . large-boned, stouter,” her hair kelistraw, she has freckles, “her skull
[i]s larger [than her daughter Elaine’s], her néuikker, her body more massive, her
hands tougher. ... She ha[s] quick nervous eye&ker set, more determined and
aggressive than her daughter’s. And she [speal)] the absolute authority of a
long-time matriarch” (87). Although she was in “tekadow” of her husband Ely
when he was alive, now she believes that she isrieavho will carry Ely’s message
(15). As Gordon writes of her, “Clara is the worfdety now conferred upon Bruno,
the necessary male vessel to continue the faitle. t8b shares the belief that
apocalypse is at hand” (1983: 26). The reason Weytso believes that apocalypse
is at hand is, first of all, her husband’s note.aWiMiller comes to her to talk about
her husband’s death, he also hands Ely’s notertoAseshe reads it, she just cannot
believe that her husband is dead, leaving onlylawréten note behind. However,
she believes that Ely saw the white bird and “tealifing] down her broad cheeks
and her voice quaver[ing],” she says to Miller: “Keowed he was maybe jist seein’
things, like you ofttimes do down there, but he \&Beerd too as how God might be
tryin’ to tell him somethin” (88). In her despaindfrenzy, Clara cannot deal with
her husband’s death and wants to believe that teergpurpose behind his death. For
she and her family are already good, conventiomaisGans, their house having the
atmosphere of a “sentimental religiosity [with] egalist pamphlets, dimestore

plaques, cheap Biblical prints” (86). Thus, shelarts,

[h]e was a good man, Mr. Miller! . . . He done nmng! He didn’t deserve
to git killt like that! . . . Ifn he died like thathey must be a reason! The
Good Lord would not take Ely away ifn they werem& reason! Would he
Mr. Miller? Would he . . . Why did Ely die and his partner livé/hat is
God tryin’ to tell me Mr. Mille? (88).

Her key words pointing out to the workings of heindhare “Lord would not take

Ely away ifn they weren’'t no reason” and “What isdstryin’ to tell me?” In her
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mind, this death should have a reason and meamhipdb it, and thinking this way
gives her solace and comforts her. The note thasrbimg of primary importance for
her, its message “thd"®f” gains an extraordinary significance as the sags of her
husband. However, unable to interpret the messagéebself and needing an
affirmation of her belief in the significance ofetmessage, she takes it to Abner
Baxter, the next preacher after Ely. Although Iestto explain that Ely’s words may
not have a secret and hidden meaning, Clara is wmsigtent to “find the reason
why,” interrupting Abner with “but why”s. In the raatime, Abner, getting nervous,
frustrated and distracted because of both Claraibbsrn insistence and of his
children’s noise in the house, reads that God émdy to judge the living and the
dead” and “[flor the end of all things is at har@6). The moment Clara hears the
words “the end of all things is at hand,” it is egb for her to be sure that her belief
about Ely’s note is true, that the™8in the note indicates the date of that coming
end. Even if Abner tries to persuade her that tgbtle in the note may refer to the
date of the explosion which occurred on the eigiitthe month and that Ely might

just be trying to write it down, nothing can eveaage Clara’s mind anymore.

The important point here is that Coover specificalhderlines the restless
children and Abner’'s distracted mind due to thenetti@g slowly angry and
impatient with the children, Abner mutters thesedgp probably, by forgetting what
he has been trying to explain to Clara. Howevergahse “Clara has already
internalized the original interpretation of the &ge and, in her mind, the true
import of its contents,” she clings to her belidif tae more strongly because her
belief makes sense to her (Andersen, 1981: 46)orlang to her, “that Ely never put
a period at the end of his note . . . is proof tietvas interested in more important
matters than the date of his own demise,” that &g whosen by God to serve Him.
(Andersen, 1981: 46). Through such thinking, steced her husband’'s death in a
religious context because “[r]eligious myths pravitier] with a scheme from which
all events can be understood” (Andersen, 1981: M6}).view of reality (or reality
fiction) is framed by “God the father and the Laddsus Christ” in whom she
“discover][s], through her enduring faith, . . . newer rivers of resolve” (165). It is

this same frame where she not only infers the answ8&/Nhat is God tryin’ to tell
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me?” but also finds her place in this divine fra(h85). She believes that God wants
her to bear and spread her husband's word and laee pn the world is thus
determined by her duty to spread Ely’s (suppos€dig’s) word. As Evenson rightly
puts it, “if Bruno is the cult’s Christ, it is Clarwho serves as Peter, spreading the
word and solidifying the Church, establishing thectdine and the day-to-day
operations of the faith” (2003: 34).

Furthermore, in Zizekian sense, Clara “recognizdfsrself] as [Ely’s
letter’s] addressee,” and she becomes an instdriuano“the letter always arrives at
its destination” (Zizek, 1982:18). When the let{&ly’s note) arrives, the town
almost collapses, but through their fantasy frathe @Brunist mind), they (think
they) avoid this fatal contact. However, it is,Zgek states, because they think of
themselves as the addressee of the note that élieydthe note arrived at its place.
This is an imaginary “(mis)recognition” through whi they believe they get the
answer toChe Vuoi? (what do you want from—-‘what is God tryin’ to Itehe”).
Nevertheless, as Zizek says, “I don’'t recognize effyin it because I'm its
addressee, | become its addressee the momentgnizeomyself in it” (1982: 18,
12). Thus, it is not that Clara (or any other parsothe town) was the addressee of
the note but that Clara “recognizes herself irthéit she becomes the addressee and
decides to act accordingly. For, as Zizek statef fetter always arrives at its
destination’ exposes the very mechanism which Braigput the amazement of ‘Why
me? Why was | chosen?’ and thus sets in motiorséfagch for a hidden fate that
regulates my [both Clara’s and others’] path” (1982).

Identifying herself with a (mis)recognized mechamiand defining a holy
duty and place for herself, Clara makes every ptssffort to succeed in it: “She
already determine[s] what she believes to be tith find no evidence to the contrary
can destroy that determination. She [begins] tloegss of constructing a myth out
of the materials experience offers” (Evenson, 208B). To that purpose, she
interprets every word or comment as she expeds kie. Moreover, even if she
cannot get the answers she needs, she startsritjilcdeating” her own answers. For

example, because she believes that Ely’'s words leavdeeper meaning and
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significance, “she ignores Abner’s subsequent ancemational suggestion that the
mine disaster occurred on th8 8f the month” and that that was what Ely might be
trying to write down (Evenson, 2003: 31). Becaussd is no other way that she can
peacefully live with the trauma of death, she aeat fiction for herself using every
material she sees fit, and even making those w&gem not so fitting fit into her
chain of thought. Therefore, although what sheebel in is, in fact, just a
construction of her, based on her basic Christiigious thought, “[h]aving placed
her husband’s death within a context she can utadetsClara’s view of reality is no
longer threatened. She feels comforted” (Ander$881: 46).

Because she feels comforted and safe in her owtrorficshe becomes
absorbed into it. Nevertheless, when her fictidis fshort of her expectations she is
devastated again. When one night Abner Baxter asciiie Brunists of being “false
prophets, deceitful workers, disguising themselespostles of Christ,” all of the
people who are with her until then in the Bruniguse leave the house where they
meet regularly (170). It is at that night that skguck down[,] . . . wept.
Everything just drooped out. Even faith failed her. . It was as though they had
walked out taking her very spirit with them, andawnthe hollow shell of her could
but sit, utterly powerless and forsaken[,] . .t.véhimpering like a lost child” (165-
166). When her reality fantasy is thus shaken bgeklBaxter's sermons, Clara, left
without the support of her fantasy frame, feelshbiow shell which was there and
real all along but which she was trying to bypdésw, left alone with the hollow
shell, “she no longer [feels] Ely’s presence. Thyloaut this month of terror and trial,
he had stayed by her side, had seemed closer leareié had been while living, had
guided her, inspirited her, given her strength sindleness of purpose . . . and now
he was gone. Gone! Ely! How?” (166). Because simaaaidentify with the “call”
(of God to duty) now, she cannot feel Ely’s presenbat is, she comes face to face
with the “Real,” the fact that “so many indicatioofsthe Spirit at work” were not so
real but fake indications. It is only when Bruno vas somehow a finger and
murmurs the famous words “the coming of light, Sayidthat she again finds the
support for her frame of thought, and sitting nextEleanor “she sat, in awe, but

feeling Ely close at her side one more” (175).
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If Clara’s chain of thought is nourished by religgomyths, another sort of
myth, numerology, operates through lawyer Ralph ¢tiaugh’s mind, which “relies
on a mythic notion of causality” and which “assuntbat some sort of causal
relationship exists between two entities (in tlase number and event) which do not
have any logical scientific (i.e., empirical) costien” (McCaffery, 1982: 32). Ralph
firmly believes that all events can be explainedimsthematical formulas, that there
is a mathematical connection to be solved betweents and numbers. Hence, he
tries to find this connection and solve the mysteyytrying to create various and
different combinations of numbers so that he cathean overall (mathematical)
rule/conclusion. Ralph is described as a “man resdav. . as though the world were
remarking the continuing aggravation of his isalatias though nature herself were
persecuting him, the victim, the sacrifice, the cast” (184). Although he sees
himself as the outcast or the victim, accordinyitCaffery,

[he] is, as well, a parody of the mathematicallieoted post-Renaissance
scientist. Himebaugh's metaphysical notions amugipgrallel what has

been called the “mathematical metaphysics” whickettged after Galileo.

Like Descartes, Galileo, Newton, and other formar&bf the metaphysical

foundations of modern science, Himebaugh is confideat all events can

be explained in terms of mathematically determifemdes and formulas.

(1982: 33)

Since Ralph sees himself as the one who can fieds#tret formula to
prevent disasters and diseases, he somewhat |lamvks dn other people who, he
believes, cannot see what he can see: “Discordn&gnwar, cruelty, deaths, rape—
couldn’'t the fools see it? Every day, mounting,g&dy upon tragedy, horror
succeeding horror, oh my God! It was too plain! ¥edir blindness was a part of it,
was it not?” (184). For seven years now, he has lbaeing notes on his “P.O.—
Personal Observations—journal” (186) and he sewasdif as the one who “had been
the intended victim and had in some incredible neamscaped, and now he had one
more chance, one more chance to find the way ouliscover the system that would
allow him to predict and escape the next blow [heotisaster]” as well as to reach
a higher reality (188). Since the basis for hisutfid system is numbers, he explains

the explosion with numerology:
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The number ninety-seven, the number of the dead,itsalf unbelievably

relevant. Not only did it take its place almostfpetly in the concatenation
of disaster figures he had been recording, budntained internal mysteries
as well: nine, after all, was the number of the enitself, and seven,

pregnant integer out of all divination, was the temof trapped miners.
The number between nine and seven, eight, wasateedd the explosion,

and the day of the rescue was eleven, two one’swoy the difference

between nine and seven. Nine and seven addedtézisjwvhose parts, one
and six, again added to . . . seven! (188)

Although he makes this explanation regarding tk@asion, he is “lacking
only a final calculation of the value or valuestloé singlex unit. When he hathat,
he knew he would be invulnerable!” (188). Thus,dwoets through, mixes, juggles
and mixes again the numbers but instead of solthegnmystery, he reaches always
new patterns and formulas. Yet, he is not discedduy the fact that he lacks “the
value or values of the singleunit” and that he keeps finding new patterns. b t
contrary, he is confident that his “system was niénetess for him a new science,
and if he did not yet embrace the whole truth ef giniverse, it was only because he
still lacked all the data, lacked some vital buteby existent connection—in short,
had not yet perfected his system” (261). In orddifirtd that “lacking” vital element,
Ralph “fills his spare time collecting and graphstgtistical information, attempting
to discover within the numbers before him a paiternbasis for predictability”
(McCaffery, 1982: 33). However, it is this attemptfind the lacking vital element
and this desire to find the basis of predictabilitgt Coover is satirizing. It does not
occur to Ralph as a possibility that the lackingnetnt may never be found out and
that predictability is impossible to achieve. Ageault, never taking into account this
possibility, he is caught up in his frantic attemfu find the vital element and “close
the circle,” as Evenson states, “in another sort nofth—the myth that an
understanding of formulae can lead to a full anchglete understanding of tangible
human events” (2003: 32-33). For the connectionwédxen numbers are endless and
every time a new combination can be reached. Tihissyery probable that Ralph is
chasing after a formula that can never be knowd,hanis just trying to construct a
hollow structure which will act as a hollow shedl ¢over up his years-long illusion
of “disciplining himself, by literally chaining hiself to the task and pummeling

himself to greater wakefulness” (184). Unfortungtélis effort is rather vain since
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this is an endless process, a game. Yet, becausddrérom being able to realize its
“‘gameness,” he is destined to be caught up in Wwis fictions, just like Clara and

other Brunists.

Moreover, it is not only Ralph or Clara who try fiad patterns or create
connections but also the readers of this novel afdhey try to follow Ralph’s
formulas or Clara’s Christian beliefs, are manipedainto this trick by Coover, the

master player himself. McCaffery points out that

Just as in a Nabokovian puzzle, certain patternmgsteriously appear if
we follow these numerological hints. If we take thember seven, for
example, we find that tiger Miller's high basketbamber was seven; the
number of miners trapped was ninety-eight, whichitgelf composed of
fourteen sevens (with fourteen itself being anothertiple of seven);
ninety-eight, if taken in a series leads first &wen (the number of miners
trapped with Bruno) and then to six (the number wieal). . ... After just
a little of this sort of number-chasing, we sensat {Coover is playing a
joke on us—inducing us to establish fictional paise (1982: 34)
It is clear that Coover is again playing with tleaders, this time with numbers to
question the efforts of extracting and creating mreg “[he] pokes a great deal of
fun at . . . [not only] these [the characters’] hoats” but also the readers’ efforts to
create their own methods to make sense of thesenalogical games (McCaffery,
1982: 34). For as he creates these games he, aimaalisly, “subtly undercuts” his
own creation “by establishing a ‘real’ numerologifcandation in his own novel and
thus indirectly creat[ing] an ‘objective basis’ fitre position he mocks” (McCaffery,
1982: 34).Thus, on the one hand, Coover gives soumeerological connections
between the events/characters and numbers, makisgem as if the novel does
support these numerological signs, such as Ralpidings, the number eight was
the date of the explosion, the day of the rescug eleven, nine was the number of
the mine itself, and seven, was the number of gdppiners. On the other hand,
however, this is the game Coover plays on his msadeswicki underlines this
“pseudo-objective-numerology” inmrhe Origin of the BrunistsHe claims that
Coover’'s abundant use of numbers is related wihube of traditional symbols in a
rather mocking way and his turning the traditioagbcalyptical imagery upside-

down. As he writes,
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Coover’s method can be perhaps best exemplifiekidyreatment of dates
and numbers. . .. Throughotbe Origin of the Brunist€oover is also
very much concerned with giving exact dates. Hgp&ese precise count of
how many days, weeks or months pass between evmritg) the process
successfully conceals the crucial information:bar the End is to happen.
Coover states repeatedly that Easter Sunday feprit 11 that year, and
the book obviously takes place after World Warblit the next time will
not be before 1998. In effect, Coover not only p&ahbis book out of time,
so to speak, but also provides a clue to his “i/etreatment of chiliastic
symbols: he uses them but at the same time disatioeus basic pattern.
(Lewicki, 1984:60-61)

As the reader loses him/herself in the numeroldgiedails and dedicates

him/herself, along with Ralph, to reach a conclns®/he will never be able to reach

a final formula to close the circle. In fact, thénale trick is that that circle is
supposed to stay open, its inherent gap not clagitogiether but always remaining

open for another possibility. In order to emphasiae, Coover’s “favorite procedure

can be described as a three-tier construction. tdeepts some chiliastic belief,

ridicules and apparently rejects it—and then goest® include it in disguise

somewhere else in the novel” (Lewicki, 1984: 61pr knstance, regarding the

Brunists’ robes, it is written in the novel thagttobes were

white (the White Bird, the coming of Light) with dwn (Bruno) ropes at
the waist, and, embroidered in brown on the breakirge circle (Evening
Circle, a Circle of Evenings) enclosing a mineriskp stylized to resemble
a cross. The dimensions of this pick/cross were arahogically

determined: seven units each for the arms and headlve units for the
post or handle, totaling thirty-three, the life years of Christ not to
mention an entire history of secondary meaningsvel@érfrom important
ancient writings. (295)

Here, the emblem on the robes includes the numBeredninding at first the age

Christ died, but in different parts of the noved tleader meets number 33 again. For

instance, there are some scars on Bruno’s bodjhershape of a “kind of ‘LOF”

and the connections between the letters L, O, arahd numbers lead to number 33
again (300). If we look for the equivalent of L, &d F, we find 12, 15 and 6,
totaling in 33 again, and then, “the dimensionghefcross ... 7, 7, 7 and 12" on the
Brunists’ robes also reach 33" (Lewicki, 1984: 6&inally, “what should we make
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of the fact that out of four chapters of the botdelf, three consist of seven parts
each, and one of twelve?” (Lewicki, 1984: 61). Caoseems to be playing with the
number 33, at first as an allusion to Christ, bhtol turns out to be a fake sign since
in almost every part of the book there is a nun3&rtriggering the desire to find an

explanation for a pattern in Coover’s abundantafse

Then, the passage above on robes and number 8Rides with “an entire
history of secondary meanings derived from impdrtancient writings.” The
meanings found are always secondary because tkewyfarred from some acts or
persons that are considered to be symbols. Wha&niasts (and the readers as they
follow the Brunists’ imagery) do is to make thewrm secondary and subsequent
meanings from the events that they see as primayitgbolic, as in the case of
number 33. However, it is not easy to reach a emmmh from those secondary and
attributed meanings. For to try to reach past kedgé through a combination of
facts, evidences and numbers—as Ralph does—orngeaahd interpreting the
evidences or symbols as divine message—as Clara—nay lead to ever-
expanding results without a definite conclusion andy turn into a deadlock in
itself.

A character as significant and lost in her own toea as both Clara and
Ralph is Eleanor Norton. Eleanor’s way of thinkisgpsychic as Clara’s is religious
and Ralph’s is pseudo-numerological, but it is &aviemoved from “rational”
thought. Eleanor is sure that she has extrasersdwlijies and that she is in contact
with Domiron, a supposedly higher spiritual beimgnfi which she claims to get
special messages. She sees herself as a “practicgtjum of some sort, an
automatist and old-fashioned sibyl,” and also ascdanmunicant with the higher
forces” (141). When she is about to get messages fbomiron, she goes into a
room to make the connection. After a few minutetaeisted and sweaty, she comes
back with the note from Domiron (141). It is foigleason that she considers herself
as the only person in West Condon who carries @mgire burden of keeping the
connection alive on her shoulders” with Domironeafthe explosion, so that the

messages keep coming to her about what the explasgans, what the future holds
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for them, and how she can communicate with Brunpetiaeive and understand all
of this (132).

In fact, she is a schoolteacher and her “connectiatih Domiron causes her
a lot of trouble. She and her husband had to mmra Carlyle because of Eleanor’s
“relationships” with certain male students with wihoshe claims to have had
teaching sessions on Domiron and its messages. \Woweer behavior irritates the
parents in the town and they are made to leaveyléaOne night some of those
disturbed parents, including the father of Larrghmivhom she has such sessions on
Domiron, come to their door and say, “ ‘[i]jn pldalk, we want you two to get out of

Carlyle” (74) and a “nicer and kinder” one contisue

“We are only you might say interested citizensho$-+interested citizens
andparentsof this community. We have, well, we have beeruested by
our, ah, our good neighbors to speak briefly. . Mrs. Norton, frankly,
we—that is,all of us, have been frankly asking—hanepeatedlyasked
you to terminate your, ah, your activities as rdgaall the—as regards the
youthof Carlyle, and you nevertheless persisted.”

“We’'re asking you two to get out of town!” Mr. Loasnhad snapped. (74)

Having had to move from town to town, they finatigme to West Condon, hoping
that this will finally be the place they will liveEleanor's husband, Wylie “hopels]
only that, whatever happened, they would not havenbve again. They had to
change towns eight times now in the past fifteesrye . . . They had left Carlyle to
come here to West Condon just a year ago, and hlaeyonly been in Carlyle
fourteen months before that” (73). Still, despiteit move from city to city in fifteen
years because of her “activities,” Eleanor contmfienly to believe in her “talent.”
She even believes that she and Wylie serve a cqampnse by going from city to
city; their move is not simply a change of place ibis to reach and teach as many
people as possible what she knows. She is so iegatvwhat she believes that when
she sees in Wickham—their next town after Carlylbe-druggist who talks to them
“nicely and kindly” in Carlyle, she even thinks tlithat was [not] the real person of
the Carlyle druggist who appeared to [her] on tinees in Wickham. . . . It was a
sign, Wylie . . we’re being setfit (77).

131



Brian Evenson provides an illuminating analysisetéanor and her way of
thinking: “with Domiron’s words obviously stemmirgut of her desires, fears, and
needs, Eleanor’'s revelations are shot through téthown personality”; she “sees
Giovanni Bruno as a figure she can use to makespeitual ‘gifts’ increasingly
manifest to others” (2003: 33). Yet, the irony &ttt those “gifts” she believes she
has been bestowed upon are her own montages; sfl@nas her “messages” from
Domiron in her mind and by interpreting them shesttto reach a wholeness that
unites all of these happenings. For instance, oegsage says * . look to the east!
look to the west! The feet tug downward, but the ggt soars!” and she interprets
this as follows “the east: the source of lightcolirse. The West . . . West Condon?
And the tugging downward, was that the miners?’0(12oover’s bold). Actually,
these may be random passages from a book shedthsrrés reading these days, or
may even be her mind’'s creative workings. Howewde is sure that these are
privileged messages sent specially to her becauséssthe special person. For she
tries to assist Wylie “in attaining a communicatiaith the higher forces in the
universe [but] he had almost no success. Domirgaéxed privately to her that. .

if even the faithful are few, how rare then the ma®r!” (121, Coover’s bold).

Hence, like Clara and Ralph, Eleanor, too, triesvtive the “story” that best
fits her fantasy frame and that makes her reachctrelusion that “Giovanni
Bruno’s body had been invaded by a higher bein§2)]1Because she sees Bruno in
the hospital as “little more than a vegetable, hgsiher peculiar use of the deductive
reasoning process, Eleanor suspects that the reabRlied in the mine and that the
body that was rescued is being inhabited by a bieorg another world” (Andersen,
1981: 48). According to her, Clara’s husband Elyswaéso a means through which
that higher being tried to communicate with themd aow it is Bruno that is being
used for this purpose. She shares her idea evdnMilter too: “[t]here is every
reason to believe that the . . . the being, lesayg the being now struggling to
establish communication with us through . . . tigtouthe body and person of
Giovanni Bruno . . . might originally have intendedutilize Mrs. Collins’ husband”
(200). Hence, she deduces, she is the one to fis$tabat contact” and continue the

communication to provide the required circumstarfoeghe establishment of such
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contact (132). Because she believes that “she thie] only person alive who
[realizes]” that Bruno is embodied by a higher lgeshe makes “every effort” to
unveil that plan step by step (132). Going to Bresnmome with this purpose in
mind, she starts asking him questions and thetsstderpreting his every motion or

sound:

“Am | to call you Giovanni?” she asked. He nodded. . “Giovanni” she
whispered anxiously—she must hold on to it'Gibvanni” Again his eyes
opened. “Giovanni, did you come a great distandd@’nodded. “From
another aspect?” He hesitated, then nodded. Hetrber! . . . “Have you
.. . have you any messages?” He did not replycbuntinued to stare at her.
So tenuous! She swallowed and felt them at herathf@he white bird,”
she ventured, does it signal . . . a new life?” idelded. “May | come
often?” Again the nod. “There is time then!” sheisgered, and at his nod
a great relief washed over her. With time, she a¢ald it. She felt the
malignant bodies disperse and retreat. (134)

In the passage, sentences like “he nodded, hencexatito stare at her,” on the
one hand, imply a sense of “objectivity and reli&di through the omnipotent third
person narrator, giving the sense that as if Brdidoreally give these responses to
her. On the other hand, because we, as readeesdglikknow the real medical
condition of Bruno, and of Eleanor’s obsession wién own thoughts, the sentences
like “he trusted her, she felt the malignant bodiesperse and retreat” seem to be
rather Eleanor’s projection of her feelings andextations about Bruno on to his
“responses.” As in Evenson’s explanations, it isyy@obable that because she sees
in him what she expects to see, she deduces th@bBrmotions are a sign of his
communication with her, indicating that he will githe information she desperately
needs. Thus, playing the role of the “messengetivéen Bruno and the people
becomes for her a means of proving her leadershguide people in their path to

apocalypse.

In this role, she attends every occasion to infpeople about the Brunists
and their aim. It seems, even if her interpretatbevents differs from Clara, Miller
and Ralph, she is ready to cooperate with themth@rMount of Redemption, she
makes a speech about their being the holy playessgoeat spiritual drama. Again,
on the mountain, she makes explanations to the mewsabout their walk to the
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mount for the apocalypse, and she gives them irdoam on how they prepared for
this event. Even though she does not like Clare, eslen defends Clara against
Abner’s accusations that she is a false proph&¥h® are you to judge another’s
gifts?’ asked a gentle voice with a calm, a mildnedrange to this awesome hour.
With unbelief, Clara saw that it was Mrs. Nortonovhad spoken” (171). In fact,

there is already a clear conflict and disagreentetiveen the two women about
ways of interpreting this explosion and Bruno. IStileanor defends Clara and
decides to agree with her because “events of sugismortance were in the air,

although the function and date hardly appealedey bspecially since they had
never been mentioned by her own sources” (132).

Eleanor’s dislike of both Clara and Miller is reddt with their different
perspectives. She sees Miller as a “malign forcethe intruder” but her dislike of
Clara is partly related with the fact that she seékga as a rival (133). Before his
death, people already respected and loved Ely. Nlosy, in a sense, channel their
love and respect for Ely to Clara; firstly becasbe believes that she is the carrier of
Ely’s spirit and secondly because what she sapssed on basic Christian beliefs,
they can relate to Clara’s Christian interpretatodrEly’s death. However, Eleanor
finds in Clara’s interpretations of the events a

simple Christian admonition finally, which the do# woman with equal
simplicity equated to stale dreams of a Last Judagnteleanor could not
help becoming impatient with the Christians and irthadolescent
clubbiness, their absurd dualities, concern witd ghysical body, their
chosen people complex . . . even though the Bibkdfj before Domiron,
had been her chief guide. (131)

According to Eleanor, Clara and those who beligvéer limit themselves
and their vision to a basic Christian teaching bgucing everything to the Last
Judgment. It is because of this narrow vision tehg believes they cannot see the
big picture she sees. There is the event, the siquipBruno and also “messages”
around to decipher and work on to understand whatis all about and where it will
lead them. Hence, she somewhat scorns not onlya@ad her Christian roots,
finding Clara “ignorant” and her roots simple busaEly, finding his imagery

“lower-class Christian”: “Now the woman believedathbsomething—perhaps even
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the second Coming—must happen on the eighth ofugerfinding this implication

in her dead husband’s note, and she was bullishesrsé and she had power. She led
a group called the ‘Evening Circle™ (131). She eshares her feelings about Clara
with Miller, telling him that it is because of Cs being “slow to learn,
overemotional and impulsive” and her being “too hesd in [in] her own
prejudices” that the higher being cannot commueieath Clara even if it tried to do
it through Ely (200). She believes that Clara’s thid expectations” of “another
thing somewhat like the disaster” may be possiblg tihere is a logic to
everything[,] . . . even the irrationdl she, ironically, believes (my italics) (201).
Because she has not gotten any message “to costichnan extreme interpretation,”
she thinks that Clara’s is an all-too-limited Chtias view hindering her

understanding about what is going on (201):

Righteousness and salvation, the so-called Secawding, the terribly
overworked parable of the Cross, angels and dewits sin—sin! Good
heavens! Finally, Mr. Miller, we are all of us enasions of the world soul,
are we not? Ultimately we all partake, like it atnin what is commonly
called the divine, and the only conceivable sinsuth a case is to be
willfully ignorant of one’s proper condition. Isnthat so? (200-201)

However, although Eleanor likes neither Clara noilldy) and feels
somewhat threatened by both, “[tlhrough Ralph, Bbeafinds a person whose
empirically based constructions support her vieibmeality” (Andersen, 1981: 48).
For she is interested in numbers like Ralph too smte of her messages contain
numbers which, she believes, are the numerologicgis for the explanation she
needs: The seven starred image of life’'s oscillation fromabysses to cusps
shadows forth in morning’s east, but a firmness idorthcoming. Is nine a
number? Is eight a number? Lead men to numberlessss!. . . For a time is to
come, and the soul will swim in the vast and emptgea of enlightenmerit (120,
Coover’s bold). With this message, she concentrateshe numbers “nine” and
“eight” and tries to find an explanation to the nention between “nine-eight,”
“numberlessness” and “leading men.” Thinking of tead people in the mine, she
muses: “And there were the numbers to be considé¢hednumber of miners who
perished, of course, ninety-eight, but if thoughiroa series, nine and then eight,

then the next number would be seven . . . but wdfathat? For it is to
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‘numberlessness’ he asked her to lead men” (122¢nTshe learns that only one
person survived the explosion, and she finds henection:

Of course! Domiron was trying to tell her to leadmaway from . . . from a
head-count of mortalities to his message! To timitliess and ununumbered
truth of his word! “Does it matter these have dield@ was in effect asking.
“Bring all to wisdom!” . .. “l knew it! | knew it. .. Domiron told me!”

“it started with the numbers. Nine and eight inediess. Next comes seven.
“Iit is seven that leads to numberlessness ancetone!” (123)

As she makes use of numbers for her connectiomstrars, feels closer to
Ralph, “[s]he, in turn, provides Ralph with an ewsevard which he can direct his
computations” (Andersen, 1981: 48). In the novad, tiniting of Eleanor and Ralph
is expressed as “one of the more fascinating ptsdefcthe cult” and an “odd” one
because “under ordinary circumstances [these tvanjlavprobably never even have
spoken to each other” (259). Yet, paradoxically, disaster had thrown them
together, two innocents surprised in a fever, ana their logbooks, their respective
systems, were drawing their timid souls togethehaty intercourse. In fact, their
two systems did fit together in the mating postunge embracing from above, the
other reaching up from below” (259). Miller des&#them as complementary parts,

each covering up the lack of the other:

While Eleanor was, essentially, a gentle mystic Widwnd peace of soul in
the denial of all dualisms, particularly that ofeliand death, Ralph was
terrorized by a haunting vision of the worst haff @l dichotomies,
obsessed by the horror of existerpea existence. In Eleanor's messages
from the higher aspects, [there was] an uncompioisejection of
constructive thinking: wisdom could only be intadifecontrarily, in
[Himebaugh there was] a total commitment to thecigien tools of logic,
of science, of mathematics, the patient step-by-stédition of simple
premises or single actions to arrive, hopefully,camplex totalities, the
larger truths beyond phenomena.

So, what was it united them?

They shared, that is, this hope for perfection fifeal complete knowledge,
their different approaches actually complementecheather, or at least
seemed to. Eleanor’'s practical difficulty, aftet, abas in relating her
inexpressible vision of the One to the tangibletipalars of in-the-world
existence, and it was here where Himebaugh’s aertgins and proofs,
founded on the cold data of newspaper reports, sgeim be of value,
providing her shortcuts, as it were, to the relévamaterial within the
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impossible superfluity of sense-data, and enrichieg own vision with
new and useful kinds of imagery. Similarly, Himeghais major frustration

. . was that his addictive process never seemahd, it was apparently
impossible ever to ascend to that last telling samad, he had welcomed this
final figure, so-called, toward which he could maecurately direct his
computations(260, 261)

Ralph’s and Eleanor’s need for each other outsthps differences and they
come closer. However, in portraying this rathersual closeness, Coover not only
displays how obsessively each character clingsstbdr vision of reality but also he
emphasizes how limited and dogmatic the views tlegacters represent turn out to
be. For it is to have more power and say and toenthleir fictions the “real
narration” of the Brunists that they join forcegéther. As Evenson expresses, both

Ralph and Eleanor

attempt to dominate the cult developing around Brumying to impose
their own sets of myths on Clara Collins and others. Coover is effective
in showing the way in which Eleanor Norton and Raldimebaugh
delicately balance their belief in their own syssawith a very real play for
control and a desire for power and glory . . .lsat things come out with
them both on top. (2003: 34)

In addition to the characters’ own drives, “throutje spiritual relationship
that blossoms between Eleanor and Ralph, Cooverida® his readers with a
humorous parody of the deductive and inductiveariag) processes” as the efforts
to reach the ultimate knowledge. (Andersen, 198).: MicCaffery writes that “Mrs.
Norton’s confident overview of events (from abovg 8ivine dispatches) and
Ralph’s slow assimilation of facts and numbers iatgeneral framework seem to
represent comic analogues of the two basic metbbdshieving all knowledge—the
rationalistic, deductive approach and the empiricaductive method” (1982: 33).
Thus, Coover’s critique is directed at the two fameéntal thinking styles, induction
and deduction, accepted as the basic ways of rea&hiowledge. Even if they may
be the basic methods, one or the other can easiljndnipulated by the ones like
Ralph or Eleanor in their desperate needs to ptlo@eaightness or validity of their
beliefs. Such desperate situations turn into kihdh struggle for power, and, as

Coover says, it is when one starts “to throw itggive around” or becomes too
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dominant over the others that it turns into a daggnaythic essence that leaves no
place for change. When this happens, the charafgikresito a deadlock; they are
either locked desperately in their own fictionstéemy frames or use their fictions as a
means of power over others, and sometimes even lothe novel, Eleanor, Ralph
and Clara, too, are in fact imprisoned in their dwtions but, without realizing it,
they dedicate themselves to their own “fantasids’'tree more and work hard to
spread it in the town. It is such deadlock andyrthat Coover tries to show to the
readers through his parodying of not only the dadeand inductive processes but
also the basic Christian teachings, the so-calleteracientific mathematical way of
thinking and the psychic ways to reach the knowdealigboth past and present.

In fact, Coover shows this deadlock and the iranywo messages Eleanor
gets from Domiron long before the mine explosiomef those messages says:
“Let thoughts pass through your mind . . . likeffBuof dandelion afloat on an errant
breeze, like migrating birds, like purposeless faagppearing and disappearing, but
let your mind dwell on none of them. The surfacestrhe barren, the page white . . .
the room of the mind empty” (75). This message lmamterpreted as an advise for
free thinking, for letting one’s ideas float ovafferent approaches and for letting
oneself go with the flow of life. However, Eleansrso obsessed with her own chain
of thinking that she is no closer to interpretihgde messages in any different way
than her obsessed mind allows her. She is comypletelble to let her thoughts—or
herself for that matter—go with the flow freely senher mind is already framed with
a certain point of view. The surface of her mindas clear or free enough to fly like
a breeze among many possible ideas. In this séimsepassage she quotes is a
complete irony to how she acts. She cannot posbiblynore distant from “[flying]
with birds as a bird, swim[ing] in the sea as &,fisehave[ing] in the world as the
world would have [her], for all is illusion but ulsion itself, and only the wise can
exist in it with tranquility” (76). Although to flylike a bird or to swim like a fish
implies a sense of freedom, she is already impedan her own vision, and she
cannot grasp theonyl/illusion in Domiron’s message. The part that says, “foisall

illusion but illusion itself and only the wise caxist in it with tranquility,” seems
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like warning her to be aware of the illusion sottslae can live in tranquility, but she
already lives in her illusion and cannot see thayr

In fact, none of them, Clara, Eleanor and Ralph, ga with the flow of life
but, instead, create their own versions to makadaaningful and sensible. In their
desperate and obsessive involvement in their Iseli@$ Dewey writes, “[n]Jot so
much inhuman as unhuman, they are all pushed imépogterous poses of
exaggerated performance: the too obviously comlieafior Norton and her private,
often frenzied communications with her spiritual nteg, Domiron); the too
obviously tragic (the lawyer Himebaugh, who fastagdelf to death) . . .” (1990: 94).
In order to (de)balance these preposterous posedwbusly comic and/or tragic
exaggerated performances, Coover presents a diffgreup of characters consisting
of Reverend Abner Baxter, the “Common Sense Coraemitand Vince Bonali, also
in the Common Sense Committee. Reverend Baxteroia the start against the
Brunists. He does not believe in their apocalypgegy<or the significance of Bruno,
and he says right to Clara’s face that they amsefarophets. It is again Baxter who
says that the “8 in Ely’'s message may not be more than the datheo&xplosion.
Since he is the next preacher after Ely, he seesBtiunists as a threat to his
congregation, yet, he ironically causes the Brgnist get closer. For when his
children leave the burnt hand on Clara’s houses thirnt hand becomes a “holy
relic” for the Brunists. They incorporate such argtes as significant signs to the
myth they create and cling all the more passiogpdtelvhat they already believe in.
Thus, his opposition to the Brunists strengthers thense of community and their
belief in their myth: “Forced to seek each othedsnpany for protection as well as
spiritual support, the Brunists form a communalectirat Coover believes is at the
center of religious life” (Andersen, 1981: 49).idt this core that provides their
continuity and their formation as a religious grotlijpe same paradoxical mechanism
also applies to Common Sense Committee in thdiestty to prevent Brunists and

their activities the Brunists stick to each otharentightly.

Common Sense Committee is organized by some ofrdsponsible and

considerate” citizens of West Condon. Disturbed thg closing of the most
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important financial support of the town, the minkgd Cavanaugh the banker
initiates this idea of a group or a committee. Qaiay day, he contemplates how the
town is about to lose any hope it might have frdra future: “Rain. The banker
stares out on it from his office window on the setdloor. It reflects his own
depression. He remembers how, after the war, thaseso much hope here, so much
promise. And now it’s all going sour” (241). Thued believes that if the Brunists
come together and stick with each other as a groepas to do something for his
town, or at least something has to be done fotdiwn because “[t]his is his home
and his home is sick. He believes it is really atemaof spirit Ted Cavanaugh has
faith in the spirit, or, as he puts it, in will. Z&ommunity of men of good will: his
ideal” (241). Like the Brunists, Ted also wantkiadle a new spirit in the town but
unlike them, he does not believe that the explokias a deeper significance or that
Bruno is the holy messenger. He just wants to eethe working environment of the
town again because it is the financial situationciwlinterests him. For that reason he
even tries to keep the mine open but fails, “[g@ddok[s] for something to stimulate
the community spirit again. Something they all colélieve in . .. something . . . to
provide the spark . . . to unite them” (241). Thus starts considering the Brunists as
the uniting element but knowing them for the “craets that they are,” he comes to
consider them in a different way for his purposecQdffery, 1982: 35): “A
committee. Communal exercising of a little commense” but he knows that “he
just can’t fight anybody else’s religion, no mattesw absurd it is. They had tio
something first, hopefully something offensive. Amolv . . . Baxter had done it for
them. For him. Created that old vacuum, the fillmfgwhich is every American’s
first nature: the need for a third force” (241-242)

Because Abner Baxter is against the Brunists dfterexplosion, it seems
there are two poles in the town, Baxter and thenBts. Thus, Ted thinks, between
these two extremities, he can start a formationciwimay fill in the void between
those two by functioning as the third or the midgileund. Since there are also some
people who are really disturbed by the whole Briama the apocalypse story
initiated by this fanatical group (the Brunistg)séems the committee may also help
these people get their voices heard. For exantpemtayor Mort Whimple, trying to
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express these feelings of unease to Miller, sagssht is concerned about the letters
some people send to him about the Bruno affair,rentties to prevent Miller from

writing on this subject anymore:

“Anyhow, | don’'t give a good goddamn if Bruno thske’s the Virgin
Mary, but what | don't like is for the law and orde this town to get
disturbed, see? People . . . [cannot], by God, t@rgoddamn town
upsidedown!

“But, see, I'm the goddamn mayor of these humams, some of the
humans think certain other humans are stepping thedr rights as citizens
of this town, and it's going to get worsEhat’'s the point!'That'swhat I've
been trying to tell you! They want me to arrest iBruand have him
examined by a state psychiatrist and get him loékednutbin somewhere.
But | don’t want to interfere with religion, see(302-303)

However, Miller calms him down with his distant asomewhat “not caring”
attitude, saying that the apocalypse the Brunissaaiting for is eleven days ahead
and when nothing happens that day it will all berovhus, between these extremes
the idea of a middle ground seems perfect for Vi@estdon and, with these ideas in
mind, Ted says to Vince Bonali, “[g]et up a kindomimmittee or something, and . . .
the more people the better. | think if these pesple@ how the whole community felt,
they might start showing a little, you know, aldttommon . . .” and that’s how he
comes up with the name “A Common Sense Commit@2@9-90). Yet, in his effort
to make up the third position, he also createsteofi of Bruno as the town’s hero.
He makes people forget that Bruno is a lonely Qathath no family, no friends but
“he push[es] the idea that in the eyes of the wdBidvanni Bruno represent[s] this
generation’s victory over hatred and prejudice, #rat they could all stand taller
today. ... He [stands] for West Condon, and téyad to help lift West Condon
high!” (144-145). In order to spread this idea,vinétes some articles to explain it
and publishes them in Miller's newspaper. Alsojsithis idea to make Bruno’s
homecoming from the hospital a public event, almestelebration, by which the
idea of West Condon as a revitalized and enerdgiaed can be spread out to whole

town.

Taken as a whole, in all these efforts, Ted alsates a fiction, a fiction of

the town which is revived by the survival and hsnoiof Bruno. What provides the
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realization of this fiction is their idea of “soéidty” the committee supports and “a
program of community renovation, which, hopefullypuld establish a base of
Christian fellowship and prosperity here that wountdke ‘these other sentiments’
seem silly and inconsequential” (294). Thus, thenmittee’s aim emerges as
bringing about communal unity and peace but iradsons it cannot quite live up to
its promise. Even though the committee supportslidaoty,” some people
“abstained, others were effectively barred”; for amewple, along with the
“embarrassing fantasies of the coalminer GiovanminB,” “neither the Chronicle
editor nor any loyal Nazarene follower of Reverekither Baxter” were welcome
(294). As a result, ironically, as they try to lgia little common sense to their town,
the committee members also start acting as “sidbsfigh they claim to be on the

side of “the common sense.”

3.2.2. Answers from a Journalist: Justin Miller asthe Fiction Maker/ Game

Player

These voices in West Condon, though they seemreliftdrom each other,
either focus on Bruno and the Brunists or concémtoa the anti-Brunist sentiment
and try to prevent the Brunists’ from having mover and from spreading their
ideas to more people each day. In this senseptine $seems to be divided between
the two ideas. However, there is another voice Wwhéally does seem to be the third
or the middle position the Common Sense Commitsgered to be. This voice is
Justin Miller, also known as Tiger, the journabi$tWest Condon ChronicléMiller
is situated in the middle ground since he is batmfWest Condon and is outside it.
He is from West Condon, is the ex-basketball stahe town, and thus, seems like
an insider. Yet, as a journalist he is outsidettiven, and also the Brunists; he now
acts more as an outsider and/or an observer whispeab what is happening in the
town with a journalist’s eye. On the other handtresnewspaper editor, Miller is the
one who spreads the news of the Brunists, and thrisugh his writings in the
newspaper that other people who are not Brunidts ino/Vest Condon and in other
towns hear and learn about the Brunists. Paradbkitee becomes “the Brunists’

public relations man” (McCaffery, 1982: 36).
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As a journalist, Miller also represents the roletloé “pseudo-historian or
fiction maker” (McCaffery, 1982: 37). For his woviedw and approach to events call
to mind Coover’s idea of game playing and fictioakimg, and it is Miller's game

playing tendency that makes the Brunists a publopst a historical event:

Games were what kept Miller going. Games, and #uifying of mind and
organs. Miller perceived existence as a loose dena#ion of separate and
ultimately inconsequential instants, each colorgthle action that preceded
it, but each possessed of a small wanton freedaits ofvn. Life, then, was
a series of adjustments to these actions, andeifkept his sense of humor
and produced as many of these actions himself asilge, adjustments
were easier. (141-42)

In Miller’s philosophy, life is a loose series ofstants not necessarily leading
to an ultimate conclusion. Each moment is affettedts predecessor but each also
has its own freedom. As Andersen claims, “Milleview, by his own definition,
contradicts the historical perspective that reteglops between events can be
explained and an order imposed on them” (1981: B@).Miller, life is, then, not a
series of desperate efforts to make sense of @8 and every instant or to make
connections between them. His idea of separate utimately inconsequential

instants having their own freedom contradicts also

an externally imposedsystem of order. Once this view is accepted, the
alternatives are evident: either man can adoptddspairing outlook that
life is fundamentally and irrevocably absurd andatic; or he can consider
the “freedom” of each moment as a sign that marccaate his own system
of order and meaning. ... The meaning and coflglames are fictitious
and arbitrary in the sense that they are inventdgestively and then
applied to the transformational possibilities withthe system. But unlike
the equally fictitious sense of order provided Istdry, politics or religion,
games allow man to act with awareness of his mositivithout dogmatic
claims to final truths and objectivity. (McCafferd982: 37)

As a pseudo-historian and fiction maker, Miller ockes to create his own
system from different moments without making aroléor the final truth. As an old
basketball star, he is already familiar with thenga and the rules, and thus, right

from the start, he sees the Brunist event as acehtmplay another game whose
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rules he can create or at least manipulate as @msitte can. It is for this reason that
when Bruno’s sister Marcella calls him to say tBaino is conscious, “he listen[s]
to her voice, dream[s] up questions to keep h&mgl . . . But there [is] little more
she [can] tell him. Except that Giovanni had bemsited in the mine by the Virgin, a
vision so to speak. Yes, he [can] publish that"6)11As he listens to Marcella, his
first instinct is to think about what he can publisom her talk. He believes neither
in the Brunists nor in their stories of the apopab. Ely’s note is just “the damned
thing” for him, which he will decide later wheth&r publish or not (88). Moreover,
what he sees in Bruno is “the browbeaten childedragocentered adult psychopath,
now upstaging it with his sudden splash of glorywsaste of time” (140). Yet, he
acts as if he really cares about them becauseett@st is business for him; it is a
very good story to publish and sell, “for Bruno Beif was news, nationally as well
as locally” and also “he [makes] good copy, andlédisold some of it nationally”
(140). Similarly, in preparing the news for the egphe approaches the whole
Brunist case distantly, like an operator or a bessman he is opportunistic and after
his interests. Hence, he considers what will $&l paper and what will touch the
townspeople, and as he and Jones prepare the deg® of the newspaper they
“[decide] to banner it with MIRACLE IN WEST CONDONust to wow the
homefolks” (85). Although he attends Evening Cineleetings of the Brunists, most
of the time he observes them and what is going ibim avdistant and sarcastic eye.
He just acts as he is expected to, kindly and eetrsng so eager in his desire to
exploit them. He answers their questions about kdrehe believes in Bruno’s
survival, whether Domiron’s messages are reliabbstiy by “nodding firmly” and
not saying too much since “it [can be] just toortz&ll [and] he might start grinning”
(194).

He is able to have this kind of cold and detacki@hce accompanying his
game playing and opportunistic attitude. His distafrom the event and from the
people is best expressed in his description afterexplosion as he “ranges high
above the chaos, unaffected by it” (Dewey, 199@®)18s he takes photos of the
crowd, he “shinnied halfway up the goddamn wateetoghooting photographs of

the jam” (55). He looks people down from above;ld@d he is not among them but
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he just observes and takes photos from a secusndes Being at a secure distance
defines Miller's position because it is this secdrgtance which provides him with

ways to deal with life. That is to say, his is alse desire to have control, order and
security in his life. As Andersen points out, itéiis from the same needs that drive
people to establish religion and record historydg1: 53). As long as he keeps his
distance and does not get involved in a singleystoe can have different stories all
the time. In this sense, the Brunist story becothesfield where he can use his

faculties to create and exploit the material tHtdre him more than he expects:

Their speculations amused Miller—who himself at digieteen had read
Revelations and never quite got over it—so he edneverything he
thought might help them along, might seem relevathem, amateur space
theories, enigmatic Biblical texts. ... Once #émsotions had settled down
and the widows themselves had established newrsaftai found mind-
busying work, their eccentric interests of the mot&ould be forgotten,
of course. Which, in its way, was too bad. As gamest, it was a game,
and there was some promise in it. (141)

This same attitude can also be seen in his approaitte two women in his
life. These two women, in a way, embody the bagiaracteristics of Miller's
approach to and understanding of life. Represerttinogopposite sides of femininity,
one of them is Bruno’s sister Marcella, the otleeHappy Bottom, a nurse and his
girl friend. Marcella is the innocent, inexperiedc&irgin” girl, and Happy is the
sexually attractive, witty woman. Despite his dista from the Brunists, Miller is
strangely attracted to Marcella. In fact, this adtion is mainly rooted in Miller's
opportunism. He wants to be among the Brunists usecdhe [has] invested three
hard weeks, and he [needs] at least that many rtwrbave anything really
exploitable. He stare[s] at the manila folders: ytsre [is] a story there” (265).
Hence, Marcella is, in a sense, his “means” to like them. Yet, his paradox is that
despite his opportunism, he both wants to savdrber the Brunists, as if to feel like

a savior and he feels a strong sexual desire for he
He first sees her after the explosion near the pfideekly turned into herself,

yet somehow radiant, some distance away from angts® a young girl, probably

not much more than nineteen or twenty, under areaiolored shawl—well, not a
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shawl, of course: a blanket” (81). He is as if igmag this darkly introverted girl
who needs to be saved from the Brunists. Yet, ajhoMarcella seems as the
glowing, white-skinned, graceful young girl for hiinis feelings of idealization are
mixed with his sexual desire. For instance, ondeemthey are about to kiss, as if to
show his idealization of her, he kneels in fronhef like a knight. Yet, he combines
her “virgin” image in his mind with the sexual deshe feels for her. As he kneels,
he “lift[s] his eyes the full length of her youngdy, all those subtle curves of thigh
and belly, and . . . he [rises]to—he thought ceelfnrich her experience,” and he
watches her walk “to enjoy a prolonged unobsereggud of the easy cadence of her
hips” (203, 205). Then, he thinks how she “flattetke hell out of him, the way she
looked at him. And there was a grace about evargtishe did, laughed, walked,
turned. Bright, too. And she was beautiful. Comarggoing, she caught a man’s
eye” (140).

It seems that Marcella is more than a pure maidehifm, in fact, he sees her
quite like a woman, a desire object. As he watdtegsit is a “feast in itself” and he
feels “joy” in her “poise, her unfailing delicacyf movement, her radiance, open
smiles” which “[breaks] the last bolts” and whichake him feel like “blowing the
goddamn roof off” (202, 203). When he goes to seardella he “[traces] the
“expressive tapering of her right forearm, restimgher crossed knee, the bone-bent
turn of her wrist” and he “feel[s], then, watchihgr eyes . . . a flicker of exaggerated
tones and comforts from a distant innocence ofolws” (257-258). His feelings,
thus, turn out to be a strange combination of sStyuattraction and affection.
Feeling “weak,” he faces her and “[realizes] tHa tecision [is] actually already
made, had been made long before, and this wasaontyal: drawn to her sphere’s
center, he [has] long since agreed to stay. Thewe memained for him only to
redescribe the sphere itself for her, make a feleshand let real air in” (258).
Probably, because of all his confused feelings aMarcella, he tries to tell her to

leave the Brunists and marry him when they ardlfirsdone in the print room.

However, this is too strong for Marcella who isealdy “torn between her

religious and sensual impulses,” (Gordon, 1983: Eoy she is Bruno’s sister and
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carries the burden of her identity as such. Contbwigh their Catholic background,
being Bruno’s sister prevents her from enjoying Bind her sensuality as freely as
she may wish. Yet, she has had a crush on Millar eince they were both
teenagers, and she really wants him as a man. \tinems waiting for him to talk

about her brother, she sees him coming and inyes, e

[h]e arrives, in crushed light, bringing with hirhé air of old story books,
things wanted, things with a buried value in thém.a child, she watched
him run, a man to her . . . with long legs and sgyshoulders. ... And
now it is for her he comes smiling, a man to hil, &ng and strong, with

something about him of forest greenness and chamasonry and northern
stars. ... A man to be praised, yes a man tdolsed (108 Coover’'s

italics)

Marcella is ready to be with him andhjpt for one moment does she fear, not even
when, as though confused, he again asks her to wait Miller hesitates (309
Coover’s italics). Although she ismomentarily chilled by the pace of distance
between themin the photocopy room, she manages to ignoreakisng her to wait
but she cannot tolerate when Miller asks her tsatimte herself from the Brunists
(309 Coover's italics). Thus, although she is vatiracted to Miller, she cannot
leave the Brunists and cannot betray them withfandliller (Gordon, 1983:27). In
addition, thinking that Miller is among the Brursgiecause of his belief in them, she
is completely shaken with what she hears from Hihit means I'm leaving the cult
Marcella.” Again he embraces her, but now in terrehe shrinks from him. ‘It has
been a mistake. ... And | want you to undo thwie. | want you to marry me,
Marcella’. . . . ‘But you promised!” she managesdry’ (310 Coover’s italics).
What he says at such a moment of intimacy feetsdikrulgar attack on her already
split psychological state. She realizes that Milleramong them not because he
believes in them but probably because of his pailsoiterest for the newspaper. As
a result, all these conflicts become too much fardnd she “run[s] barefoot to the
door” (310). As Dewey points out, “it is the realiion that Miller’s attentions have
all been part of his private melodrama of rescuhlmggmaiden and possessing her in
marriage that destroys Marcella. It is a game lieatfrank, intense hunger for sexual

consummation in the print shop cannot abide” (199%).
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It is after this traumatic encounter with her “manlove” that she gradually
stops eating, becoming thinner and thinner as iftht point of dissolution. Even
before this, she already starts having “this sémsaif being pursued by something
incorporeal. . . . Shapes in dark rooms. Shadoalbng across her path.
Disembodied sounds on stairways and under her benght. Sense always of a
second presence, spectral and foreboding” (303hisrsense, Coover’s use of italics
in writing about Marcella and her thoughts implidsircella’s spectral condition.
Just as something is written in italics for empsasi for differentiating it from
others, Marcella is differentiated from the BrusjsHappy Bottom and Miller’s
plays. She can be neither like the Brunists noe IMiller totally; she is as if
somewhere between the two. Also, like italics stglee implies an air of lightness
and thinness in contrast to Eleanor’'s Domiron’sdbokessages. In contrast to Happy
Bottom’s full figure, Marcella is like a silhouettdisappearing gradually and
acquiring a somewhat grotesque look as she loseghivén a way, her physical
appearance reflects her confused and disappoistgthplogy and state of mind and
like her brother, she is gradually turning into iadkof “absence”: “Her hair hung
down haglike past her ears, past her face, nowllardite white. Those eyes that
had so captivated [Miller] now stared vapidly oasspthe camera, too large for this
face, all their bright glitter gone” (385). Thesesdriptions imply that her absence is
not only metaphorical, that Marcella does reallgelder bodily “presence.” Such a
loss calls to mind the act in Zizekian sense. jecateng eating, she is gradually
withdrawing from the world; in a sense, she is cotting suicide. Then, combined
with her already too-perplexed state of mind, ghgsical rejection of life causes her
to lose all her ties to the “real” world. By nottieg, by hearing voices or feeling
spectral beings around her, she becomes lost idisterted mind, suspending all her
real connection to the reality. When she eventuaihs towards a car, thinking of its
lights as the holy light from God, she completadgds all her bonds to the world
and, she literally dies. Thus, she not only tunte absence but also does the “act,”

losing all her connection to the reality even te tlegree of death.

With “plump and decidedly frisky” Happy, on the ethhand, there are not
such problems (Dewey, 1990: 105). According to ®ardHappy is the “loving,
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creative, sensual nurse who enjoys her body andweves the supernatural and the
Brunists with affectionate mockery” (1983: 23). Bhililler's attraction to Happy is
related with her playfulness and sensuality, whachin complete harmony with his
sexual and playful nature. Like Miller, Happy thinkf the Brunist affair as a game
and she sends Miller mysterious notes or makeaggrahone calls to him making
fun of the town’s Brunist craze. With Happy, whdsk name is never mentioned in
the novel and whose “pseudonym suggests her owseptilsility to role playing”
Miller can share his playfulness fully and as mashhe wants (Dewey, 1990: 105).
In this sense, “they are made for each other, pietéhe same game” (Dewey, 1990:
105).

However, even if they seem to be pieces of the sgame, having both

women is the real thrill for Miller:

Where Happy Bottom pinched in at the waist, bulgeanulously at the

buttocks, Marcella tapered finely, arched firmlyhefe was a conscious
challenge, a proud taunting thrust to Happy Bot®mtagy shamble;
Marcella swung loose-limbed and light of heart,nsing but chaste.

Difference between a hurdy-gurdy and a pipe’s saffriccio. But he liked

both. (205)

As a man who likes to have the both, the virgin #ma temptress, Miller, finally,
“settles” with Happy but his “settlement” is nottime usual sense of the word, such
as marrying a nice girl, having children, and lyim suburbia. His settlement
involves the possibility of playfulness and excierhwith a “frisky” girl. He and
Happy “affirm life through sex . . . rather thanlifag into the rigors and restraints of
religion” or any other institution for that matteecause “Miller’'s own ‘cult’ is quite
a bit different, involving only himself and HappyoBom, The only role religion
plays in their lives is as a kind of profane sexamter” (Evenson: 2003, 30). That's
why, although shaken somehow by his confused fgelior Marcella, it is the
excitement, not the strict commitment to the Brumislt, which drives Miller to
settle into playfulness. Also, it is this samelttai work that drives him as he works
on the Brunist story. Gordon summarizes this pasitof Miller as a rather

opportunistic and sexually-driven journalist:
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Appropriately nicknamed “Tiger,” Miller both fitsto and is a loner among
the Brunists. On the one hand, he is granted dpadwdeges as the cult’s
publicist because, among other things, he is aswatiwith “grace,” with
the magical number seven: he was the successfulotighe West Condon
high school teams, and he worked for the papetdearyears. Now he not
only chronicles the group’s activities (like Sadathn?), but he also authors
the apocalypse (John of Patmos?) On the other hdiligy is the cult’s
gravest opposition—cunning and manipulative, widecefully attractive
sexually and intellectually. (27).

His opportunism and manipulative behaviors enalile ko create and
develop the Brunist story in the newspaper sinces lveell aware that “the fact that
historical perspectives result from human intenmntand selection is usually
ignored by an uncritical public hungry for orderdatnuth” (McCaffery, 1981: 39).
Hence, it is not only easy for him to manipulatis tiungry-for-order public but also
it is playful for him. For as “[the newspaper’s]ipisher and editor, [he], sometimes
thought of himself as in the entertainment busirsessviewed his product, based as
it was on the technicality of the recordable fast,a kind of benevolent hoax” (151).
This “benevolent hoax,” that is to select, orgaramel present news, sums up how
Miller thinks of reality, history, and the creatiah historical knowledge. He is well
aware that he is a game player, and in a conversatith Reverend Edwards who,
for a long time, tries determinedly to convert himo a believer, he says that both
journalists/fiction writers and theologians arerdpthe same thing, that is, they are

creating and writing stories:

“Well, Edwards, news is news.”

“...If the news is news, how did it turn outuymissed that fight the other
night on Mr. Bruno’s front lawn?” Miller shrugged. . . “Justin, it's just
that sort of thing, I'm afraid, that’'s beginningwmrry me.”

“It doesn’'t matter! Somebody with a little imagimat, a new
interpretation, a bit of eloquence, and—zap!'—theyoff for another
hundred or thousand years.” Miller passed his lamd the heap of manila
folders on his desk. “Anyway, it makes a good story

Edwards gazed down at the folders. “But Justinsdigt occur to you?
These are human lives—one-time human lives—yowoyag with!”

“Sure, what else?”

“But to make a game out of —
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Miller laughed. “You know, Edwards, it's the onant) you and | have got
in common.” (264)

Miller’'s point here summarizes what Coover emplessim almost all of his
fictions that (for Miller) “the process of creatiagreligion and presenting a historical
account of it is a game, an arbitrary fiction coafiup by an imaginative mind”
(McCaffery, 1982: 38). For Miller, it is not thatfion is imaginary and unreal, and
religion or history is factual and real, but botle &qually imaginary and have a
fictional nature as well. However, whereas Rever&uvards seems concerned
about Miller's toying with real lives, as a jouristland story writer, for Miller what
he does is not really different from what histosaor theologians do. In essence,
they all do the same thing, that is “fiction makingnd they create fictions—
historical, religious or political—in order to bothake sense of and survive in life.
For instance, about a false report that a Unitegs$representative prepares, he
laughs saying “[s]uch are history’s documents!”)(99is words reflect his irony; if
false reports can contribute to historical “factieén, he seems to be saying, how
accurate and factual are those facts? He knowsrigistare made through false
reports and selected/omitted writings, and it is #wareness that distances him from
others and drives him towards sarcasm. Accordingtlike Ralph, Eleanor or Clara,
he is not after big conclusions or significant tesudrom his fictions but he
manipulates the so-called “signs” because it is filay and games that keep him
going. With his sarcasm and distance as “the suprfiestion maker” (Dewey, 1990:
103) he constructs what will be recorded in/asonyst

A beautiful spread! Goddamn he had too much gooff! gEight-column
banner: BRUNISTS PROPHESY END OF WORLD! Four-coluptroto
of the group on Cunt Hill, lit by the car lights’tierranged and shot from
the shaggy crotch by Lou Jones. Two-column mugshtite Prophet in his
new tunic, which Marcella had let him get for “imspional” purposes. And
inspirational it was. Wonderful dark head afloat pale white light;
forehead, nose, cheeks—all looked as though chisktem granite or
marble. . .. Miller was working up ideas for asjal Millennium’s Eve
TV documentary, if he could just sell the notiorotee of the networks. . ..
Then, as if he wasn't already overloaded, the schoard had provided
him an unexpected bonus story by firing Eleanortdlotast night. He dug
up a somber shot of the board . . . ran it witHies$ that all but made
grand inquisitors of them. Except for these cuneised types . . . Miller's
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stories were essentially objective—meaning, heitefip to the reader to
decide if the end might really be coming or no29-:300)

In accordance with his opportunistic and manipuatattitude, Miller's
arrangement and presentation of his headlinespptantd news in the Brunists case
are far from being objective and factual. As thaidin maker, he “records history
secondhand, through the medium of his newspapethaadgh the lens of his ever-
present Speedgraphic camera” (Dewey, 1990: 102)h&as behind the camera and
he can adjust the scene he will record. He is awsdreeople’s needs and
expectations for a story to believe in, and thuwsrdcords the Brunist story in the
best way that will not only touch the people bgoasell the newspaper. Hence, the
final product, the published story, reflects hessentially objectiveapproach and
his point of view because he can cut, combine alidhés recordings to create the
story that he intends to create. Even the docteosls informing Miller of Bruno’s
condition in the hospital clearly express thasitMiller's point of view which will
make Bruno something or the other. In answerinde¥d question about how Bruno
managed to survive the explosion, the doctor sdysnkly, 1 don’t know. Maybe
your headline makes a . . . valid diagnosis” (89)ller's vital diagnosis is to
contribute to the perception of Bruno as a miracléen, it is through his
contribution that the Brunists’ belief in themselvis stimulated and the Brunist
myth is heard all over the country, giving the Bsi® the publicity they need.
Thanks to Miller, before “that night of Easter Sagd April twelfth,” all West
Condon is waiting for that night because “[flor fairaight daysThe West Condon
Chronicle has headlined the bizarre story. For four straggyts, the city editor has
exploited the event in special articles and phetiures released to the world” (330).
With Miller's manipulation and shaping of the evegnthe Brunists’ meeting on the

Mount of Redemption becomes a(n) (inter)nationdlligLevent:

All the way from the Antipodes to the Balearics .. [w]irephotos, news
stories television and radio broadcasts . . . lmoat over West Condon. . .
. A month and a half ago, it was all about coalmi@d violence and
economics and death and there was an innocencé iabbaday it is faith
and prophecy and cataclysm and conflict, and dusageous. Why did it
happen here? How will it be stopped? Where witnd? . . . [NJone can
know. (330)
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It seems that Miller extends the limits of playihg game even farther; he
makes a far bigger game of the Brunists than alsimmall town fanaticism. West
Condon is transformed from a closed, small, angh@lesag mining town into a town
full of TV and radio broadcast cars, of curious geoaround and of the Brunists
getting ready for their climb to the mount. In me8ng Miller character, Coover
highlights how beliefs, myths and histories are ipalated by the fiction writers like
Miller. Miller's love of games incites the masseanfry for mystical stories,
religious myths and rumors, turning West Condon mtsite for public interest and
upheaval. In this sense, Andersen provides an answéhe “why” and “how”
guestions in the above passage. According to Him, manipulative inclination is
related with people’s need for order and meaniregaBse most people feel insecure
and restless, they look for meaning in every ewdnith will soothe them, and it is

people like Miller who always find a way to “sootitbem. Andersen states that

though the central focus @he Origin ofthe Brunistss on religious myths
[it] is also a commentary on history, which, likgigion, fictionalizes and
reveres human experience. Except perhaps for pesition of a specific
time, the events of history, says Coover, are nothrdifferent from myths.
Both stem from man’s desire to place his experieneghin a context he
can understand. (1981: 51)

Thus, what lies at the origin of the creation oflsumyths and such absent
centers is mainly the fear of meeting life in itosh“(R)real.” In order to bypass
such a meeting, people create those stories tevieeln so that they can make sense
of life and can place their experiences into a nmgdinl context they can relate to
their life. One of the miners, who tries to gaimbkelf a place in history by joining
the Common Sense Committee, Vince Bonali, says ‘thistory is like a big
goddamn sea . . . and here we are, bobbing araurtg abuncha poor bastards who
can’t swim, seasick, lost, unable to see past thé¢ goddamn wave, not knowing
where the hell it's taking us if it takes us anywehat all” (330). Vince’s choosing
the word “sea” to describe history is significardchuse sea, mostly, connotes
fluidity; it is something that is not containablathusually contains what is in it and
its boundaries are not clear-cut. Also, sea calisind the period before we acquire
language; things have not meanings yet then, neg tieey been named. Or, even if

there are names or meanings, we do not know theinweracquire language. It is
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when that the world is “named,” it becomes moresdgdand its borders are defined
more clearly. Thus, through language, we are sdn@d falling into the void of
formlessness and namelessness. In this sense,rtinést® and even Miller try to
swim in the formless sea to give it shape and nmgarin fact, Miller has more
means in creating ways to get out of the sea giecs the journalist/historian/story
writer who helps people place their experience icoatext they can relate to and
make their experience “the historical and the rexierience. As Andersen puts it,
“history, like myth, has no more meaning than mssign to it” and, in this case, the

Brunists’ history has the meaning the Brunists Blilter assign to it (1981: 51).

Finally, in all these activities, Miller's positioas “St. Justin” who is to
spread the Word is paradoxically realized. He spgdhe Brunists’ news not only in
the town but also outside the town. In additionisitoecause of his spreading the
Word that he comes very close to death and to bsagificed” on the Mount of
Redemption. Ironically, Miller is somewhat sacrfttin a story that owes its growth
and scope to a great degree to himself, only toebern in the next chapter, as if
nothing happened on the Mount of Redemption. Thss if” part is another trick
Coover plays on the readers because this sacsfieae is an allusion, again, to
Christ and its rebirth, but, as usual, Coover'siegdhe novel makes fun of these

allusions too.

Because Miller publishes a special report and gefisstory to newspapers
and TVs all over the country, many people comeet® and witness the apocalypse
with the Brunists on the Mount of Redemption. “A€ssenger with the Word,”
Miller also joins the crowd which is getting biggend more crowded each minute
(398). In addition, his joining the crowd is alsesdribed as the “lost lamb returning
to the fold,” again an allusion to Christ (398).Yas$ the lost lamb Miller is among
the crowd, he has his speedgraphic on one handingifrom here to there in that
rain and “stampede” where everybody crushes onéanas they follow or watch
the Brunists (408). Coover's description of “thestlolamb Miller with his
speedgraphic,” once again, turns the Christ imageptetely upside down. Also, as

Miller runs among the Brunists and looks at thésHikeyond, he is not looking at and
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photographing them from an upper position as bdbatenow is on the same ground
with them. Now, Miller can see “the watertower with DEEPWATER banner” and,
interestingly a woman’s image comes to his mind,ptetograph taking shape:
photograph of a young brown-eyed girl in a shawilk shawl slipping to her
shoulders . . . and he [sees] then that he [is]vattethe Brunists: that he, too, had
been brought full circle to stand upon this pla¢é05). This brown-eyed girl is
Marcella. When he first sees her, she sits withaaket over her shoulders, which at
first he mistakenly takes to be a shawl. It isfdsei has made a full circle or finally
“returned” to his “fold,” as the title “Epilogue: é&urn” suggests, to where he first

started.

For after the explosion the Brunists start theiurjey here, from this
explosion place, and Marcella sits near the explosirea as the miners are brought
from the ruins, waiting for his brother. Miller alstarts at this same place after many
years when he returns to West Condon for the ngvespend he first sees Marcella
as she sits near the explosion area. As the Beuoishe to the mountain which is the
“origin,” the birth place of their cult, he alsoroes with them to where he starts. It is
as if both the Brunists and Miller make a full &@nd complete their movement.
However, at this point when it is thought that gteing will be settled with this full
circle and return, it is understood that Cooveryanbkes us think so, that he plays
another game, giving the sense that the full ciscleompleted. For in that stampede,
one of the people screams “Killer,” pointing to Mil meaning Marcella’'s death by
a car accident. With this screaming, “[a]ll the bEss fury of the moment before

suddenly discover][s] its object” and people begiattack him (409). Finally, he

felt them shred the clothes off him, saw the axevknthough he couldn’t
feel it, that his legs had been splayed and hardiseen laid on him.
Amazingly, just at the moment, he saw, or thoughséw, a woman giving
birth: her enormous thighs were spread, drawn wggony, and, staring up
them, he saw blood burst out. “No!” he pleaded,ibsbunded more like a
gurgle. “Please!” and a whip lashed his mouth. 410

It seems that instead of a peaceful settlemengwaahain of events will begin. The
above passage implies that Miller is probably Killeither by the ax or by the

stampede because he can only say “no, please”iamés$ done, the act was over.
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Through the web of pain, skies away, he recognited tall broad-shouldered

priestess with the gold medallion. Rain washed owear He seemed to be moving. .
. . At which point, Tiger Miller departed from thvgorld, passing on to his reward”

(410). Then, in the “Epilogue: Return,” howevelisiwritten that “The West Condon

Tiger rose from the dead, pain the only sign ofdaistinuance, for he was otherwise
blind, deaf to all but a distant shriek, and abgtijrtransfixed” (431).

“Rising from the dead” implies not settlement lagtion and vitality. It also
implies that in the new set of events, not onlyldfis full circle is interrupted to
begin anew but also the novel’'s sense of full eiislchallenged. Miller is not dead
but hurt in that stampede and he is back to lifthenhospital room. Happy Bottom
asks him, “[a]nd, how feels today the man who retssk the world?” as if all is at
rest and “the act is completed” with Miller's fakacrifice as the fake Christ (431).
On the contrary, nothing is at rest and everytlrstayts again. After Miller’'s so-
called end, “[a]fter this wild carnival scene, diésgghe violence and chaos and the
fact that nothing miraculous transpires, the religspreads. Its leaders . . . go on to
bigger and more successful ventures as bishopsnatidnal television figures”
(Gordon, 1983: 31). Instead of ending, the Bruhis¢sief spreads in many places in
America and they choose Clara, who has becomelecfigiure, as their Evangelical
leader. Then, Miller is ready for his new life withappy, and he even muses about

their future, again with his typical sarcasm:

“You know, the appeal of Noah is not the Ark or thecue.”

“. .. They just added that stuff to make the stmedible.”

“Aha.”

That was worse than sarcasm, that was outright ergchkut still he went
on. “No, it's the righteous destruction, that's wits all about. We're all

Noahs.”

“Why"—as though astonished—"that’s true!”

“So, see, the excitement of the disaster is ovéessnnew destruction is
possible. If Noah has three sons, one and prefetald have to become
corrupt, so that we can—" (389).

Here, in addition to his “outright mockery,” Milfs reference to Noah and

his sons is interesting. In religious history, Naahthe one who saves the living
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species from the disaster, and the next generatiwasthe descendants of his
children. During the big flood, with a command fr@dod, Noah makes an arc and
with his arc all the living beings are saved frone flood and extinction. In this
sense, Noah implies both an ending and a beginkiagcomes into the scene at the
time of a disaster and, then, he becomes the nieemsggh which a new life begins.
Moreover, because he makes the arc with God’s cordmiae acts as a kind of
messenger of God in this world. Considered this,wajer's words, “We're all
Noahs,” can be interpreted as that he sees himselfpeople like him—as Noah
who changes the flow of life and/or the world withat he does. Like Noah, Miller
comes to the scene when a disaster destroys pawoglife, and then, he contributes
greatly to start life again. Also his death on theunt and re-birth in the “Epilogue”
suit that same destruction-re-start/re-birth cydlbus, it is clear that the cycle of

destruction and—possible—re-formation is what igesging to Miller.

Moreover, in the above quotation, Miller mentidtsah’s sons too and the
second significant part of Noah'’s story is his euis his son Ham because Ham sees
Noah naked. Miller's unfinished sentence about NedhNoah has three sons, one
and preferably two have to become corrupt, sowleatan—" can be read in terms of
this curse story in two senses. First, it is adliifer sees himself and Happy among
the corrupt, belonging to the cursed generatioaf ik, Canaan’s generation. For
after his pseudo-resurrection his “rise” is agamerty sexual and the two affirm life
not in any spiritual or religious terms but in sakterms: “Abruptly, she backed off
and cracked his ass mightily, a kingsize belt thatle him drop his smoke. ... And
then she cracked the other cheek and said, ‘Argdishihe sign of my covenant!””
(389) This is a complete and profane mockery ofisElr“turn the other cheek”
advice because the cheek, here, is the cheek dérMilbuttocks. As Gordon
expresses, Miller “affrms a pagan embrace of litee-second but true religion”
(1983, 21). Then, secondly, Miller can also have€'@r two corrupt” sons, and
following Noah, he may put a curse and trigger & story’s beginning. For Happy
Bottom hints at her pregnancy at the hospital, ymgl new “births.” These new
“births” are the births not just of babies but @wnlives too. Again, even if there is
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the possibility of curse and the following punishmi terms of Miller’s “would-be-

sons,” there is also the promise for new beginnings

This cycle of destruction and re-formation appltes Miller's present
condition at the hospital as well. Because thecladi and the photographs he
publishes on the Brunists infuriate many peopleisoay him trouble, his love of
games is cooled off, at least, for the moment. Ildelsf for the time being
“discourage[d] . . . from any more games-playinghat direction” (438). Still, he
“receive[s]—and accept[s] an offer to do a seriésT¥ commentaries on the
Brunists which, he [sees], might give him a wimbilto the whole world’'s cranny.
Moreover, he could move his arms again, plug irorgzuse the telephone, pinch
bottoms, and piss alone: in short, felt a man adgdi®8-439). It is clear that despite
all his discouragement from game playing, his @es$or “move his arms, pinch
bottoms and feel a man again” shows he is quitee€'dland not as cooled off from
the games as he thinks. As he and Happy talk aheirt“tigers|[,] . . . sons of Noah”
they “quickly sign a pact, exchange gifts, [breakfhamberpot, [buy] Ascension
Day airline tickets for the Caribbean, and nailedhe old tree of life and knowledge
that night, she murmur[s] in his ear one lastst Judgmeti (440). All these
possibilities with Happy and with his new series fBV are equally potential
destructive forces which may bring about new treabio Miller, but still this is

exactly the thrill of the cycle of destruction angessible—re-formation he wants.

Finally, the destruction and re-formation cycleséen in the novel’'s ending.
After Miller's “death” scene, the novel’s supposszhclusion does not bring a real
end or closure. In fact, in the seeming inconsistdretween Miller's death and his
return lies Coover’'s overall challenge to the resderdinary expectations for
conclusion. As Gordon puts it, he “leaves it ughe reader to understand Miller's
‘return.” Thus if one accepts the incarnation aagurrection myths, he might also
accept Miller’s rebirth. On the other hand, perhi&jier has just been mistaken for
dead, in which case his ‘recovery’ is miraculoushe colloquial sense of surviving
the odds” (Gordon, 1983: 32). In both cases, Codveth challenges those
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resurrection and incarnation myths and plays with teaders who take Miller's

death, the myths or the novels at their face value.

3.3. Meeting/Traversing “the Real” at the Mount ofRedemption

The Brunists’ encountering “the Real” takes thenfoof a carnivalesque
atmosphere. Due to Miller's “juicy” and curiositygvoking headlines and
photographs of the Brunists, on “Tuesday, not @ehé/goddamn local paper and the
city papers were headlining the Brunist story, butas even featured on the six
o’clock televised newscast” as the Brunists placltmb the Mount of Redemption
on Sunday night to “await the Coming of the Ligl865-366). The interest in the
group becomes so wide that their gathering becarie® event to be broadcast on
national TV. Spearheaded by Miller, the media awss this place as a center for
the whole event, as if there will really be the egdgpse, or at least something as
important as that. Coover constructs this circusogphere by giving details about
TV and radio broadcasts on West Condon, about thai&s’ behavior on the night
they go to the mountain and also about the peopthing them. Actually, he
begins constructing this atmosphere first in theoléyue” where he begins his
narrative of the Brunists preparing for their wadkthe mount and then climaxes and
closes the part by mentioning Marcella’s death’shes “most persistent legend in
later years . . . [since] the girl, in the lastotbs of death, had pointed to the heavens,
and then, miraculously, maintained this gesturevier after” (25). Then, in the last
chapter, “The Mount,” before the “Epilogue: Rettirne returns to that night when
the Brunists go to their sacred mountain for thecafpypse and in the midst of all

that chaos Marcella dies and Miller gets hurt.

In the “Prologue,” this atmosphere is narrated ugftoHiram Clegg, one of
the Brunists. They decide to go to their spot om iountain the night before the
apocalypse so that those who have joined the geegntly can be familiarized with
the event and the atmosphere. In order to maketatehey will be secure and will
not be harassed by the strangers, they come bystas “the cars they reasoned,

would permit them a quick removal in the event gémemy—any enemy—should
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appear” (21). Yet, they are not the only people wbme to the mount; many others
who heard about them and their apocalypse stoty taushe mount to watch them.
As the Brunists get ready before they head to thent) there are “literally hundreds
of people milling about [and] at least half of them. [are] newspaper, radio, and
television people: many cameras, much light, areliebable excitement” (13, 14).
In the midst of this excitement, while Eleanor Mort'discourse[s] to newsmen,” the
others in the group explain in detail to newconibes“meaning of the design on the
tunic, the cross that turned out to be a sort almamer’s pick, the enclosing circle,
the use of the color scheme of brown upon whité, .an. their expectations of the
Coming of the Kingdom, the Kingdom of Light” andwd them their rule to wear
“white garments under the tunics,” (16, 15). Ashik was a tour in a museum, they
show the newcomers Bruno’s house and the “altagrgylsurrounded by such relics
as white chicken feathers, the Black Hand of Peitgat [i.e., the carbonized hand
the Baxter children leave on the porch of Claraside], a Mother Mary with her
heart exposed on her breast, and, in a gilt frahmee famous death message of the
beloved Ely Collins” stand (16). All these “relitghe tours to the house, the
speeches are designed to make the Brunists feelhtey are participating in the
staging of this Brunist historical drama as impotgalayers. That's why, Sister Clara
Collins says “we go, we go to that Mount of Redampt . . we go not to dibut to
act” (20). As Dewey states, “West Condon, caught lbypsse by the mining
accident, is now restaging history, ending it onestule” (1990: 96).

However, despite all their well-designed plans, khekout suddenly cries
“lights on the mine roatistarting the big “mad scurry” not only of the Biists back
to their cars but also of all people there inclgdihe TV and radio newspapermen
and even Miller to all directions (22). Through Mifs eyes, “crowds blocked the
way. People milled in every street. Mostly strasgerot of cars with out-of-state
licenses. He saw the crowds, though, just swelhugonto the mine road from the
edge of town. Helicopter circling overhead, no dopiotographing his lone gallop
crosscountry toward the Brunists” (398). First, tiea lights and then, TV camera
lights and helicopter lights turn this place intbig live TV studio or a show stage.

Now, Coover's mockery both of the light image ante* coming of light” belief
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upon which the Brunists form a whole system ofdfdtiecomes clearer. Ironically,
the lightsdo literally come to the Brunists, though not quitethe form as they
expect but in the form of car and helicopter lightke climax of this “bright light
frenzy” comes with Marcella. In this chaos, Maraelassuming that she is left

behind the others, runs to catch them and thinks

she seems to see light, even to feel—yes! It imgom . . The light grows,
gathers, enlarges. Ahead of her, always just aleddter. . . . She sees her
shadow as the light sweeps down on her from bel3hd.tries to enclose
herself in its sweep. . .. Suddenly: lights sprup before her! out of
nowhere! lights on all sides! Flooding the worldiesin its center!. . . God
is here!She laughsAnd she spins whirls embraces light leaps heavarg h
bathing in light her washes and as she flows laugis Presencdight!
Stars burst sky burns with absolute laulght! and (389-390 Coover’s
italics)

she is hit by the car Abner Baxter drives and itedi In this passage,
Marcella’s effort to catch up with the others isc#bed through her eyes which see
nothing but a light growing before her and leadihgr. Coover builds our
expectations rhythmically to a climax which Mareelaits for and runs to (“yes! It
is coming. . . Ahead of her . . . God is hereHis. presence . . . light!”) until he cuts
the narration abruptly with an “and.” This unfinésh sentence implies the end of
Marcella due to a car accident at that moment.h&srans seeing God's light ahead
of her, actually, it is the lights of the approawahicars which she is unable to
perceive. In this sense, she is the epitome oiMhele Brunist mind which cannot
differentiate between the real and the fictionatler imaginary. Just like Marcella
runs towards the car lights for God’s light, theuBists run towards the mount for

God’s light but they also get only the car and canlights.

Moreover, already trapped in their confused minls,Brunists immediately
attribute to Marcella’s death a symbolic meaningr Heath becomes a “sacrifice” to
them, and Clara Collins reads it according to hasid Christian beliefs. Taking
advantage of this moment to invite everybody tartheion, she cries, “[n]o, friends!
We're all murderers! ... We all killed her witlur hate and with our fear!” and she

succeeds in gaining the most fervent anti-Bruibiner Baxter (391). Partly due to
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his guilt of killing Marcella, Abner Baxter transfe his negative feelings into a
religious/sublime context and putting aside hisi-Bntinist feelings towards the
Brunists, he joins them in their “holy” aim. In @nse, he experiences a kind of

emotional and spiritual “conversion”:

And with a great lightening of his heart, he peredithat, though a terrible
thing was upon them and many would despair, he,eAldaxter, would
march in the vanguard and give them strength, afdiesaw the great and
holy march upon the morrow, he like these, in aepuhite tunic, foresaw
the massing on the Mount of the mighty army of gbas of light, foresaw
the smiting of the wicked and the destruction & tamples, foresaw the
glory. (392)

In addition to Abner’s spiritual transformation, Malla’'s death also acts as
the catalyst to quicken the following process oaah and disorder. From the
moment of her death on, the Brunists are completefitered, some run here and
some there. They try to continue walking with Mdlece body “floating as though
on a raft,” and “there must have been at leastetloe four hundred tunicked
followers in the procession. . . . Others joinad sSome wrapped in sheets, some
merely in streetclothes, all barefoot. Behind theagan were cars and trucks as far
as the eye could see” (401, 402). Singing hymnssamgs about the coming of the
light, the Brunists continue walking, “the crowdsead dissolving into a shifting
white mass, bordered by browns and grays” (4023 ih this chaos, confusion and
crowd that one shouts “killer” pointing to Millend he is (nearly) killed by an ax-

attack.

As this craziness goes on, the ditch and the gatihecene of the Brunists on
the mountain also become a market of sorts. Wifltquon and game machines, TV
cameras, helicopters and all, it is like a festasada. In fact, even some of the people
who prepare this place like a festival area useettaet word “carnival”’ to describe
the event; that is to say, they are very well avadrehat they do here, and they try
to make the most of what can be done. One of tisetihhe hotel keeper Fisher who,

setting a “perfect” example to the “spirit of ermgreneurship,” “rents” the hill where
the Brunists meet, a place totally worthless a f&ays ago, and puts a real “ticket

booth” (402) to charge one dollar to those who wardgee the ditch: “Mr. Fisher had

162



rented the premises for the day for the purposgeg@hoting a small carnival, and
that the admission charge of one dollar was egtlegitimate,” and they “limit the
free entrance only to those who have these herpgtsron,” that is, the white tunics
(402-403). Yet, this does not quite solve the peobleither because Clara Collins
and Ben Wosznick point out the members who areimdunics, so, “bare feet
become sufficient criteria” (403). What is moreppke do actually pay money to see
the ditch or watch the Brunists up close even thaihgre are some protests against
being charged. Even when Miller wants to pass ftjnothhe booth by showing his
press card, they do not let him and say, grinniragkimgly, “[t]his is, in fact, hee
hee, a press carnival!” (403).

In addition to Fisher's ticket booth, there areoatg¢her “facilities” around

which contribute to the amusement park scene oatéa:

The carnival amounted to a handful of refreshmésmds, a bingo game,
and a numbers game. . .. Popctup-flup-fluppedin the lit-up popping
cage. A woman laughed. On the hill, a dramatic @rayas commenced. ..
. Everyone joined in, echoing parts, chorusing faamresponses, all of it a
kind of contest of Biblical knowledge and approtegiaesponsive ritual”
(404).

Throughout the place, on the one hand, numbers gaores are heard, the Brunists

walk in groups singing, praying, and on the othandy while some people take

photographs, others literally partake in this c#clike the couple who gets

undressed to “stand with the Brunists in their ehihderwear” (407).

All this amusement park fun, combined with live ddoasts, turns this
supposed apocalypse or the coming of the lightamtoockery. In mentioning all the
details like Fisher’s renting the hill, the ticksaoth, the arguments over who should
pass without paying one dollar and what should Hee driteria to “recognize the
Brunists,” Coover calls attention to the carnivgles and performative attitude in the
awaited night of the Brunists, and he wants thelees too, to be aware of this
process, through which a “simple event” is turneid ia public show. For it is this

process of transformation that turns an event beleef into something else, in this
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case into a public show. After this process it lnees something different, affecting
all the people who are involved.

Finally, this public frenzy comes at a climax witie start of the rain and
thunders, “perhaps an analogue to the ‘eclipsethat Crucifixion,” after which
everything goes astray (Gordon, 1983: 30). Peomhe shout, scream and try to
protect themselves from the rain by entering inte tents. The Brunists are
completely agitated. Because of the rain their thimte tunics no longer function as

clothes, causing their flesh be seen except timelerclothes. Everywhere is mud,

[sjome people on the outer, wettest, fringe, fregietd by the storm and
lashed by the frantic press of the mass, lost thesids and ran hysterically
up the hill to join the Brunists. ... Women pedyand shrieked, and there
were cries, some mocking, some terrifyingly refat tthe end was coming.
And it was a sight to see. Naked or near-naked, ldept and groveled and
embraced and rolled around in the mud. A large grdanced wildly
around Marcella, screaming at her, kissing her desalth, clearly
expecting her to rise up off her litter. . .. Mi@me branches off the little
tree until it was stripped nearly bare, and whippeeinselves and each
other. (408)

This scene is like an orgy scene and it has nothinglo with the first
apocalypse idea the Brunists create. Ironicallg,gheat spiritual drama the Brunists
play on their holy spot is washed by the “ever-presilvery wash of the television
lights,” not quite by the God’s holy light as thbgped for (Dewey, 1990: 96). This
“Bacchanalian and ritualistic scene” (Evenson, 2% or the “wild carnival scene
. . . like a Roman spectacle” (Gordon, 1983: 31lwlere myth and fiction making
meets its “more sinister side” (Evenson, 2003: 2%jis “more sinister side” is the
time when people lose the sight and extent of tieions. For it is then that fiction
making is completely turned upside down and coroebé point where it starts to
become not only dogmatic and useless but also damgeand literally life-
threatening. For, in addition to Marcella, a chddilled, Miller is (nearly) killed and
many people are injured before and during that .oMgreover, in the Zizekian
sense, this carnival finally suspends all of wisateft from their connection to the
world. For they were already too lost in their Baeirfantasy scenario. This carnival
becomes the West Condonite way of traversing the&asy, giving all the participants
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of this spectacle an opportunity to “bypass” thealRa a completely absurd way.
Through their march to the mount and through &t tthaos, they forget all their
“aim” and transform their “holy” march to the mounto something totally different

and something totally absurd.
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CONCLUSION

In this dissertation, the analysis of Robert Cowvé@rhe Origin of the
Brunistsshows that fiction making and/or narration are jost fiction making and
narration as such but both characterize, in a meneral sense, an act of narration as
a means of making sense of and dealing with lifa. & the very core of human
selves and lives, there is a primal trauma andehecaused by that trauma, haunting
people throughout their lives and lurking from titoetime in different disguises. All
human effort to narrate is basically a strugglbytpass confronting any meeting with
that trauma and to prevent it from engulfing owalitees. Due to this struggle, the
fictions created and embraced, be it religiousitipal or socio-cultural, reflect basic
needs, expectations and desires. In the face afrthgplainable, horrifying, painful
or meaningless, a “buffer zone” is created throngirations to be able to deal with
such occurrences. It is for this reason that eaffgauring times of crisis, extreme
pain or desperation, people try to find reasongHtat crisis and try to explain it in
ways that make sense. Only by doing this can aeseihsontrol over that trauma and
power over it be felt. Yet, the main irony in thesfort is that although those
fabricated buffer zones seem like the means threwtlgbh we believe to have power
and then, try to carve up our lives accordinglgytkurn out to be walls separating us

from any real encounter not only with life but aisith ourselves.

Theoretically, this primal trauma and the followisgrvival mechanisms are
brilliantly analyzed by Slavoj Zizek who emphasizeprimordial existential trauma
as the basis for human (existence). This primowbat is so significant and defining
that it has to be acknowledged before discussiageffects of any social, cultural or
political system in the formation of a subject wisothe origin of all this fiction
making process. This traumatic core called The Rgalizek is the unexplainable,
frightening and meaningless happenings in life. Swzcurrences cannot be
integrated into the symbolic system because amynatt at confrontation, let alone
integration, with them dissolves the fabric of liléhus, the driving force of the basic

human effort to understand existence is the steuggl keep the dissolving and
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haunting Real from creeping into the daily existeot life. Ironically however, the
Real is already there and does not disappear with struggles which only function
to bypass it by symbolizing it sometimes with faiayes, sometimes with politics or
religion. For, in the end, as soothing as they ibhaythey are all fabrications, not
much different from each other, but the primal fsaso great that even those man-

made constructions seem calming enough, and tte iseal human drama.

As Zizek theoretically explores this human conditi€oover, as a writer of
novels and stories, also emphasizes and explaimssititerary works this human
need and effort to understand the world. Accordmdnim, life is too complex to
grasp all at once, so people need means to ddathist complexity. Verbalizing and
symbolizing seem the best ways to that purposeusecas people tell, name and
explain, things are no longer unexplainable or wwkm They become materialized
and tangible, giving people a “false” sense of sggucontrol and order. All those
stories, novels, fairy tales, and even art in ganermany of its forms, thus, become
a means of survival for people. It is because f tleed to survive that they cling to
the stories they create without ever letting gtheifr hold over us. This is the reason
Coover keeps analyzing the basic narrations in lp&ofives; by analyzing this
strategy, he can, firstly, display this tendenay then, create and offer new ways to
challenge those very narrations. Thus, whethex iieligion (as inThe Origin of the
Brunists and A Theological Positionor politics, even the real political events in
America, (as inThe Public Burninyor fairy tales and myths (as Rricksongs and
Descant}, Coover insistently questions the complex yeempsal link between life
and fictions. For all of those religious, politicahd mythical stories are fabricated
narrations giving support and consistency to wikatalled reality and providing
people with a point of view through which they csae the world. Interestingly, in
this sense, the narrations resemble the Zizekiatagg which is not just a day-
dreaming in the usual sense of the word but aret \ghees a shape to reality.
Through the narrations/fantasy scenarios, a wapetaeive the world is produced

and that construction serves as support to thdityréa
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Moreover, people are so involved in these “suppgrtstories” that they
cannot realize their turning into reality. For there established and accepted by
everyone the narrations are, the more dominantlieegme in defining and ordering
life. This is when the means of survival turn intoprisoning systems. Coover’s
main challenge is against this transformation pgscéle does not call for a total
destruction of the desire to create narrationsclidlenges that process during when
beliefs, needs and expectations turn into absaatgnas, refusing any questioning
or critique. In accordance with his idea,Tihe Origin of theBrunists he narrates
how the Brunists start with a simple idea of a aograpocalypse but, then, they hold
onto to what they believe in so fanatically thagytHorget how this whole process

has started in the first place.

In order to display this crucial connection betwdiém and fiction and the
narrative side of life, Coover narrates the creabba “narration.” In the novel, the
Brunists’ attempts to attribute meaning to the egn are the efforts to shape and
symbolize the primordial traumatic core or the ReWhen suddenly and
unexpectedly a devastating trauma is in front oB¥N&ondonites all they can do is to
symbolize it in religious terms and thus, put itaimelatable context which will give
them a sense of security. For, in fact, there ggaat gap, an indefinable absence
materialized in the huge ditch in the mine areasedwby the explosion, in their lives.
Thus, the whole Brunist story is a fake securityllwa man-made-fabrication
through which West Condonites try to attribute megrio what happened to them
The irony is that although it is an attributionathalthough the explosion is not
symbolic or meaningful in itself it is interpretadd narrated as such, people begin to
take it for granted and for real. Hence, the manlerfabrication becomes the
meaning of life, even life itself. The apocalypsathsy scenario becomes the only
available possibility for the majority of the tovioecause the absence that already
exists and the sense of nothingness behind ale thdsbutions threaten to engulf
everything. Coover’'s and Zizek’'s main emphasis fgoare about this, that is, the
absence is there and no matter what we try to doameot fill it up, it is all a futile
effort. In this sense, no matter how developed,gmssive and technological

societies can be, it is often seen that in facehef unexpected or mysterious
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occurrences and/or traumas, rumors, hear-says aed dominate the air; many
people claim to have experienced a similar hapgeonte, some try to relate it to a
religious passage according to the religion s/hiéeves in, or some try to give
“scientific” explanations through numbers and fotasu Still, despite the variety of
explanations, they all boil down to the same meidmanCoover and Zizek so
insistently reveal about humans and their futiterapts to decipher the world: They
are all stories—religious, mystical, mythical orlipcal, all of them are part and

result of the deciphering process.

In order to show the futility of this effort imThe Origin of the Brunisis
Coover narrates the novel both in structural andatige levels in such a way that
the reader’s (futile) effort to put this novel irckear-cut structure parallels that futile
effort to contextualize the world in familiar anelatable terms. For instance, first of
all, the novel’s structure surprises the readereetipg to find a traditional form. It
subverts the linear storytelling pattern rejectihg comfort of the usual limits of a
story. Instead, it presents a fractured form, wiesen the Prologue and the Epilogue
do not fit into the usual introductory and conchglparts. The Prologue, in terms of
the plot line, narrates the events that will haptsar chronologically. Similarly,
Epilogue does not give a sense of completenes®sure because although Miller's
death is implied in the previous part, in the Egile Miller is back, musing about his
future with his girlfriend Happy. This structures disturbing and unexpected as it
may seem, in fact, points out that the forms we tak granted and for real may not
be as natural as they were assumed. On the continay can be artificial, human-

made and open for questioning and challenge.

Moreover, the novel is rich in—misleading—symbatsl @aletails that may go
unobserved to the uncritical eye, but it is thegml®ls and details that make the
novel's challenge stronger. The most significaninisyl is the explosion which
becomes the origin for the entire fictional badishe Brunists. Evoking the big bang
theories or the millenarian beliefs—that after gan&ransformation, society will be
better and change especially in religious termd &l brought about by true or

devout believers who will be rewarded, this explosacts as a catalyst for those who
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want to believe in and expect such a change. Bhexactly Coover’s point; raising
the expectation for a familiar structure, he swgsi even disturbs the readers with
such parodies so that they can realize what ispé@deas unquestionable and
unchallengeable is in fact quite questionable ahnallengeable. They only seem
unquestionable because people prefer it this waking dogmas’ seemingly
substantial nature for granted keeps the sensecofisy and control intact, making

people feel strong and capable.

In addition, not only the explosion but also thenea of the characters are
loaded with deceptive symbolic meanings. As theleedollows the connotations of
the names like Justin “Tiger” Miller and GiovanniuBo, s/he realizes that almost all
of the connotations are parodied and distorted utiiftout the novel. Miller's
nickname Tiger is a very specific reference to &hvut he is in no way a Christ-like
figure except his pseudo-death and resurrectiosn,Ahe name Justin’s reference to
the Christian martyr who is to spread the Word bee® a complete irony; Miller
spreads the Word of the Brunists to the degree aimg it a public show and a
journalistic success for himself. In parodying aneking fun of all these familiar
symbols, Coover shows that it is people who attalauspecific meaning or value to
a person, an event or an act. Following this isitlea that just as a value can be
attributed to an event, that same value can beromded too. Coover’s point is to
make the reader realize this “human interventioimdf what they have is all an act of
fiction making and the final product is only mandeanot God-given, whose details
and leading characters can be changed and mamgwdatording to both its writer
and the reader. For instance, in Clara’s view ¢agling actor is her husband Ely and
the significance of the event lies in the intergtieh of Ely’s note; or similarly, for
Eleanor the leading figure is herself after theslisr; likewise, Miller sees the event
as an opportunity to use his ability to createoaysand make profit from it.

Coover, in referring and parodying such familiaglifious) symbols and
themes, misleads readers, on purpose, who expkonidiar story line to follow.
With such detours, he shows that narrations canyelas manipulated by their

narrators and even by the listeners as well. Tdgsjn, points out to the artificial
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nature of seemingly unquestionable “Big ldeas” lee tgrand narratives” but now

another important point is added. It is of primamnportance to know and realize
who tells a certain story, when and how. For anramess of this situation helps see
that it is not natural and given that a particudtory is told and trusted, but that a
story is told and trusted because somehow it isentkmminant over the others and
presented as “the” story. Similarly, in the novslich manipulations are shown
through Clara’s, Eleanor’s, Ralph’s and, most intgaity, Miller's narrations, which

manipulate even all three of those.

Coover calls for an awareness on the part bothridéms and readers for all
these fiction making possibilities. He wants fictiovriters to create innovative
fictions to clear up the long-held residues. Inevrtb prevent dogmas and status quo
becoming dominant and defining, he expects fictwiters to lead the path to show
the readers this narrative side of life and theatems in/of life by creating fictions
which will both reveal this mechanism and offer eevwpossibilities to shake the
minds. Yet, the writer alone is not enough; equadlyen more, important are the
readers who are to understand and respond to wiprésented to them. For writers
like Miller can manipulate fictions; any writer cdo this. In fact, it has already been
stated that the contextuality of any narration gienary defining factor, challenging
the reliability and certainty of any narration. presenting Miller, the fiction maker
character, Coover also shows this irony, thathis,extent the fiction maker can go in
his creative and manipulative abilities. This irosywhat Coover wants from the
readers to be aware of, that is, to be criticabiodl not absorb what is presented
without questioning. For it is only by developingick a serious and critical
awareness of our basic paradoxical core and tHewinly need and desire to
symbolize that we can understand the true naturuofictions. It seems then that
those innovative or rejuvenating fictions Cooveresphusiastically emphasizes can
have a chance to come out. Other than that, it se@hwe are left with are our
stories, narrations and our struggles to makeathikat story more powerful than the

others.
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