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ABSTRACT 

This study analyses the different textual techniques in contemporary apocalyptic 

narratives. The main research questions of this study are: how is the end of time 

represented in apocalyptic narratives? What features and characteristics does an 

apocalyptic space possess? What kind of vision of the world do apocalyptic 

narratives present to the reader? To answer these questions, this study analyses three 

primary works: James Van Pelt’s Summer of the Apocalypse (2006), Claire Vaye Watkins’ 

Gold Fame Citrus (2015), and Emily St. John Mandel’s Station Eleven (2014). All of 

these works foreground some essential aspect of apocalyptic narratives and 

exemplify the textual practices used to represent these aspects. Aside from the 

primary works, attention is paid to the long historical tradition of apocalyptic 

narratives in the Anglophone countries and to notable works in that tradition. This 

work relies on different theoretical frameworks when analysing aspects of 

apocalyptic narratives: narrative theory when focusing on temporal constructs, 

spatial and urban studies when examining the spatial features, and previous studies 

on apocalyptic tradition when analysing vision aspects.  

The work is divided into three analysis sections, each section focusing on one of 

the primary works: time in Summer of the Apocalypse, space in Gold Fame Citrus, and 

vision in Station Eleven. The introduction focuses on defining the concept of the 

apocalypse and the historical progression of the apocalyptic literary tradition. The 

first section focuses on the formal temporal structure of apocalyptic narratives. The 

firstB section also analyses apocalyptic temporality through Gilles Deleuze’s (2006 

[1993]) concept of the fold and proposes that the fold can be used to explain the 

different temporal techniques in apocalyptic narratives. The second section examines 

the spatial features found in apocalyptic narratives and analyses spatial features as 

folded spaces. The third section studies the different visions of the world and the 

characters who are witnessing the apocalyptic world.  

This work argues for the following results: first, we cannot designate different 

sub-genres to apocalyptic narratives, like the “post-apocalypse”; all narratives about 

the end of the world are governed by the logic of the apocalypse. Second, we cannot 

define the specific moment of the apocalypse in any narrative, and instead it is more 
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productive to approach the apocalypse as a process or an event that has already 

happened and at the same time is still to come. Third, apocalyptic narratives 

construct complex temporal and spatial relations that cannot be reduced to a linear 

past-present-future model of time. When approached as a continuous event, the 

apocalypse in different literary narratives yields new results (folding the past and the 

future, and the deterritorialisation of the pre-catastrophic world) when examining 

the temporal, spatial, and visionary aspects of these narratives. This in turn reveals 

more about the internal logic and the rhetorical power of apocalyptic narratives and 

how they can wield such an influence even in contemporary society. 



TIIVISTELMÄ 

Tämä tutkimus analysoi erilaisia tekstuaalisia keinoja nykyajan apokalyptisissä 

kertomuksissa. Keskeiset tutkimuskysymykset ovat: kuinka maailmanloppu kuvataan 

apokalyptisissä kertomuksissa? Minkälaisia muotoja ja piirteitä voidaan havaita 

apokalyptisessä tilassa? Minkälaisen kuvan maailmasta apokalyptiset kertomukset 

rakentavat teoksen lukijalle? Vastatakseni näihin kysymyksiin tutkin kolmea 

pääkohdeteosta: James Van Peltin Summer of the Apocalypse (2006), Claire Vaye 

Watkinsin Gold Fame Citrus (2015) sekä Emily St. John Mandelin Station Eleven (2014). 

Nämä kaikki teokset korostavat jotain keskeistä osaa apokalyptisistä kertomuksista 

ja tuovat joitakin tekstuaalisia piirteitä esiin selkeämmin kuin monet muut 

maailmanlopun kertomukset. Näiden pääteosten lisäksi tarkastelen myös 

apokalyptisen kirjallisuuden pitkää perinnettä englanninkielisessä kirjallisuudessa ja 

analysoin tämän perinteen tunnetuimpia teoksia. Tutkimus hyödyntää eri 

kirjallisuudentutkimuksen teoriakehyksiä analysoidessaan apokalyptisten 

kertomusten eri osa-alueita: ajallisuuden tutkimuksessa hyödynnän ensisijaisesti 

kertomusteoriaa, tilallisuuden ja maailman tutkimuksessa käytän kaupunki- ja 

tilatutkimuksen teorioita sekä analysoidessani näyn eri puolia maailmalopun 

kertomuksissa käytän puolestaan aikaisempaa apokalyptisten kertomusten 

tutkimusta. 

Tutkimus on jaettu kolmeen analyysiosioon, joista jokainen keskittyy yhteen 

keskeisistä kohdeteoksista: ajallisuus Summer of the Apocalypse -teoksessa, tilallisuus 

Gold Fame Citrus -teoksessa ja näyt Station Eleven -teoksessa. Johdanto-osio keskittyy 

määrittelemään apokalypsin käsitteen sekä tarkastelemaan apokalyptisen 

kirjallisuuden tradition historiallista kehitystä. Ensimmäinen analyysiosio tarkastelee 

ajallisia rakenteita apokalyptisissä kertomuksissa. Ensimmäinen osio myös analysoi 

apokalyptistä ajallisuutta Gilles Deleuzin (2006 [1993]) laskoksen käsitteen kautta ja 

esittää, että laskosta voidaan käyttää käsitteenä, joka selittää erilaiset ajalliset rakenteet 

apokalyptisissä kertomuksissa. Tutkimuksen toinen osio tutkii apokalyptisten 

kertomusten maailmoja ja tilallisia piirteitä, ja analysoi näitä tilallisuuksia 

laskostettuina tiloina. Kolmas analyysiosio käsittelee eri näkyjä ja mielikuvia 
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maailmasta sekä henkilöhahmoja, jotka toimivat todistajina apokalyptisessä 

maailmassa. 

Tutkimus osoittaa, että apokalyptisiä kertomuksia ei voida jakaa ajallisten tai 

tilallisten piirteiden perusteella alagenreihin, kuten jälkiapokalyptiset kertomukset, 

vaan kaikki maailmanlopun kertomukset noudattavat nimenomaan apokalypsin 

ajallista logiikkaa. Emme myöskään pysty määrittämään selkeää hetkeä, jolloin 

apokalypsi tapahtuu missään kertomuksessa. Siksi onkin hyödyllisempää lähestyä 

apokalypsiä prosessina tai tapahtumana, joka on jo tapahtunut ja samaan aikaan on 

vielä tapahtumatta. Apokalyptiset kertomukset myös rakentavat monimutkaisia 

ajallisia ja tilallisia rakenteita, joita ei voida palauttaa lineaariseen menneisyys-

nykyisyys-tulevaisuus-jatkumoksi maailmasta. Mikäli apokalypsiä lähestytään 

jatkuvana tapahtumana, se tarjoaa uusia tuloksia eri kirjallisuustraditioissa 

(menneisyyden ja tulevaisuuden laskostuminen ja katastrofia edeltäneen maailman 

liuentuminen) tarkasteltaessa ajallisia, tilallisia ja näkyjen muotoja maailmanlopun 

kertomuksissa. Nämä muodot puolestaan tuovat esiin apokalyptisten kertomusten 

sisäisen logiikan ja retorisen voiman sekä sen, kuinka ne voivat edelleen vaikuttaa 

niin vahvasti nyky-yhteiskunnassa. 
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1  INTRODUCTION 

Since I started my study on apocalyptic narratives, I have felt at times certain that I 

know what the apocalypse is, only to be left at the next moment completely certain 

that I do not understand it at all. Though this oscillation between the two poles of 

knowledge is somewhat frustrating, it does also capture something essential about 

the apocalypse: the indeterminate nature of the concept and the form, a simplicity 

that turns into complexity. The apocalypse quite easily turns into the more common 

phrase “end of the world”, but this does not explain all that much in reality. For 

example, we can ask relatively straightforward questions: what exactly ends in the 

apocalypse? And if the apocalypse is an end, what is the moment that we can identify 

as the apocalypse? These are the questions that have guided my research in this work, 

this initial intrigue into the subject of the apocalypse. The focus of this work is on 

analysing the poetics of the end, or how different secular apocalyptic narratives 

represent different kinds of apocalyptic endings. How is the end of time represented 

in apocalyptic narratives? What features and characteristics does an apocalyptic space 

possess? And what kinds of visions of the world do apocalyptic narratives represent 

to the reader? 

The first question of how the end of time is represented in apocalyptic narratives 

stems from the fact that although the colloquial phrase for the apocalypse is the end 

of the world, it is quite often time or history that really ends in an apocalyptic 

narrative (Cohn 1970 [1957], 176; Abrams 1971, 45; Gomel 2010, 120). However, 

even that is somewhat misleading: as with so many apocalyptic prophecies, in actual 

reality, time and history seem to tick on after an apocalyptic catastrophe even in 

secular apocalyptic narratives.1 The apocalypse is then often described as a 

temporality pointed squarely towards the future, the end, telos, or eschaton (Rosen 

 

1 There are exceptions, or narratives that seem to question this assertion by depicting a complete 
extinction of humanity. The most often mentioned examples of narratives where the end really is the 
end of everything are Mary Shelley’s The Last Man (1826), Nevil Shute’s On the Beach (1957), Cormac 
McCarthy’s The Road (2006), Lars von Trier’s movie Melancholia (2011), and Lorene Scafaria’s movie 
Seeking a Friend for the End of the World (2012). 



2 

 

2008, xiv–xv; Gomel 2010, 119–122). It is also characterised as a model of history 

that creates a concordance between beginnings and endings (Kermode 2000 [1967], 

30), enforcing a progressive model of history inherited from the Enlightenment era 

(Heffernan 2008, 4; Pitetti 2017, 438; De Cristofaro 2018a, 243). The various 

understandings of the apocalypse make it difficult to answer the question what 

actually ends in the apocalypse: is it time, space, world, or is it something else? 

This brings us to the second initial problem I introduced earlier, the moment of 

the apocalypse. If we cannot define with certainty what the apocalypse is, it seems 

that it is also impossible to define the exact moment of the apocalypse. Is it the first 

utterance of a prophecy about the coming end of the world? Is it the destruction of 

the world, and if it is, then how do we define world in this context? My argument in 

this work is that we cannot point to any one definitive moment in time and define it 

as the apocalypse. Neither can we assign a clear, singular direction of apocalyptic 

temporality either, be it towards the future or the past. The core thesis of my work 

is that we should understand the apocalypse as a structure of temporality where the 

apocalypse has already happened and is yet to come. This definition does not offer 

any immediate clarity to the question of how to understand the apocalypse, but it is 

not as unsustainable as it might appear at first. In many secular apocalyptic narratives, 

the apocalypse seems to have already happened in the diegetic world of the narrative, 

but the effects of the apocalypse are still felt and affecting the world. Therefore, 

instead of seeing the apocalypse as a singular moment in time, it is more productive 

to approach it as a field of intensities that effects the diegetic world in different ways.  

I have divided my work into three sections: I) time in apocalyptic narratives, II) 

space in apocalyptic narratives, and III) vision in apocalyptic narratives. These are 

the essential components that all need to be examined in detail in order to 

understand the different textual techniques of apocalyptic narratives. While it might 

be time that ultimately ends in an apocalyptic narrative, or to be more precise, an 

apocalypse is a transition from one temporal period to another, this change takes 

place in a world. When we examine what exactly ends in apocalyptic narratives, we 

must then also examine the spatial dimensions of apocalyptic narratives, the diegetic 

world, fictional characters that move in that world, and different surfaces that 

construct that world. Maybe the most common space associated with the apocalypse 

is the empty city (Perron 2016, 307–308; Dobraszczyk 2017, 27) as the city has always 

embodied both utopian and dystopian possibilities in literature (Ameel 2013, 39; 

Keunen 2013, 58–59). Besides an empty or ruined city, apocalyptic narratives quite 

often employ movement to expand both the temporal and spatial borders of the 
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diegetic world for the reader (see Wintle 2013, 677; Skult 2019, 82–83). Travelling 

and the movement of fictional characters in the diegetic world takes place on a road. 

As Mikhail Bakhtin (1981 [1938], 243) notes, the “road is a particularly good place 

for random encounters. On the road (‘the high road’), the spatial and temporal paths 

of the most varied people [--] intersect at one spatial and temporal point.” There is 

the third element implied here, as movement in time and space requires vision. 

Vision here does not refer simply to seeing, or eyesight, but a larger heuristic 

metaphor of understanding the world. The movement in the diegetic world by the 

fictional characters unfolds the diegetic world to the reader, who can then interpret 

the text’s different meanings and functions from it. I will build on these three 

essentials when I describe the poetics of the end in different apocalyptic narratives. 

For now, however, it is time to take a closer look at the main topic of my work: the 

apocalypse. 

1.1 Defining the Apocalypse 

1.1.1 The Apocalyptic Literary Tradition 

Maybe the most common association with the word apocalypse is a global-scale 

destruction that somehow alters the world irrevocably. There seems to be a point 

which shifts the destruction to an apocalyptic scale that transcends the boundaries 

of normal life, as if the destruction would be somehow more manageable or more 

meaningful if there is the epithet “apocalypse” added to it. Though describing human 

suffering and destruction that escapes human comprehension through apocalyptic 

rhetoric is very much a human endeavour (O’Leary 1994, 10), the naming of 

something as apocalyptic raises more questions than answers. The apocalypse in 

Western culture is mostly connected to the final book of the Bible, the Book of 

Revelation, which depicts the end of the world and the descent of the new kingdom 
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of God – represented by the city of New Jerusalem – on Earth.2 The Book of 

Revelation contains long descriptions of various tribulations that humankind must 

survive before those elected reach the new paradise.3 John Collins (1997, 1) notes 

that because of the content of the Book of Revelation, the word apocalypse has 

come “to refer broadly to the end of this world, or to any catastrophe of such scale 

that it seems to put this world in jeopardy”. It is this common usage of the word 

“apocalypse” that denotes any larger catastrophe that threatens to disrupt the 

perceived normal way of life in any given era; the apocalypse is a disruption, a 

disturbance in normalcy. 

If we were to follow this definition, it would bring with it a whole new set of 

problems and questions. What is normalcy and to whom? How do we measure the 

disturbance and how do we know when it reaches the apocalyptic mark? How many 

people would have to experience this disturbance for it to be designated as the 

apocalypse? Can it be caused by humans, or does it have to be caused by something 

other than humankind? Defining the apocalypse purely as a disruption to a previous 

stage of normalcy is thus not really helpful, though it is one of the core features of 

the apocalypse. However, this is not the original meaning of the word apocalypse. 

The word itself comes from the Greek word apokálypsis meaning “revelation, 

uncovering, lifting the veil” (Keller 1996, 1; Collins 1997, 1), which means that the 

 

2 While the Bible and the Book of Revelation may be the most significant apocalyptic subtext in 
Western culture, and especially in the United States, many other major apocalyptic narratives have 
influenced the contemporary culture: even in Judeo-Christian tradition there is, for example, the tale 
of Noah and the flood, and in the Old Testament, there are the Jewish prophecies, like the Book of 
Daniel or Isaiah. There are also many non-Christian influences, like the Nordic end of the world myth 
Ragnarök, The Epic of Gilgamesh from the Mesopotamian mythology, or yugas from the Hindu religion. 
The various myths about the end of the world inform us that the idea of the apocalypse in some form 
is quite universal, and it is quite impossible to separate the different cultural effects that different myths 
have had on the contemporary culture. However, as, for example, Elana Gomel (2010, 121) notes, the 
Book of Revelation is the most significant literary subtext in Western literary tradition. Because of this, 
and the limits that this work imposes on me, I have chosen to focus solely on the biblical tradition of 
apocalypticism.  

3 These tribulations are also probably the most well-known parts of the Book of Revelation as they 
consist of opening the seven seals which bring death and destruction to Earth in different forms, 
including earthquakes, a falling star, the four horsemen of the apocalypse, the coming of the Antichrist, 
and the Beasts of the Apocalypse. 
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Book of Revelation is also called the Apocalypse of John (Martin 2012, 341).4 

Written in the late decades of the first century,5 the Book of Revelation is commonly 

held to be one of the most – if not the most – influential book that has shaped the 

modern understanding of the apocalypse (see e.g. Abrams 1971, 37–38; Zamora 

1989, 8–9; Gomel 2010; 121). In the book, John the Seer receives a divine vision that 

tells him how the world is going to end, and what events will take place before the 

final kingdom of God will descend upon Earth. The words and images from the 

Book of Revelation have reverberated throughout the centuries, gathering different 

interpretations, readings, and illustrations at different times (Huber 2007, 1–15). The 

Book of Revelation itself, however, belongs to a longer continuum of apocalyptic 

writings, continuing the literary tradition of Jewish apocalyptic prophecies like the 

Book of Daniel, Isaiah and Zechariah dating back to the centuries before the 

Common Era (Collins 1984, 3–4; Leigh 2008, 5; McEntire 2015, 193).6 Maybe the 

most obvious connection between prophetic and religious apocalyptic literature is 

that both traditions seem to represent future events. However, Mark McEntire notes 

the dual function of prophetic literature as an oral communication and as a finalised 

written text:  

The scrolls contain oracles that predict future disaster, but the final form are not 
predictions of disaster. Rather, they are responses to the disasters after they have 
happened, as the survivors struggled to find ways to reassemble and continue their 
lives as individuals and communities. (McEntire 2015, 5.) 

 

4 The writer of the Book of Revelation is sometimes mistakenly identified as the Apostle John, or as 
John who wrote the fourth Gospel, while in truth John of Patmos, who wrote the Book of Revelation, 
is considered by the majority of Bible scholars to be a completely different person (Martin 2012, 345, 
357–359).  

5 There are some disputes as to when the Book of Revelation was written, but the scientific consensus 
dates the book to the last decades of the first century (Leigh 2008; Martin 2012). 

6 There are many books in the Old Testament that include some prophetic visions and elements like 
Abraham’s story in Genesis (see Kugel 1998, 256, 299, passim), and as Marvin Sweeney notes, 
prophetic books themselves are divided into two categories or subsections: “the Former Prophets 
(Joshua, Judges, Samuel, and Kings)” and “the Latter Prophets) Isaiah, Jeremiah, Ezekiel, and the 
Twelve Prophets)” (Sweeney 2014, 20). It is the Latter Prophets that are usually presented as the 
prophetic books in the Old Testament (see Sweeney 2005; passim; Sweeney 2014, 20–22; McEntire 
2015, 1). 
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There is, then, no one clear relation to the disaster in prophetic texts, nor is there 

any singular author-figure behind any one prophetic text.7 This insight about the 

prophetic literature in the Bible leads to an important conclusion. The Bible cannot 

be seen as a ready-made literary artefact but as a complex web of different semantic 

fields, and therefore it is possible to study the Bible as literature. As, for example, 

Robert Alter (2011) and Meir Sternberg (1985) have shown, the Bible can be studied 

through the theory of modern literary studies to understand different narrative 

techniques used in Biblical texts, such as analogy, repetition, dialogue, and 

omniscient narration (see Alter 2011, 22; Sternberg 1985, xii–xiii). Nor is this 

approach limited to the prophetic texts of the Old Testament; it can be applied to 

the New Testament, including the Book of Revelation (Thompson 1990, 1–2; Martin 

2012, 352–253). The various interpretational possibilities and theoretical approaches 

to the Book of Revelation do not only question the interpretation of the text, but its 

functions as well: how is the text supposed to affect the reader, or what role does 

the text play in actual reality?  

If we approach the Biblical texts as literature that is supposed to form some 

function in the world, we can see how apocalyptic literature produces something 

new against an old cultural background, but it can also function as a stabilising 

narrative. Apocalyptic literature can be seen as a resistance literature produced by 

minority groups who feel persecuted by a central power (Cohn 1970 [1957], 17; cf. 

Huber 2007, 14–15), but it can also represent the empirical status quo and a stable 

picture of history, making the apocalypse “capable of both revolution and reaction, 

and often of combustions of the two” (Keller 1996, 10). This ambiguity of the 

apocalyptic function is important to remember when I move on to discuss the 

contemporary secular apocalyptic narratives, where the Book of Revelation is seen 

the central subtext to many different forms of apocalyptic literature.  

 

7 Like Marvin Sweeney (2005, 2–3) notes, “[t]he prophetic books were the products of later redaction, 
insofar as the books’ editors selected, reworked, arranged, and supplemented” the content of the 
prophetic book in order to present “a coherent historical and theological understanding” of the events 
around the prophet’s life. The redactions and later reworkings of the prophetic message take us to the 
rhetorical strength of these texts. Most of the Old Testament books were probably presented orally at 
first before they were written down (Kugel 1998, 1), and there is a strong evidence that even after they 
were written down, many Biblical texts, like the Book of Revelation, were written so that they would 
be read and performed to listeners (Martin 2012, 353).  
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At its core, then, the apocalypse is a model of time; it is a process of change that 

structures the world accordingly. The apocalypse can be understood as a simple 

catastrophe that alters the world irrevocably so that the world that was is no more. 

The apocalypse can also be understood as a narrative about such a catastrophe, a real 

or a perceived one, but the narrative portrays a violent transition into a new state of 

being. The apocalypse is thus a narrative of transition and that what remains (Berger 

1999, 7), and it is the role of the reader to interpret the vision and the meaning from 

that narrative. Who and what survives the apocalyptic catastrophe will inherit the 

world, and such a vision reveals something important about the world. The 

apocalypse is also a promise, or a prophecy of the end that will come and fulfil the 

history, as “the mythic End of history represents the perfection of the cosmos 

through the purgation of the principle of evil in a final eschatological Judgement 

through which the divine sufferance of evil will be justified” (O’Leary 1994, 51). The 

apocalypse is a way to relate to the universe, or to life and passing time. 

In this work, I define the apocalypse as close to what, for example, Dale Martin 

(2012, 342) calls apocalypticism, which refers “to a certain worldview, a way of seeing 

the universe and time”. The apocalypse is not a singular event or moment in time, 

but a process that that has no clear, definitive temporal borders and thus seems to 

both recede into the past and the future simultaneously. But since all worldviews are 

related through narratives, the apocalypse is a vision of the world behind an 

apocalyptic narrative that structures time and reality in a certain way. The apocalyptic 

narrative can then be understood as a narrative that describes a change in the world, 

or a transition from one period of time to another through a violent catastrophe. 

Apocalyptic narrative organises the past in a specific way so that a desired future can 

open as a continuation from that past. This, in turn, connects the apocalyptic 

narrative to a certain vision of the world: when the apocalypse organises the past, it 

does so based on an image, on a vision of the world that needs to end, and at the 

same time, it creates a vision of the future that needs to follow from that past.  

The apocalypse is then a narrative that describes the violent transition of the 

world from an old world to a new one. However, this transition consists of different 

events, or catastrophes that are actualisations in the diegetic world, but the 

apocalypse is not manifest in them: the apocalypse is more than a local actualisation 

of a certain catastrophe. As an example of this, we can think of Mary Shelley’s The 

Last Man (1826), where a deadly plague kills every other human except the main 

protagonist, Lionel Verney. The plague is a deadly catastrophe in the novel, but it is 

not the apocalypse, because the apocalypse is more than just the plague. It is a way 

to relate and describe the world through a narrative that consists of a structure of 
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temporality, spatial features and characteristics, and a vision of the world. These are, 

I argue, the three essential components of an apocalyptic narrative, and I have 

divided my work accordingly into three sections that each examines one of these 

components. To specify what I mean by these essential components of an 

apocalyptic narrative, I refer to apocalyptic temporality, apocalyptic space, and 

apocalyptic vision to differentiate from other forms seen in literature. To examine 

the apocalypse as a narrative in more detail, we need to analyse the text that is seen 

as a proto-text to most contemporary apocalyptic narratives: the Book of Revelation. 

1.1.2  The Apocalypse as a Narrative 

The beginning of the Book of Revelation consists of the seven letters John the Seer 

is instructed to write to the churches of Ephesus, Smyrna, Pergamum, Thyatira, 

Sardis, Philadelphia and Laodicea (Rev. 1:11).8 After these letters, the text can be 

divided into three cycles of events: the first cycle consists of seven seals, the second 

of seven trumpets, and the third consists of seven angels and seven plagues before 

“a great conclusion” (Martin 2012, 347). The first three books in the text ground the 

Book of Revelation and serve as an exposition for the reader on what the following 

text is about. We can consider the first three books of the Book of Revelation as “a 

superscription”, which commonly creates a frame narrative for the actual prophecy 

(Collins 1984, 6–7; Sweeney 2014, 11), but even if we do that, the opening of the 

book has four signals that the catastrophic end of the world is already coming:  

After this I looked, and there before me was a door standing open in heaven. And 
the voice I had first heard speaking to me like a trumpet said, “Come up here, and I 
will show you what must take place after this.” (Rev. 4:1.) 

The modifier “must” in the text signifies a definite outcome, especially since it 

originates from a divine source.9 My point here is that from the very beginning of 

the Book of Revelation, the apocalypse has already happened in a sense that it must 

 

8 I use the New International Version of the Bible in this work. 

9 The theological question if the apocalypse was always coming, from the very beginning as a part of 
God’s Divine plan, or if it was brought into being because of humanity’s actions, is not the subject of 
my work. 
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take place: whatever John sees will become, and it has therefore already happened 

on some level. This is partly because if we consider the Book of Revelation to be a 

narrative, then it is by definition something that has concluded, because a narrative 

is the retelling of something that has already happened.10  

The focus of my work is on contemporary fictional apocalyptic narratives that 

are quite often labelled part of the speculative fiction genre (see Weaver 2009, 174; 

Gomel 2010, 16–19; Thomas 2013, 98). Even in secular apocalyptic narratives, there 

is a sense of a beginning in the middle, or in medias res, as the end of the world seems 

to have already happened but some of its effects are still to come. I do not mean to 

offer this as a formal characteristic of apocalyptic narratives, like Tom Moylan and 

Raffaella Baccolini (2003, 5), who note that a dystopian text “usually begins directly 

in the terrible new world”. The beginning in the middle of the apocalypse is very 

different from an opening in a terrible new world. As an example of a different 

beginning, we can consider H.G. Wells’ The War of the Worlds (1898) and George 

Orwell’s Nineteen Eighty-Four (1949). Wells’ novel begins with a famous prologue: 

“No one would have believed in the last years of the nineteenth century that this 

world was being watched keenly and closely by intelligences greater than man’s and 

yet as mortal as his own” (Wells 2012 [1898], 1). In the first chapter of the book, the 

nameless protagonist-narrator contemplates the state of the world before and after 

the Martian invasion, setting a framework narrative where he is writing down his 

personal experiences during the invasion “to contribute to the discussion of the 

many debatable questions which are still unsettled” (ibid., 184) regarding the 

Martians. The first-person narrator is recording his personal experiences six years 

after the actual invasion, locating him in the future of the events.  

The opening of Wells’ novel is decidedly different from that of George Orwell’s 

seminal dystopian novel: “It was a bright cold day in April, and the clocks were 

striking thirteen” (Orwell 1949, 1). The clocks striking thirteen reveals an uncanny 

“fairy-tale note” (Posner 2005, 205) as well as the oppressive, militaristic nature of 

the authoritative society (Rodden 2011, 268), signalling to the reader that the diegetic 

world of the narrative is different from actual reality, a feeling that is further 

strengthened as the narrative continues. As Moylan and Baccolini note, in dystopian 

narratives there is no travel to a different society that is a formal trait in many 

 

10 There are various different definitions for narrative in contemporary narrative theory and the 
definitions may vary greatly depending on the theoretical approach one follows. In this work, I have 
opted to follow an approach that defines narrative by its temporal aspects (cf. Fludernik 1996, 9). 
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traditional utopian narratives, like in Thomas More’s Utopia (1516), but the narrative 

begins in the terrible new world.11 Winston Smith, the main character of Nineteen 

Eighty-Four, thus lives in a dystopian society and the narrative describes the society 

through his daily actions and subsequent act of rebellion against the authoritative 

system. There is no travel to the new society, nor is there any radical catastrophe 

described that would explain the emergence of the society. While dystopian literature 

can be seen as satirising utopian literature (Fern 1999, 15), the focus of both utopian 

and dystopian traditions is still very much on the relationship between the individual 

and society and the power relations between the two. 

Compared to the dystopian tradition, The War of the Worlds begins in a very 

different way. Wells’ novel opens in an indeterminate moment where the apocalyptic 

catastrophe has already happened and is still to come. We can see this on two 

different levels: first, on the narrative level where the novel follows the rather typical 

setting of the narrator telling past events, thus creating a temporal field where the 

narrator’s past experiences are the events that the reader will encounter later in her 

reading process. The second one is on the story level of the novel. When we consider 

the apocalyptic catastrophe in Wells’ novel on the level of the story, we cannot assign 

a clear temporal moment to the apocalypse. Is the apocalypse the moment when 

humans see “a huge outbreak of incandescent gas” (Wells 2012 [1898], 3) on Mars, 

which turns out to be the launching of the Martian ships that invade England? Or is 

the moment when the Martians first attack the humans on Earth? Or when people 

are forced to evacuate London, the “greatest city on Earth” (Wells 2012 [1898], 91) 

and a symbol of the British Empire? The answer is that there is no way of assigning 

a moment of the apocalypse in secular apocalyptic narratives any more than there is 

a way to assign it in the Book of Revelation. We can identify different catastrophic 

moments or even a sequence of events, but the apocalypse itself cannot be reduced 

to any single moment.  

 

11 Dystopian literature is a literary tradition that can be seen as a reaction against the utopian literary 
tradition, where, for example, “Yevgeny Zamyatin’s We and Huxley’s Brave New World push the 
premises of the centralist utopia to the point where dream is transformed into nightmare” (Fern 1999, 
15) and is a representation of unwanted social order or failed utopian experimentations (Cojocaru 
2015, 5; Lehnen 2016, 16). The discussion on whether the opposite of utopian literature is dystopian 
or anti-utopian literature is too voluminous to recap in total here. For a more detailed discussion, see 
Fern (1999), Baccolini and Moylan (2003), Kumar (2010) and Milner (2012). 
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This argument does also fit dystopia as well, because we can rarely assign a clear 

moment when a society becomes authoritative or oppressive, and the change is 

depicted as slow societal movement. However, the difference is on the focus of the 

narrative: whereas dystopian narratives focus on the relationship between an 

individual and a larger, oppressive society, the apocalyptic narrative is focused more 

on the temporal experience of transition, a movement from one historical period to 

another, and on an individual’s experience of that transition. In apocalyptic 

narratives, there is always an intradiegetic movement from one world to another 

described in some way, either through the actual narration or represented through 

the memories of a character. In dystopian narratives, like Nineteen Eighty-Four, the 

focus is not on the existential temporal movement, but on exploring the different 

oppressive systems and dynamics of the society. As a result of this, while some 

researchers use dystopia as an umbrella term that also covers apocalyptic and post-

apocalyptic narratives (see Heise 2015; Isomaa, Korpua and Teittinen 2020, xi), I 

propose in this work to separate these literary traditions from each other. Obviously, 

there are many similarities between the apocalyptic and utopian/dystopian literary 

traditions, but I do not propose to organise them in any hierarchal order in this work; 

rather, I see them as developing simultaneously in the Western literary tradition. 

If the apocalypse does not have any clear temporal borders, it is debatable if it 

has any clear spatial borders either. One key difference between apocalyptic and 

dystopian narratives is the focus on an oppressive society in dystopian literature, 

whereas in apocalyptic narratives, the world is much more ambiguous. As Elizabeth 

Rosen has noted, the scope of the destruction in apocalyptic narratives is difficult to 

ascertain:  

Whereas science fiction writers may create actual worlds in their apocalyptic tales, 
mainstream writers often replace the real world with a figurative one. They may 
interpret or restrict a "world" to be a specific community (Nathanael West's The Day 
of the Locust), an individual (Ralph Ellison's Invisible Man), or even an individual mind. 
This last reconception is especially popular among contemporary filmmakers. Films 
such as Vanilla Sky (2001) and Donnie Darko (2001) revolve around the tension 
between the perceived world of the narrator and the "real" world of the film, and the 
destruction of one and creation of the other. (Rosen 2008, xxii–xxiii.) 

 

If the world can scale from an individual’s reality to the fate of the whole universe 

(as it often does in contemporary superhero movies), the concept of the world 

becomes rather ambiguous indeed. There is a tendency in apocalyptic narratives to 

homogenise the destruction, or else the destruction is a homogenising effect that 
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alters the diegetic world in such a way that there are no differences between places 

anymore. Maybe the bleakest example of this is Cormac McCarthy’s The Road (2006), 

which depicts an ash-covered world that is implied to be the fate of the whole planet. 

In other apocalyptic narratives, as Rosen notes, smaller places come to symbolise the 

whole world. For example, in The War of the Worlds, England stands as a metonymy 

for the whole world, and if the English cannot stop the invasion no-one can. The 

problematic nature of the world, or what is understood by the world in apocalyptic 

narratives, is present already in the Book of Revelation.  

Traditionally, the New Jerusalem, the new kingdom of God that descends upon 

the Earth at the end of the Book of Revelation, has been seen as an ontologically 

completely new state of being, a new world that the faithful will inherit (Curtis 2010, 

5; Gomel 2010, 122; De Cristofaro 2018b, 3). Elizabeth Rosen demonstrates the 

difference between the traditional image of the New Jerusalem and the city in 

postmodern apocalyptic narratives: “In postmodern apocalyptic narratives, New 

Jerusalem is less a place than a new way of seeing: a new vision. [--] this new way of 

understanding allows [characters] to see the old world anew” (Rosen 2008, 16, italics 

original). However, if we approach the Book of Revelation as literature and read it 

as a symbolic depiction of future events, the depiction of the New Jerusalem in the 

text acquires more nuanced meanings. Lynn Huber (2007) has written extensively 

on the nuptial imagery of the Revelation, especially related to the new Jerusalem that 

is “coming down from God out of heaven, prepared as a bride adorned for her 

husband” (Rev. 21:2). Huber (2007, 182–184) proposes that the New Jerusalem in 

the Book of Revelation should be understood as a renewed Christian community 

that is joined to God in marriage: “a vision of the Christian community constructing 

its identity as it transitions into its new role in relation to God and the Lamb, a vision 

of a holy new Jerusalem becoming God’s dwelling place” (ibid., 184).12 Following 

the idea of reading the Bible as literature (see Alter 2011; Sternberg 1985), the New 

Jerusalem gains different functions and roles in the text than just a representation of 

a utopian place. It can be read as a new way of seeing and relating to the world as 

the Christian community assumes its new role as laid out by John of Patmos. As 

such, it can be read as a counter-narrative, not only against the Romans, but also 

 

12 Huber (2007) analyses the Book of Revelation through conceptual metaphor theory, interpreting 
and reading different nuptial and city metaphors in the text. The reading of the new Jerusalem as a 
renewed Christian community is based also on the marriage of the Lamb (Rev. 19:9, 20:9). 
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against perceived heretical teachings in Christianity as well (Martin 2012, 356–360). 

If we accept this proposition, as I am inclined to, that the New Jerusalem at the end 

of the Book of Revelation does not stand in for a completely new world but is rather 

a new way of thinking and being in the world, it raises the question of what exactly 

ends in apocalyptic narratives?  

I understand the apocalypse as something that has already happened and is yet to 

come, or something that hovers over the whole narrative, affecting the narrative 

from the very beginning to the very end, and in some ways even beyond these two 

spatiotemporal markers of the textual artefact. Because of this, we cannot define it 

as a surprising turn or moment in a sequence of events (see e.g. Morson 1994, 21–

22; Hühn 2016, 37). Because the apocalypse is not a singular or surprising action that 

disrupts the storyworld, we need to define it from another perspective.13 I propose 

to approach the apocalypse in secular apocalyptic narratives as a “pure event” as 

introduced by Gilles Deleuze (1990 [1969], 1–3, 100, passim) that highlights the dual 

temporal experience of becoming where the becoming both escapes to the past and 

the future at the same time. An example Deleuze gives about a pure event in The 

Logic of Sense (1990 [1969]) is from Lewis Carroll’s Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland 

(1865), where Alice eats a cake and becomes larger:  

Alice and Through the Looking-Glass involve a category of very special things: events, 
pure events. When I say “Alice becomes larger,” I mean that she becomes larger than 
she was. By the same token, however, she becomes smaller than she is now. Certainly, 
she is not bigger and smaller at the same time. She is larger now; she was smaller 
before. But it is at the same moment that one becomes larger than one was and smaller 
than one becomes. This is the simultaneity of a becoming whose characteristic is to 
elude the present. (Deleuze 1990 [1969], 1.) 

Deleuze’s difference between events and pure events is not explicitly clear. Paul 

Patton (2010, 91–92) equates pure events to events that break into history and rather 

than “being the actualisations of a particular pre-existing event, they are eruptions of 

‘eventality,’ pure-eventness, becoming, or absolute deterritorialization”. For Sean 

Bowden (2011, 18) the pure event is that “which does not ultimately refer back but 

 

13 In some theoretical discussion, the apocalypse is seen as a disruptive moment in the diegetic world 
(see e.g. Caracciolo 2018), but I would argue that it is not a surprising event to the reader, which is one 
of the key elements of the surprising event according to Peter Hühn (2016, 37) and Gary Saul Morson 
(1994, 22). The apocalyptic catastrophe itself is probably the least surprising aspect of an apocalyptic 
narrative, or what makes the apocalyptic narrative interesting. Rather, I argue, it is the concordance 
that the apocalyptic narrative constructs, the wholeness of the change in the world and what responses 
it creates in the reader during the reading process. 
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is rather ontologically prior to fixed and measured things”, and James Williams (2011, 

85) equates the pure event to “a tripartite distinction drawn between actual events, 

the ideal pure event and a surface of intensities between the two”. Without following 

too deeply into the rabbit-hole of the Deleuzian logic of sense, we can make a 

preliminary distinction between an event and a pure event that I will follow in this 

work. I will use the Deleuzian pure event to refer to events that escape the present 

moment, or as Deleuze (1990 [1969], 63) notes: “[t]he agonizing aspect of the pure 

event is that it is always and at the same time something which has just happened 

and something about to happen; never something which is happening”. Events are 

then the physical actualisations of that pure event, but they do not manifest the pure 

event in them. Deleuze (ibid., 100–101) uses a battle as an example in The Logic of 

Sense: all the different fights between the soldiers or combatants can be seen as 

actualisations of the battle, but the battle cannot be reduced to those fights. The 

battle “hovers over its own field” and is never really present but is always “yet to come 

and already passed” (ibid., 100). The elusiveness of the present moment is what 

captures something essential about the apocalypse, mainly that no-one can stand and 

say that this moment right here is the apocalypse; it is always either escaping into the 

past or receding to the future. There is much more to say about Deleuze’s pure 

events and approaches to literature through Deleuzian philosophy, and I will address 

them later in this work.14 

Since we cannot bind the apocalypse to any certain moment of time, nor can we 

assign the apocalypse to either the past or the future, as it seems to exist in both, the 

apocalypse cannot be thought of as an organising force for history. As such, I have 

opted to label all narratives that depict themes or events associated with the end of 

the world as apocalyptic narratives. As Heather Hicks notes: 

Recent apocalyptic critics have come up with an impressive catalog of terms for the 
varieties of apocalyptic narratives: post-apocalypse, neo-apocalypse, crypto-

 

14 The division between pure events and events in this work must not be mistaken for Platonic division 
between Ideal and Real, or to an idea of transcendent, pure reality. Deleuze (1990 [1969], 262–263) 
does not just reverse Platonism, but undertakes “the subversion of this world” where there is no 
possibility to recognise or to “be assigned as the original, neither as the copy” (ibid., 262). The question 
of transcendence and immanence cuts straight into the very core of Deleuzian philosophy, and as such 
a core feature of Deleuze’s thought it is beyond this work to examine in any great detail. For more 
detailed discussion on Deleuzian event and Platonic model, see Paul Patton (2010, 86–89), Sean 
Bowden (2011, 15–47), and Judith L Poxon and Charles J. Stivale (2011, 68–70).  
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apocalypse, counter-apocalypse, ana-apocalypse, ironic apocalypse, technological 
apocalypse, anti-apocalypse, capitalist apocalypse, slow apocalypse, and postmodern 
apocalypse, among others. (Hicks 2016, 6.) 

The list could be continued with peri-apocalypse, nuclear apocalypse, zombie 

apocalypse, and many others, but it soon becomes evident that different epithets or 

prefixes are more labels of the content or description of the disaster than of the 

apocalypse itself. However, the pairing of apocalypse and post-apocalypse requires a 

more thorough analysis, because the term post-apocalypse has become a somewhat 

commonplace term used to describe the contemporary narratives that depict the end 

of the world. To fully understand this discussion, it is necessary to examine the 

apocalyptic narratives of the twentieth century.  

1.1.3  Apocalyptic or Post-Apocalyptic Narrative? 

A common statement about apocalyptic narratives is that they are enjoying 

unprecedented popularity in the present era (Zamora 1989, 1; Curtis 2010, 2; Heise, 

2015; De Cristofaro 2018a, 243). The temporal scope of these references is not 

accidental but part of a trend to see the current age as the most apocalyptic not only 

in literature, but in movies, different TV series, comic books, and even music. 

Apocalyptic narratives have gained such status in our contemporary culture that 

Fredrick Buell (2013, 11) has asked if the post-apocalypse is a “new cultural 

dominant” in the United States. There are two things of interest here. First, the idea 

that the present cultural moment is somehow more apocalyptic than any previous 

moment of history is in itself a curiously apocalyptic notion of history; if everything 

keeps growing and accumulating, then at some point history will undoubtedly be too 

full of apocalyptic sentiment and will burst at the seams. As researchers like Norman 

Cohn (1970 [1957], 200–201, passim), Frank Kermode (2000 [1967], 11–12, passim), 

M. H. Abrams (1971, 62–63, passim), and Stephen O’Leary (1994, 10–11) have 

shown, apocalyptic beliefs, narratives, and rhetoric have been widely used in many 

previous historical periods, from the Middle Ages to Victorian England – from early 

science fiction stories (Roberts 2016, 122–130) to early and mid-twentieth century 

“cosy catastrophes” (Aldiss and Wingrove 1986, 316) and various nuclear disaster 

narratives (Dowling 1987, 1–2). I would therefore suggest at least part of the notion 

that our era in history is the most entrenched in apocalypticism is because there is 

just much more of everything today, from people to entertainment, from books to 

movies.  
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However, there is something different or new in contemporary culture and the 

different apocalypses depicted. As Buell (2013, 9) notes, “[the] key difference 

between [post-apocalyptic] fictions and previous apocalyptic ones is not just that 

their genre has moved from the margins [--] into the mainstream [--] but that the 

new wave post-apocalypse has lost all its predecessors’ impact as critical-prophetic 

intervention into social debate”. Post-apocalyptic fiction is just one more form of 

American cultural imperialism that has “dropped critical revelation and become 

routine settings uncommitted to social movements and change” (ibid., 21). This is a 

strong opinion about the apocalyptic tradition, and to fully appreciate Buell’s 

argument, and to counter it, it is necessary to go through the changes in 

apocalypticism that have happened in the last century or so. 

The nineteenth century saw several scientific and technological innovations that 

shaped Western culture and the conception of time (Kern 2003 [1983]) and provided 

a movement from a religious society to a more secular and scientifically oriented 

future. There is some irony, however, that the move from religion to science did not 

relinquish the attempt to provide a full and total description of the human condition 

and the universe. Philosophies of science like Herbert Spencer’s mechanical 

evolution, Auguste Comte’s positivism and Hippolyte Taine’s theories proposed that 

“the methods of modern science could and should provide a complete and final 

explanation of both the physical world and of human experience and behavior” 

(Barnard 2011, 41). According to Teresa Heffernan (2008, 4), the rise of Modernism, 

and the belief in science and the progression of history, “continue to be secured by 

the spirit of the Christian apocalypse”.15  

From the end of the nineteenth century onward, it does seem that history has 

moved in Western culture from one crisis to another, from the fin de siècle to the first 

world war, to the Great Depression and rise of authoritarian regimes in the Soviet 

Union and Nazi Germany, to the Second World War and the Holocaust, and the 

bombings of Dresden, Hiroshima, and Nagasaki, to the advent of the nuclear age 

and the subsequent spectre of nuclear destruction. Alongside the historical crisis, 

societal changes took place from the decline of the British Empire, the total collapse 

 

15 Also, Erik Tonning (2014) has written about Christianity’s role in the late nineteenth and early 
twentieth century and for modernists, who saw Christianity as the “repository of religious tradition in 
the West” but also as a “powerful cultural and political force with which they had to contend” (ibid., 
2). 
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of the Russian and Austro-Hungarian empires to the rise of the United States and 

the Soviet Union as world-leading superpowers. These changes were partly caused 

by the technological progression from telegraphs to telephones, from trains to 

automobiles, from propeller airplanes to jet engines, and from the advent of 

computers to the near-instantaneous telecommunication of the present day. For 

Teresa Heffernan (2008, 8), the ending of “The Hollow Men” by T.S. Eliot “sums 

up the condition of the twentieth century” in that “[t]he power of the end to conjure 

up meaning is spent”. It is not the apocalypse that governs the latter part of the 

twentieth century, because the “Enlightenment dream [--] is shattered in Auschwitz, 

Buchenwald, Treblinka, Bergen-Belsen, and Dachau” (ibid.). The belief in 

progressive history, that the end will be a better place than the time before it, was 

destroyed with the Second World War and the Holocaust. As it was already implied 

in these quotes, most scholars studying apocalyptic narratives equate the form of 

post-apocalyptic narrative to postmodernism (see Hicks 2016, 2–3). As Petter Skult 

(2019, 36, italics original) writes in his comprehensive work on the post-apocalypse: 

“[p]ostmodernism is [--] the apocalypse of modernism”. The post-apocalypse is arguably 

the most commonly used derivation of the apocalypse, as it has gained popularity 

inside and outside of academic research, so much so that the concept is becoming 

as hard to define as the apocalypse itself. Still, the theoretical discussion about the 

post-apocalypse does disclose something essential about the apocalypse as well. 

Before I continue, I wish to clarify my own position on the terms apocalypse and 

post-apocalypse. As I have noted earlier, I approach narratives that depict the end 

of the world as apocalyptic even if they seem to describe a post-catastrophic world, 

or a world where an apocalyptic catastrophe has taken place. My argument is that 

even in these kinds of narratives, the apocalypse is still yet to come while it has in a 

way already happened. The post-apocalypse would imply that the apocalypse is in 

the past, that it has already happened, but there was no revelation of any sort brought 

about by the destruction. However, this line of argument conflates the destruction 

to the apocalypse and associates the apocalypse only with the destructive moments. 

As I see the apocalypse as a structure of temporality, there is no real post-temporality, 

because it would be outside of time. So, in this work I will use the term post-

apocalypse to refer to the previous research done on apocalyptic narratives that has 

labelled these narratives post-apocalyptic.  

For example, James Berger (1999, 5) uses “post-apocalypse” to describe historical 

catastrophes “so overwhelming that they seem to negate the possibility of expression 
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at the same time that they compel expression”.16 Berger notes that the “narrative 

logic of apocalyptic writing insists that the post-apocalypse precede the apocalypse” 

(ibid., 6) where the signs of the end are equal to that of the end itself, after which 

everything is post apocalypse. Teresa Heffernan (2008, 6) employs the “term post-

apocalypse to suggest that we live in a time after the apocalypse, after the faith in a 

radically new world, of revelation, of unveiling”. Leif Sorensen (2014, 562) in turn 

suggests that “[p]ost-apocalyptic narratives sidestep a full engagement with the 

finality of the apocalyptic and rewrite apocalyptic time as the occasion for the 

production of new stories”. For Connor Pitetti (2017, 451) apocalyptic “speculation 

about the future is epistemologically stabilising and reassuring, postapocalyptic 

narratives are necessarily destabilizing”. Petter Skult (2019) offers a definition that 

post-apocalyptic fiction “plays with such notions of prophecy, revelation and 

disaster”, emphasising the self-reflexive nature of post-apocalyptic fiction.17 Most of 

these definitions are tied to the historical period and self-reflective nature of 

postmodernism, and other definitions place even more emphasis on narratives that 

are critical of the current economic era of late capitalism (e.g. Bellamy 2014; Moon 

2014). This approach, I argue, does a disservice to studies of apocalyptic narratives, 

as it broadens the definition of these narratives too widely and links these narratives 

too closely to postmodernism. 

Another example of defining contemporary apocalyptic narratives can be seen in 

Elizabeth K. Rosen’s work Apocalyptic Transformation (2008), in which she refrains 

from using the term post-apocalypse and provides the concept of neo-apocalypse 

instead. In her insightful readings, Rosen traces changes in the apocalyptic narrative 

tradition and proposes that the new “neo-apocalyptic literature is a literature of 

 

16 According to Berger, apocalyptic representation “stands in the midst of crisis and between two 
catastrophes: one historical (remembered and suffered), and one imagined (desired and feared)” 
(Berger 1999, 35). My reading of the apocalypse as an event that has already happened and is yet to 
come is somewhat similar to Berger’s reading of the apocalypse between two catastrophes, but the 
second catastrophe that is both desired and feared is for Berger the total annihilation of the symbolic 
order as “the apocalypse ushers in a condition of permanent ecstasy outside of history and time” (ibid., 
35). For a more detailed discussion on this topic, see Chapter 3. 

17 Skult (2019, 66) goes on defining the apocalyptic, post-apocalyptic and post-post-apocalyptic stages 
later on: the apocalypse is marked by a collapse of the codified law and society, which is then followed 
by a period of [sic] apocalypse during which anything is permitted, and finally, in the post-post-
apocalyptic stage, a period of discovery, where new values and disvalues must be found in order to 
create something new.” 
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pessimism; it functions largely as a cautionary tale positing potential means of 

extinction and predicting the gloomy probabilities of such ends” (Rosen 2008, xv). 

She goes on to state that “the neo-apocalyptic variant assumes that all mankind is 

beyond renovation, that this degeneracy is so complete that the Ending can only be 

so, too” (ibid.). A possible problem with Rosen’s definition is that her case studies – 

Alan Moore’s graphic novels, Kurt Vonnegut’s novels, Terry Gilliam’s movies Brazil 

(1985) and 12 Monkeys (1996), the Wachowski sister’s Matrix trilogy (1999–2003), 

and works of Robert Coover and Don DeLillo – are all major works usually linked 

first to postmodernism. Indeed, later in her work, Rosen (2008, 80) gives up using 

the term neo-apocalypse in favour of postmodern apocalypse. 

My point here is not to argue that there is no variation in apocalyptic literature, 

nor that different writers have not subverted or ironised apocalyptic tropes or the 

tradition of apocalyptic narratives. Indeed, it could be argued that postmodernism – 

in Anglo-American literature at least – is very much about the apocalypse and the 

end of the world, and rewriting popular notions on the apocalypse (see Robinson 

1985, 6–7; Zamora 1989, 2–3). Writers like Don DeLillo, Thomas Pynchon, Paul 

Auster, and Doris Lessing have been (re)writing (about) the traditional apocalyptic 

narrative for decades. What I am opposed to is the term “post-apocalypse”, because 

it implies that the apocalypse has clear temporal borders we can assign the moment 

the apocalypse ends. As we have seen, the apocalypse itself is a complex concept 

that embodies both revolution and reaction (Keller 1996, 10), resistance and 

oppression (Martin 2012, 345), and the creation of the new and the cementing of the 

past. I argue that seeing the apocalypse as a continuous movement without any 

clearly definable temporal borders is a more productive approach to the 

phenomenon. 

The issue is not, however, without a problem. As we have seen with H.G. Wells’ 

The War of the Worlds, even an apocalyptic narrative can be divided into different 

temporal periods. To differentiate between different stages of the apocalypse, then, 

I will use the terms pre-catastrophic and post-catastrophic to denote the difference 

between time periods in any given apocalyptic narrative. While these terms 

themselves are not without problems, I believe they bring some clarity to the 

discussion of apocalyptic narratives. For example, in Wells’ The War of the Worlds, the 

world before the Martian attack can be described as pre-catastrophic if we 

understand the invasion as one of apocalypse’s actualised catastrophes that do not 

however manifest the whole apocalypse, or that the apocalypse cannot be returned 

to the invasion alone. Most of the novel takes place in the post-catastrophic world 

where people are forced to come to terms with the invasion and to survive in the 
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new environment, but it is not logical to call this part of the novel post-apocalyptic, 

because the revelation regarding the difference between humanity and the Martians 

comes only at the end of the novel. This would designate the post-apocalypse to a 

simple temporal marker that would separate two periods of time in the diegetic world 

from each other and would disregard the visionary or revelatory nature of the 

apocalypse almost completely. Therefore, I will use the term catastrophe to divide 

between a collective understanding of the change that is taking place in the diegetic 

world. In Wells’ narrative, the protagonist and other characters come to accept and 

understand the inevitable change that has taken place in the world. The term 

catastrophe here, then, does not point to any single moment of disaster, but rather 

to an understanding of the change. Pre-catastrophe points to the period of time in a 

story where the apocalyptic disaster has not been fully realised by the characters, or 

the main character in many narratives, and the post-catastrophe points to the period 

of time in a story where the characters are coming in terms with the new reality. This 

helps us to avoid the potential problem where the word apocalypse is just replaced 

with catastrophe. When we separate the understanding of change from the pinnacle 

of destruction, we can also see that apocalyptic narratives are more than just escapist 

depictions of destruction and renewal. To explore this question further, we must 

turn to the different functions of apocalyptic narratives. 

1.1.4  Functions of Apocalyptic Narratives 

Even if we are to agree that the present cultural moment is not unique in history in 

its apocalyptic sentiment, we must accept that the apocalyptic rhetoric and narrative 

has a strong hold on contemporary culture, popular culture, political rhetoric, and 

news about the economy, climate, and future in general.18 If we remember Fredrick 

Buell’s notion that “the new wave post-apocalypse has lost all its predecessors’ 

impact as critical-prophetic intervention into social debate” (Buell 2013, 9), we can 

 

18 The Covid-19 pandemic has exacerbated the apocalyptic rhetoric to a degree, but even before the 
pandemic, the news cycle was filled with different impending catastrophes, from economic meltdown 
to artificial intelligence and its role in humanity’s future. This is also true in politics, where authoritarian 
politicians like Donald Trump, Jair Bolsonaro, Vladimir Putin, and Xi Jinping have both used harder 
rhetoric and authorised the use of force against minority groups that are perceived to be a threat to 
the government. 
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ask: what if any is the function of secular apocalyptic narratives in contemporary 

society?  

To answer this question, we can approach apocalyptic narratives through the 

concept of speculative fiction, which is quite often seen as the umbrella term that 

covers different fantastic literature (Thomas 2013, 2–3; Roine 2016, 14–15).19 The 

reception of speculative fiction can be divided into three rough categories: first, it 

can be seen as a generic, escapist literature with formulaic plots and cardboard 

characters (Roberts 2016, 29),20 secondly, it can be seen as mirroring our own society 

through visions of distant futures (Jameson 2005, xiii, 288–289; see also Milner 2012, 

25, 151), and thirdly, it can be considered a genre focused on creating “thought 

experiments” (McHale 2010, 16–17) and something new and novel.21 All of these 

categories are applicable to apocalyptic narratives as they can be seen as escapist 

fantasies, narratives that estrange the actual reality but only mirror the current 

societal issues, or narratives that try to create new ways of thinking and/or perceiving 

reality.  

However, when discussing apocalyptic narratives, there seems to be an extra layer 

of historicity attached to the text and its interpretation, or an extra emphasis on the 

historical catastrophes experienced by the writer in his or her life. For example, Jean-

Baptiste Francois Xavier Cousin de Grainville’s novel Le Dernier Homme (The Last 

Man, 1805) is connected to Grainville’s experiences through the French Revolution, 

where: “[n]ot only did he witness the demise of Ancien Régime, but he also saw the 

application of Enlightenment rationalism and materialism” and “these catastrophic 

events affected him personally” (Ransom 2014, 322). Two decades after Cousin de 

Grainville’s work was published, Mary Wollstonecraft Shelley published her end-of-

 

19 Andrew Milner (2012, 34–35) notes that the term speculative fiction has been around from the mid-
twentieth century, and he gives an example of Judith Merril’s work England Swings SF: Stories of 
Speculative Fiction (1968). One of the earliest usages of the term speculative fiction comes from Robert 
A. Heinlein’s essay “On the Writing of Speculative Fiction”, where Heinlein (1964 [1947], 12) notes 
that speculative fiction is about stories “embodying the notion ‘just suppose—’ or ‘What would 
happen if’” coming close to what Brian McHale (2010, 17; see also McHale 2018) equates to being the 
central premise of science.  

20 This categorising of speculative fiction as an escapist literature is linked to a wider discussion of high 
and low literature, and realism vs romance literature (Roberts 2016, 25–26). 

21 The concept of novum is perhaps the most commonly known concept in literary theory concerning 
science fiction. The concept was first introduced by Darko Suvin (2016 [1979]), though he did borrow 
it from Ernst Bloch’s writings about utopian literature (ibid., 79; Milner 2012, 91).  
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the-world novel, The Last Man (1826), in which the presumably last man Lionel 

Verney recounts his life from childhood to inconsolable loneliness in Rome after 

humanity has been killed by a plague. Whereas Cousin de Grainville’s work has been 

read in the context of the social unrest and revolution in France, Shelley’s novel is 

often read as an allegory of her own life (see Albright 2009, 119); herself as Lionel 

Verney and her husband, Percy Bysshe Shelley, as Adrian, who drowns at the end of 

the novel, like Percy Shelley did in real life. Similarly, H.G. Wells’ apocalyptic novels 

The Time Machine (1895) and The War of the Worlds (1898) are often read in the light 

of his views on religion and science, especially on evolution.22 Chris Fern (1999, 5) 

writes that aspirations in utopian fiction “are both political (to convince the reader 

of the desirability of its particular social vision) and aesthetic (to do so in an 

artistically convincing manner)”, and it is not a momentous stretch to say that Fern’s 

notion can be applied to apocalyptic narratives as well. Still, the purely historical 

reading of apocalyptic narratives risks turning them into just commentaries about 

what ever social distress or upheaval was happening around the time of the 

narrative’s publication.23 It risks turning every apocalyptic narrative published in the 

1950s and 1960s into a critique of nuclear development and the atom bomb.  

However, this is not to say that there is no social critique or reflection about 

societal issues in apocalyptic narratives; undoubtedly there is, because that is part of 

where the apocalyptic narrative gains its appeal. However, there is more to 

apocalyptic narratives, and one way to approach it is through what Tom Thatcher 

(1998) calls the “empty metaphor” and “empty narrative.” According to Thatcher 

(ibid., 550), “[a]pocalyptic rhetoric utilizes metaphors and narratives whose 

emptiness creates a vacuum. The reader is invited to fill this emptiness with material 

drawn from intertexts that in some way express her own heritage or experience”.24 

Thatcher himself makes the connection between “the understanding of apocalyptic 

 

22 Frank McConnell (1981, 142–143), among many other researchers, has noted the connection 
between the Martians in The War of the Worlds and the possible evolutionary future of humankind in 
Wells’ novel, noting that the war of the worlds in not so much between spatial worlds but worlds 
separated in time; the Martians are one possible future that awaits humankind. 

23 See McHale (2010) for his argument about the same issue regarding science fiction. 

24 Thatcher is talking about Jewish and Biblical apocalyptic texts, but the debate is not too far removed 
from secular apocalyptic narratives either. 
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rhetoric offered here and post-structuralist strategies of interpretation” (ibid.) that 

the proposed emptiness in a narrative creates, but instead of deferring the meaning 

of the narrative, according to Thatcher, in apocalyptic rhetoric “the audience is 

exposed to empty metaphors and invited to become the presence that stabilises the 

apocalyptic structure” (ibid., 367). This should not be mistaken as an argument for 

escapist literature, but as an invitation that apocalyptic narratives extend to the reader 

to imagine the possibility that her own world could very well end soon. Be it on a 

macroscopic, societal, communal, or individual level, apocalyptic narratives 

challenge the reader to consider that the world is in continuous movement, and that 

the end is a continuous process without any clear moments of significance. The 

emptiness in apocalyptic narratives can provide the push for thinking differently 

about the present era or concepts that we take for granted. 

We can examine this kind of continuous ending with an example of the most 

pressing topic of the contemporary era, the Anthropocene. According to Timothy 

Morton (2013, 7), the world ended in April 1784, and then again “in 1945, in Trinity, 

New Mexico”. These two moments in history “mark the logarithmic increase in the 

actions of humans as a geophysical force” (ibid.).25 The two points in time signal a 

beginning of a new geological epoch, the Anthropocene, and while these moments 

in history are contested as the points of origin for the Anthropocene (see Trexler 

2015, 1–2; Vermeulen 2020, 11–12), they do give an idea about the nature of the 

Anthropocene. Whether by our technological inventions or by the dynamics of 

Western economies, humans are affecting the climate and the ecosystem of the Earth 

at an increasing pace. Because the Anthropocene addresses questions and time scales 

that are beyond human comprehension, it seems that the effects of the 

Anthropocene “are too excessive and too disorienting to be captured by the emotive 

protocols of traditional literature” (Vermeulen 2020, 63). The drastic new situation 

 

25 The first moment is when James Watt patented the steam engine and the second one came when 
the United States tested the first atom bomb in New Mexico. Morton’s theory is interesting since in 
“an age of global warming, there is no background, and thus there is no foreground. It is the end of 
the world since worlds depend on backgrounds and foregrounds.” (Morton 2013, 99) The example 
Morton gives is a conversation about a whether two people having the conversation cannot know for 
sure if the conversation includes or should it include something about global warming: “You can no 
longer have a routine conversation about the weather with a stranger. The presence of global warming 
looms into the conversation like a shadow, introducing strange gaps.” These gaps and hesitations are 
a sign that the world is longer what you once thought it was; it has ended as such. 
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of the contemporary era calls for a new mode of literature (Trexler 2015, 9–10) and 

the trademark of this new kind of literature is genre-bending (Vermeulen 2020, 64). 

These new kinds of genres, and speculative genres in general, can both question the 

pre-existing modes of understanding and open new perspectives on these issues 

(Polvinen 2014, 64). I would argue that apocalyptic narratives can, and have, 

performed this function throughout history.  

Beginning from the Jewish prophecies and the Book of Revelation, different 

apocalyptic narratives have participated in defining the current historical period. In 

the secular apocalyptic narrative tradition, starting from de Grainville’s Le Dernier 

Homme and Shelley’s The Last Man, to Richard Jeffries After London (1885), to Wells’ 

Time Machine and The War of the Worlds, and on to E.M. Forster’s “The Machine 

Stops” (1909), apocalyptic narratives have always commented on current historical 

topics, but they have also posed more existential questions to readers, like how to 

define the present moment in the historical continuum. This becomes even more 

evident in the twentieth century, when novels like George Stewart’s Earth Abides 

(1949), Richard Matheson’s I Am Legend (1954), Nevil Shute’s On the Beach (1957), 

Pat Frank’s Alas, Babylon (1959), Walter M. Miller’s Canticle for Leibowitz (1959), J. G. 

Ballard’s The Drowned World (1962) and The Burned World (1963), Larry Niven and 

Jerry Pournelle’s Lucifer’s Hammer (1977), Gore Vidal’s Kalki (1978) and Stephen 

King’s The Stand (1978) challenge the pre-existing conceptions of society and what it 

means to survive an apocalyptic catastrophe. In the latter part of the twentieth 

century and the early twenty-first century, novels like Octavia Butler’s Parable of the 

Sower (1993), José Saramago’s Blindness (1995), Margaret Atwood’s MaddAddam 

trilogy (2003–2013), David Mitchell’s Cloud Atlas (2004), Cormac McCarthy’s The 

Road, Jim Crace’s The Pesthouse (2007), and Colson Whitehead’s Zone One (2011) 

apocalyptic narratives continue to challenge old conceptions but also reinforce the 

idea that the apocalyptic narrative is one of transition where the apocalypse is both 

receding into the past and waiting in the future.26 They pose questions that challenge 

the construction of the present moment and clearly definable historical progression, 

but as I have argued, this is not just the function of contemporary secular apocalyptic 

 

26 This list is by no means a comprehensive catalogue of every apocalyptic narrative, as it is missing all 
the different science fiction movies produced in the last hundred or more years, as well as various 
comic books and video games that depict the end of the world. However, I hope the list does give an 
idea of the extensive and rich tradition of apocalyptic narratives. 
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narratives, but apocalyptic narratives in general. Next, it is necessary to turn our 

attention to the primary works and the different theoretical frameworks I will use in 

this study to exemplify these claims. 

1.2  Overview of the Present Study 

1.2.1  Primary Works 

Because the tradition of apocalyptic narratives is so prolific, and even the history of 

secular apocalyptic narratives goes back over two hundred years, it is necessary to 

make clear choices for the primary works. In this work, I have decided to narrow my 

focus to three works published after 2000: James Van Pelt’s Summer of the Apocalypse 

(2006, SA), Claire Vaye Watkins’ Gold Fame Citrus (2015, GFC), and Emily St. John 

Mandel’s Station Eleven (2014, SE). The year 2000 serves here as a demarcation point, 

but I will reference works from both sides of the millennial divide. I have chosen 

these three novels because they exemplify something essential about apocalyptic 

narratives, and especially something about the three core elements of the apocalypse: 

time, space, and vision. I have chosen these primary works because I believe they 

reveal something essential about apocalyptic narratives and about the three core 

elements. Van Pelt’s novel foregrounds the different levels of temporal play that are 

taking place in apocalyptic narratives from narrational devices to an actual folding of 

time in the diegetic world. Watkins’ novel, in turn, foregrounds the different spatial 

relations in apocalyptic narratives and exhibits how the old world is literally and 

figuratively covered by the new world. The last primary work, Mandel’s Station Eleven, 

exemplifies how the change that is taking place in the diegetic world in time and 

space is tied to different visions of the world, and how characters in the diegetic 

world can express and embody these different visions. Even though each novel 

could exemplify any core element of the apocalypse, all of these novels offer 

something more about the selected element than the other two novels.  

Before I introduce the three novels in more detail, it is necessary to note that all 

my primary works are Anglo-American novels written in English and written by 

white writers. Also, my secondary literary sources are dominated by novels written 

in the United States and England. In this sense, then, my work is a continuation of 

the tradition that focuses on apocalypticism in the Western literary tradition. The 

danger here is that apocalypticism is represented entirely as a Western phenomenon, 
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or that apocalyptic literature is written only by white, Western writers. This, of 

course, is not the case. For example, William Tsutsui (2010, 104–105) notes that 

although Los Angeles has been a setting for numerous disaster movies and 

narratives, it is Tokyo that is the disaster capital of the world when we compare the 

number of fictional disasters a city has faced. Similarly, there is a trend of apocalyptic 

writing in African-American literature that is different from a white literary tradition 

in the United States (Montgomery 1996). There is also a trend of apocalypticism in 

Latin American literature (Zamora 1993) and Japanese science fiction (Tanaka 2014) 

that differ from the white literary tradition in the United States. Even though the 

expectation of the end and reflections about the meaning of that end are 

undoubtedly a universal feature in world literature, different primary works, and 

different cultural contexts would have provided me with different results and 

insights into apocalyptic narratives. However, since my aim in this work is to examine 

the different aspects of apocalyptic narratives in the Western tradition, an in-depth 

comparison between works from different cultural contexts is beyond the reach of 

this dissertation. My aim is not to give a definite answer to the question what the 

apocalypse is, but rather to examine the different literary techniques used in 

contemporary apocalyptic narratives to create a sense of an ending and to provide 

new ways to analyse the end of the world narratives. To expand on this idea, I have 

chosen these three primary works. 

The first of the three novels, James Van Pelt’s Summer of the Apocalypse, is a plague 

novel that depicts the end of the world through an unknown disease that spreads 

from Europe to everywhere on Earth, killing almost 98 per cent of humanity. The 

novel is divided into two separate time periods: one tells the story of Eric, a seventy-

five-year-old survivor in the post-catastrophic world, and the events of the story take 

place sixty years after the plague. The second storyline takes place at the time of the 

plague, when Eric is fifteen and tries to survive the plague with his parents. I have 

decided to label these two time periods as the pre- and post-catastrophic for the sake 

of clarity, though it is debatable whether the earlier time period could also be called 

post-catastrophic. Both storylines rely heavily on travelling, a common trope in 

apocalyptic narratives (Wintle 2013; Skult 2019, 81–82) that makes it possible for the 

narrative to explore the estranged world of the apocalypse. The reason I have chosen 

Summer of the Apocalypse as the novel to analyse different temporal aspects of 

apocalyptic narratives due to the novel’s division into two separate time periods. In 

itself, this kind of division is not all that uncommon in apocalyptic narratives; there 

are usually clearly separated pre- and post-catastrophic time periods in most 
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apocalyptic narratives. What makes Summer of the Apocalypse different from most other 

narratives is that both time periods are represented in a similar, retrospective tense. 

As Peter Brooks (1984, 24) and Mark Currie (2007, 30) have demonstrated, the 

reader interprets the past tense of the narration as the present moment of the 

narration, which means that neither of the time periods in Summer of the Apocalypse is 

formally differentiated from the other. Nor is the pre-catastrophic time period 

represented as a memory or as a reminiscence of the main character, like, for 

example, in Margaret Atwood’s Oryx and Crake (2003), where the pre-catastrophic 

time period is framed as the main character’s memories of his previous life.27 There 

are two clear – and a few more ambiguous – temporal anomalies where the two time 

periods explicitly overlap, meaning that Eric can actually see himself in the other 

time period. In part, this is done by a narrative technique often used in apocalyptic 

narratives where a character movement mirrors his previous movements in life, like, 

for example, in Cormac McCarthy’s The Road, where the nameless protagonist and 

his son walk to the same place he and his father had visited in the man’s past:  

At every curve it looked as though the pass lay just ahead and then one evening he 
stopped and looked all about and he recognized it. [--] The empty parking lot at the 
overlook. The boy stood beside him. Where he’d stood once with his own father in a 
winter long ago. (McCarthy 2006, 33–34.)  

In Summer of the Apocalypse, there is a similar scene, as Eric’s journey in the post-

catastrophic era partly retraces his journey in the pre-catastrophic era. Summer of the 

Apocalypse is an engaging novel because of its various intertextual references, to, for 

example, Stephen King’s The Stand and Willa Cather’s My Ántonia (1918), and its 

explicit foregrounding of temporal relations between the two time periods in the 

novel. These different references highlight the different apocalyptic temporalities 

present in the novel. Summer of the Apocalypse is the first of two novels written by Van 

Pelt, the other being Pandora’s Gun (2015). Another reason for choosing Summer of the 

Apocalypse as a primary work is that there is practically no previous research done on 

this novel. Aside from reviews of the novel, there is no detailed academic research 

on Van Pelt’s work.  

The second novel, Claire Vaye Watkins’ Gold Fame Citrus (2015), is also relatively 

unknown to academic research, though there are a few studies about it (Hicks 2018; 

 

27 The narration of the pre-catastrophic world in Oryx and Crake is superhumanly vivid and quickly 
moves beyond the scope of just a memory, but the pre-catastrophic world is still framed through the 
protagonist’s memories. For more on this, see Chapters 2.1 and 3.1. 
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Farca 2019; Harris 2020; Yazell 2020). Gold Fame Citrus is most often associated with 

climate change fiction (Farca 2019, np.; Harris 2020; Yazell 2020), as it depicts the 

catastrophic desertification of the south-western United States that has led to the 

abandonment of Las Vegas, Los Angeles, and all the counties surrounding them. 

There is, then, a clear apocalyptic theme running through the novel (see Hicks 2018, 

626) and the characters in the novel are forced to face questions about the 

irrevocable change that is taking place in the diegetic world. In the novel, the south-

west of the United States is being swallowed by the Amargosa dune sea, a semi-

mythical force of nature that turns the old world into a phantasmagorical new 

landscape. At the beginning of the novel, the main characters of the novel, Luz Dunn 

and her companion Ray, are still living in the abandoned city of Los Angeles, which 

seems to have become a symbolic ruin of Western culture and capitalist society. As 

the novel moves forward, however, it becomes clear that the destruction caused by 

climate change has not changed the world at large, even though Los Angeles is a 

clear post-catastrophic, empty city. Los Angeles symbolises one of the central themes 

of the novel: failure – both personal and societal – to achieve any meaningful goals. 

As the novel’s main focal character, Luz also represents the failure of the state of 

California to act to preserve the climate as she was a “[p]oster child for promises 

vague and anyway broken, born on the eve of some symbolic and controversial 

groundbreaking ceremony, delivered into the waiting blanks of a speech written for 

a long-forgotten senator” (GFC, 10). As a symbol of the conservation act and as a 

model, “she experiences horrific sexual violence in concert with the ‘rape’ of the 

state for which she is the figurehead” (Hicks 2018, 638). If in Summer of the Apocalypse 

the apocalyptic temporality is folded around Eric’s experiences in both the pre- and 

post-catastrophic world, in Gold Fame Citrus, the diegetic space of the novel is folded 

around Luz. The Amargosa dune sea represents a continuous becoming of the new, 

a radical Deleuzian deterritorialisation of the old world and reterritorialisation of the 

new; if the apocalypse is a narrative of transition and change, it is the diegetic world 

that represents this change and in Gold Fame Citrus this change is brought explicitly 

to the foreground of the novel. 

The transition is further reinforced in the novel when Luz and Ray kidnap a small 

child from a group of drug-users in a raindance festival and decide to find a new life 

for themselves in the eastern United States. To reach the new promised land, 

however, they must cross the Amargosa dune sea where their journey finally ends 

disastrously. There, in the middle of the desert, Luz and Ig are found by a cult, led 

by a self-proclaimed prophet Levi, who has his own plans for the future of the 
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Amargosa dune sea. Because space, and creation of place out of space (on the 

difference between space and place, see e.g. Westphal 2011, 5), is so explicitly the 

focus of Gold Fame Citrus, it is an excellent novel to analyse different spatial features 

of apocalyptic narratives. One of the most common features of apocalyptic space is 

the site of the empty city and ruins (Ransom 2014, 315–316; Olivas 2015, 197) that 

“bring together past, present and future in both the imagined and the ‘real’ city” 

(Dobraszczyk 2017, 95). In connection with apocalyptic space, I will examine this 

folding of different temporalities through what Jacques Derrida (1994, 10) calls 

hauntology. While Derrida himself does not talk about actual ghosts in his book 

Specters of Marx (1994), his work has influenced a vibrant research field and what can 

be called the “spectral turn” (Peeren and Blanco 2013, 10; see also Wolfreys 2002; 

Davis 2007; Thurston 2012; Shaw 2018). While hauntings of the pre-catastrophic 

world occur quite prominently also in Summer of the Apocalypse, it is the ruins of the 

old world, and the concrete burying of the old world under the sands of the 

Amargosa dune sea, that make it more meaningful to be addressed in the section 

about apocalyptic space. This is because hauntings in apocalyptic narratives represent 

just that, remnants of the old world or reflections of the future world – the two sides 

of the apocalypse that has already happened and is still to come – and how the 

characters are forced to come to terms with these ghosts.  

If the first two novels are relatively unstudied by academia, the third novel, Emily 

St. John Mandel’s Station Eleven has received more than a fair amount of scholarly 

interest (see Smith 2016; Tate 2017; Caracciolo 2018; 2021; De Cristofaro 2018a; 

Leggatt 2018; Vermeulen 2018; West 2018; Maurer 2019). While some studies have 

approached Station Eleven as Anthropocene fiction (Vermeulen 2018, 11–12; West 

2018, 3), most have approached it as post-apocalyptic fiction, an apocalypse without 

a revelation (Tate 2017, 132–133). Just like Summer of the Apocalypse and Gold Fame 

Citrus, I will approach Station Eleven as an apocalyptic narrative because, as I will 

demonstrate later in this work, it exemplifies something essential about apocalyptic 

narratives: the vision of the apocalypse is always future oriented, or it always creates 

a possibility for a future. The novel itself is a collection of different character 

storylines that all cross at some point in the novel. The novel begins with a death of 

an actor, Arthur Leander, who is a pivotal character in the lives of all the other 

characters: the paramedic Jeevan, who tries to save Arthur; the child actor Kirsten, 

who worked with Arthur and is the main character in the novel’s post-catastrophic 

time period; and Clark, who is one of Arthur’s oldest friends. There are many other 

characters whose lives are entangled in both the pre- and post-catastrophic world, 

and the narration of the novel follows this web-like design by alternating between 
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the pre- and post-catastrophic time periods. Unlike in Summer of the Apocalypse, the 

pre-catastrophic era is just that, a time before the disaster that is shocked by a virus 

pandemic that kills off nearly all of humanity, leaving only a handful of survivors 

trying to rebuild society. The post-catastrophic storyline follows Kirsten, a twenty-

something member of the Traveling Symphony that travels the area around the 

Great Lakes in the United States and performs music and Shakespearean plays in 

towns and villages.  

The division of the narration into clearly defined but disorderly represented 

periods of time exemplifies the different visions that apocalyptic narratives create 

about the world, and how different people can see the world so very differently. 

From these novels it becomes clear that there are some overlaps in the themes in my 

work. Indeed, one cannot study time without space because time becomes 

manifested in space, but one needs space to see the change that takes place in time. 

Similarly, one needs vision – both the act of seeing and the ideal vision of the pre-

existing world and a future of that world – to see that change take place. However, 

I will focus on each topic in relation to each novel and only on rare occasions 

examine the same questions with each primary work. One such topic is movement 

by the characters, as it cannot be limited to only time, space, or vision; it encompasses 

all these themes and essentials. Next, I will go through the different theoretical 

frameworks that I will apply in this work. 

1.2.2  Theoretical Frameworks 

I have already mentioned some theoretical approaches that I will use in this work, 

but it is still necessary to go over them in an orderly fashion. This is especially so 

because I will use different theories in different sections of the work. Theories on 

time could be applied to spatial features in apocalyptic narratives, but they would not 

uncover all the nuances of representations of apocalyptic space in different 

narratives. Therefore, I think it is helpful, and indeed necessary, to go over the 

different theories used in different sections of the work. Before that, however, there 

is one larger background topic that needs further elaboration at this point, the 

philosophical theories of Gilles Deleuze and his collaboration with Felix Guattari.  
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1.2.2.1  Folding, Refolding, Unfolding  

As Ronal Bogue notes, Gilles Deleuze’s approach to literature is rather ambiguous 

because although Deleuze does use literature and different writers as examples in his 

own writings, he does not offer “a systematic ‘theory’ of literature” (Bogue 2003, 1–

2). This work is not an attempt to provide any such systematic theory of literature 

built on Deleuzian philosophy; it is not even a work that relies completely on 

different Deleuzian concepts that are more widely used in literary theory, like 

assemblage or affect. Instead, in Deleuze’s thought, his philosophy works as an 

inspiration to study the structure of apocalyptic temporality, especially the process 

of the apocalypse to structure time and create an open future. As I have already 

mentioned earlier in this Introduction, I approach the apocalypse as a Deleuzian 

“pure event” (Deleuze 1990 [1969], 1–2, 64, 100–101), which means that there is no 

specific identifiable event of the apocalypse per se, but that it is a structure of 

temporality where the apocalypse has always already happened and is still to come. 

There is no “now moment” of apocalypse that anyone could name as the apocalypse 

– it is always in the process of receding into the past or waiting in the future to come. 

There are, however, other concepts that Deleuze has introduced that I will apply 

in this work because they reveal something larger about the structure of the 

apocalypse. The first one is the fold, which Deleuze introduced in detail in his work 

The Fold: Leibniz and the Baroque (2006 [1993]). Deleuze opens his book on an insight 

about the Baroque: 

The Baroque refers not to an essence but rather to an operative function, to a trait. It 
endlessly produces folds. It does not invent things: there are all kinds of folds coming 
from the East, Greek, Roman, Romanesque, Gothic, Classical folds. ... Yet the 
Baroque trait twists and turns its folds, pushing them to infinity, fold over fold, one 
upon the other. The Baroque fold unfurls all the way to infinity. (Deleuze 2006 [1993], 
3.) 

The opening is a crash introduction to the basics of Deleuzian philosophy: the 

Baroque is not an essence but an operative function, it is a process that folds (and 

refolds and unfolds) into infinity. It creates new connections between things in novel 

ways. Even unfolding is not a return to some previous state: “[u]nfolding is thus not 

the contrary of folding, but follows the fold up to the following fold” (ibid., 6). 

Bertrand Westphal (2011, 99, passim) has connected the Leibniz-Deleuzian fold to 

spatial referentiality in postmodern fiction and literature in general: “[t]he fictional 

text brings out all the folds of time relating to a place. Or better, it imagines the form 

that a place can virtually adopt. It does not reflect only a past history, but anticipates 
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what the city could be in a possible world that it haunts.” (Ibid., 143) The fold can 

be understood, then, as a metaphor for connecting different worlds, or the “fold is 

a way of describing a world, or worlds, which are connected” (Ameel 2020b, 214). 

There is no clear separation between worlds, and “[c]onceptualising the universe in 

terms of the fold is to think of fabric that, by the infinitely complex manner in which 

it is folded, connects everything material and immaterial” (ibid.). The association of 

fabric, especially to the abundant Baroque fabrics with their infinite folds, also brings 

forth the idea that there is no clearly definable centre, just a continuous fabric 

without borders (Bal 2002, 56–57). While both Bertrand Westphal and Lieven Ameel 

both focus on spatial referentiality and features of fictional narratives, I will apply 

the fold as a metaphor for time because, as Dylan Williams (2017, 1) notes, the fold 

can challenge the concept of linear time (see also Mäntyniemi 2020). By following 

different folds of time that apocalyptic narratives weave to represent the 

unrepresentable end of the world, it is also possible to say something about the 

process of defining the present moment in relation to both the past and future. This 

is, I argue, the core point of apocalyptic narratives, as they represent the transition 

of time – to create a meaningful present moment that is open to the future through 

different folds into the past. 

The second set of concepts from Deleuzian philosophy that I will use in this work 

comes from Deleuze’s co-operation with Felix Guattari in Thousand Plateaus (1987 

[1980]). The work itself is not really a traditional book, but “a rhizome” with “a 

circular form” (Deleuze and Guattari (1987 [1980], 2). Fully delving into Thousand 

Plateaus would be a dissertation project on its own, and that is without trying to apply 

it to literature. Therefore, I have chosen two rhizomatic structures from the book to 

be used in my work: 1) territorialisation, deterritorialisation and reterritorialization, 

and 2) smooth and striated space. Just like folding, unfolding and refolding create 

new and novel connections in the world, as does territorialisation, deterritorialisation 

and reterritorialization, but keeping some conceptual difference between these two 

sets of concepts – even though the process they describe is very much the same – I 

will use the latter set when talking about apocalyptic space in apocalyptic narratives. 

This is because territorialisation helps to describe what happens to space in 

apocalyptic narratives.  

In this work, I approach the concepts of space and place through the rather well-

known difference where a space is more abstract, while “[w]hat begins as 

undifferentiated space becomes place as we get to know it better and endow it with 

value” (Tuan 2002 [1977], 6; see also Westphal 2011, 5–6). Place, then, has different 
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meanings attached to it. Social norms and practices make places “complex 

constructions which do not reveal some intended meaning, but enable various 

possible readings” (Smethurst 2000, 55). Place should be “understood as a lived place 

that is shaped by the activities and perceptions of its users in the interaction with the 

spatial or physical aspects of environment” (Lyytikäinen and Saarikangas 2013, ix).28 

Space and place are intertwined and there is no pure space or place per se, and there 

is no “pure” apocalyptic space either. Rather, space and place in this work are used 

to examine the different social contracts and meanings that are often associated with 

certain places, like the home, hospital, or sports field, and to different spaces like the 

desert, wilderness, or city, and how these meanings are refolded in apocalyptic 

narratives. The old meanings are quite often present in different apocalyptic 

narratives through the memories of different characters, but the places are refolded 

with new meanings. A post-catastrophic city is not emptied of meaning per se: it has 

received a new feature of emptiness on top of the old fullness. The apocalypse does 

not extract meaning, it adds more layers to places. In secular apocalyptic narratives, 

the apocalyptic catastrophe rarely destroys the world, but it folds a new world on top 

of the old world; by destroying civilisation, the apocalypse does not wipe away the 

social norms and protocols attached to different places completely but leaves a 

phantasmatic image of them in the memory of different characters, thus creating 

something new on top of the old world. It is therefore also productive to approach 

this process through Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari’s concept of 

deterritorialisation that is becoming-other, becoming something else but not going 

back to what it might have once been (Deleuze and Guattari 1987 [1980], 3–5).  

Connected to this are the concepts of smooth and striated space, where smooth 

space represents a place that is produced and produces free and creative movement, 

or as a borderless space that cannot be divided into clear sections or hierarchies 

(Kurikka 2015, 42), whereas striated space is coded and decodes movement in it 

(Deleuze and Guattari 1987 [1980], 353, 474–475, passim). Smooth and striated 

spaces are very inherently connected to each other as they “exist only in mixture” 

(ibid., 474). Striated space is connected to governed movement between certain, pre-

decided points (Kurikka 2015, 41); it is “the space of the polis, politics, the policed, 

as opposed to the space of the nomos, which is smooth space” (Westphal 2011, 39). 

 

28 For a similar approach, but with different terminology, see Henri Lefebvre’s The Production of Space 
(1991 [1974]), where Lefebvre emphasises that the production of space is a continuing process (ibid., 
38–39).  
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It is then the city and city life that is driving the striation (Ameel 2020a, 1330–1331), 

but it is also possible to turn striated space into smooth space (Kurikka 2015, 42). 

Where striated space is produced by actions like naming (Ameel 2020a, 1331), 

smooth space can be created through imagination and fantasies (Kurikka 2015, 41–

42).  

If deterritorialisation explains the process of creating new spaces in apocalyptic 

narratives, smooth and striated space help to explain the movement and action of 

characters in those spaces. As Deleuze and Guattari (1987 [1980], 474) note, there is 

no pure smooth or striated space; there is no completely free and creative movement 

without some kind of field directing movement, nor is there a completely regulated 

movement without any possibility of freedom. In apocalyptic narratives, this mixing 

of movements and being in the new apocalyptic space helps to analyse how the 

movement is usually restricted or represented in literary fiction, or how the 

movement of characters can reciprocally create new kinds of spaces. In addition to 

these concepts from Deleuzian philosophy, I will apply different analytical tools 

provided by narrative theory and spatial studies in literature. 

1.2.2.2  Time, Space, Vision 

My intention in this section here is not to give a detailed account of the different 

theoretical tools or frameworks that I will use in this work. Rather, I will explore 

them in depth throughout this work when they are necessary. Still, it is useful to give 

a general overview of the different approaches, especially since narrative theory itself 

can include under its coverage vastly different approaches to narratives. My basic 

approach to narrative follows Mark Currie’s definition of narrative as “a transaction 

between some recapitulation of past experience and a reading process in which that 

capitulation of the past is re-experienced, its retrospect decoded in that process as a 

quasi-present” (Currie 2013, 2). The double temporal experience of narrative content 

and the process of reading is close to Meir Sternberg’s rhetorical-functionalist 

approach to narrative theory. This double experience of temporality is not, as Eyal 

Segal (2010, 169, fn7) notes, unique to Sternberg’s approach to narrative but has 

been part of narrative theory “since the Russian Formalists formulated the 

distinction between ‘fabula’ and ‘sujet’”. To examine the various temporal relations 

in literature, I will analyse apocalyptic narratives using the distinction between the 

fabula, or the content of a narrative, and the syuzhet, or how that content is 
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represented in any given narrative (see Walsh 2007, 52–53; Herman 2009, 27). 

However, Meir Sternberg’s contribution to narrative theory also heavily focuses on 

how narratives can be understood as the distribution of knowledge, or how the 

narrative distributes information to the reader throughout the reading process and 

how different textual dynamics can vary in this distribution (see Sternberg 1978, 96–

97, passim; see also Toker 1993, 3, 8; Currie 2013, 114). As a literary text is inherently 

a temporal artefact because it “cannot yield its information all at once” (Perry 1979, 

35) but must do so “in an ordered sequence” (Sternberg 1990, 991), a narrative about 

the apocalypse cannot but approach the apocalypse in an ordered fashion. That is 

not to say that the apocalyptic catastrophe cannot be described at the very beginning; 

it can serve as an exposition of the diegetic world, as “the function of the exposition 

[is] to introduce the reader into an unfamiliar world, the fictive world of the story, 

by providing him with the general and specific antecedents indispensable to the 

understanding of what happens in it” (Sternberg 1978, 1). The exposition of the 

catastrophe is not, however, the full description of the apocalypse; the apocalypse 

cannot be reduced, or it cannot be manifested in any catastrophic actualisation, as it 

always needs a full account of the past and the future. In addition to these studies 

already mentioned, I will use theories proposed by Tzvetan Todorov (2000 [1966]), 

Frank Kermode (2000 [1967]), Gérard Genette (1980 [1972]), and Gary Saul Morson 

(1994) to analyse the different temporal structures and temporalities in apocalyptic 

narratives. 

When discussing space, on the other hand, I will turn to other theories. The 

interplay between the fictional world(s) of the narrative and the actual reality of the 

readers has gone through significant changes in recent decades. In the “spatial turn” 

of postmodernism (see Smethurst 2000, 31–32; Tally 2012, 11–12), the emphasis 

shifted from “a historical to a geographical imagination, from dialects of time to the 

dialects of space” (Smethurst 2000, 46). From the 1970s onward, the reorientation 

towards space has happened partly due to the rethinking of the connection between 

geography and human relations, which resulted in the development of humanistic 

geography (Ameel 2013, 48) and led to an “intense rethinking” (Lyytikäinen and 

Saarikangas 2013, ix) of space in literature. The reorientation towards space is usually 

associated with the works of geographer Yi-Fu Tuan and the Marxist philosopher 

Henri Lefebvre (Smethurst 2000, 37; Lyytikäinen and Saarikangas 2013, xii; Ameel 

2013, 51). Tuan and Lefebvre are often named as the pioneering thinkers on how 

neutral space has come to be seen as socially constructed and produced space. What 

interests me here is the processual nature of the production of space, especially the 

threefold taxonomy of Henry Lefebvre (1991 [1974, 33) and how it can be compared 
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to Paul Ricoeur’s (1984) dynamic, threefold model of mimesis (Ameel 2013, 52). 

Space is not a given entity, nor does it possess a fixed identity even though an 

individual can have a pre-existing understanding of space. As the space is changed 

over time, this change in turn can affect the later understanding of space, which in 

turn can affect another pre-existing understanding and so on.  

I have opted to approach both time and space differently in this work, even 

though there are theoretical frameworks that would allow their examination 

together, but as I have noted already, it is impossible to separate the two completely. 

One such theoretical tool is Mikhail Bakhtin’s chronotope, which Bakhtin derived 

from Albert Einstein’s concept of space-time. For Bakhtin, the chronotope is “the 

intrinsic connectedness of temporal and spatial relationships that are artistically 

expressed in literature” (Bakhtin 1981 [1938], 84). While I do recognise the potential 

of the Bakhtinian chronotope, there are also a lot of problems with the concept (see 

Ladin 1999, 213–215; see also Bemong and Borghart 2010, 5–6) stemming largely 

from the fact that Bakhtin offered a notoriously vague definition for the chronotope 

(see Steinby 2013, 105–106). Another reason for me not to employ the Bakhtinian 

chronotope in this work is the fact that there already exists a rather wide scholarly 

field that has examined apocalyptic narratives using the chronotope as a theoretical 

tool (see Gomel 2010; Skult 2019; Pisarska 2015; Borg 2019; Çiftcibaşi 2016). Still, 

Bakhtin’s theory of movement and encounter is one of the most inspiring accounts 

of studying characters’ movement in the diegetic world, and I will use it in my work. 

Lastly, I will examine the apocalypse through different cultural studies and the 

ways remembering the past is represented and created through different narratives. 

In particular, Andreas Huyssen has written extensively about the “self-

musealization” and nostalgia boom in Western cultures (see e.g., Huyssen 1995, 14; 

2003, 14–15). In a way, the musealisation or archiving of the past (see Derrida 1996, 

84; Currie 2007, 40–42) is more about creating a future world where the present 

moment can be revisited in the form of a memory, thus creating a temporal loop 

where the past is preserved in the present for the future by structuring the present 

moment in anticipation of the future. There is a similar temporal movement in 

prophetic and religious apocalyptic narratives that fold different visions of the world, 

time, and history together to create the future world already in the present time. In 

secular apocalyptic narratives, these different times are usually created by the 

preternatural folding of time and space that creates supernatural elements in the 

narrative. In this way, apocalyptic narratives do not only critique or question the 

Western model of history as a progressive, linear movement, but the very 
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understanding of time and space on a fundamental level. Apocalyptic narratives 

foreground the “awkward relationship” (Boxall 2013, 17) people have to the present 

moment in contemporary culture and take part in creating a new kind of genre-

blending that is trying to challenge and re-describe the present moment of existence 

in the era of the Anthropocene (Vermeulen 2020, 64). However, despite all these 

kinds of temporal and spatial manipulations, narratives about the end of the world 

are still governed by an apocalyptic temporality that structures time towards the 

future that it has constructed from the past. 

1.2.3  Outline of the Work 

As I have noted, I have divided this work into three sections corresponding to the 

three essential components of an apocalyptic narrative: time, space, and vision. 

Chapters 2 and 3 focus on time, Chapters 4 and 5 on space, and Chapter 6 on vision. 

While I do focus on these essentials in the designated chapters, there will be some 

overlap. 

In Chapters 2 and 3, I will focus mostly on James Van Pelt’s Summer of the 

Apocalypse and on related research literature that supports my thesis about the nature 

of the apocalypse as an event that has already happened and is still to come. In 

Chapter 2, I will focus on different narrative temporalities using analytical tools 

provided by narrative theory, the division between the content of the story, or the 

fabula, and the representation of that content in the narration, or the syuzhet. Chapter 

2 is thus more focused on the formal features of an apocalyptic narrative and how 

even those narratives that are often labelled post-apocalyptic are indeed still 

governed by apocalyptic temporality. The latter part of Chapter 2 will focus on 

apocalyptic time as a transitional time and what that entails in secular apocalyptic 

narratives, including how the transition from one era to another is described and 

depicted in different narratives about the end of the world. 

Chapter 3 will focus on the nature of the apocalypse as a Deleuzian pure event 

where the event both recedes into the past and is always still waiting in the future. 

This analysis requires a more thematical analysis of different temporalities in 

apocalyptic narratives, a division between an individual or private time and a public 

or outer time of society. If the apocalypse is seen as a structure of temporality that 

creates a coherent transition from one period to another, it necessarily requires a 

concord between a private and public time, a sort of synchronisation of different 

clocks. In part, apocalyptic narratives acquire this through different kinds of 
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repetitions in narrative, through both iterative events in the diegetic world and 

narrational and thematic repetition on the narrative level of a text. The latter part of 

Chapter 3 will focus on the paradoxical position of the end in a narrative about the 

end of the world, and how the narration of that end is constructed through narrative 

closure and the production of the future that will follow the closure. 

Chapters 4 and 5 then focus on apocalyptic space and on Claire Vaye Watkins’ 

Gold Fame Citrus. Chapter 4 will focus more on the intrinsic qualities and features of 

apocalyptic space, such as the phantasmagorical nature of the post-catastrophic 

world and the sense of sublime that is often associated with the vast, new frontier-

like wilderness that follows an apocalyptic catastrophe. Watkins’ novel is especially 

relevant to spatial studies of apocalyptic narratives, as one of the actualised 

apocalyptic catastrophes, the Amargosa dune sea, is in itself both a new landscape 

and a process that alters the old world into something new. In Chapter 4, I will also 

examine in more detail the different hauntings of apocalyptic narrative, or how the 

old, pre-catastrophic world is always still present in many forms, like ruined, empty 

cities, useless technology, and obsolete cultural artefacts. 

Chapter 5 is the closest to folding both time and space together as it covers the 

different folded spaces of the apocalypse, and one such folded space is reversed 

history in apocalyptic narratives, where civilisation seems to be reversing back to 

barbarism. This kind of reversal sometimes takes a concrete form, in Watkins’ novel 

or J. G. Ballard’s novel The Drowned World (1962). Later in the chapter, I will examine 

the movement of characters in the post-catastrophic world and the different 

conspiracy theory-like stories the characters tell each other about the apocalypse and 

the new world, and how these movements and stories in part form the process of 

creating the new world.  

Chapter 6 will focus then on the last essential element of an apocalyptic narrative, 

vision, both as an act of seeing and as different kinds of images of the world that an 

apocalyptic narrative produces. The primary work in Chapter 6 is Emily St. John 

Mandel’s Station Eleven. To start off, I will examine the proto-typical prophet 

character that can be found in almost all apocalyptic narratives. I will also examine 

the gift of seeing that the main character usually possesses in apocalyptic narratives, 

where he or she can see both the pre- and post-catastrophic worlds folded on top of 

each other, thus producing a haunted image of the world that the narrative 

communicates to the reader. The latter part of the chapter focuses on the theme of 

musealisation and archiving that is an essential part of the apocalypse, because it 
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structures the past in a recognisable form from which the present can then open to 

the future that is waiting to take place.  
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I  TIME IN JAMES VAN PELT’S SUMMER OF THE 
APOCALYPSE 
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2  HORIZONS OF TIME IN APOCALYPTIC FICTION  

Writing about time is inevitable in a work that focuses on apocalyptic narratives and 

various textual strategies employed by those narratives to produce different kinds of 

endings. There is, however, a difference when talking about time in life and time in 

fictional narrative, and there needs to be a different approach. To clarify these 

distinctions, I focus on time in narrative in this chapter, while in Chapter 3 I will 

analyse the apocalypse and time in a more philosophical sense. In this chapter, 

narrative is understood as a represented sequence of a “series of situations and 

events” (Prince 2016, 12) that needs to create an intelligible whole consisting of two 

timelines: the content of the narrative (fabula), or what happens in the narrative, and 

the representation of that content in the narrative (syuzhet).29 This classical division 

of narrative theory is helpful when studying apocalyptic narratives, be they religious 

or secular.  

In secular apocalyptic narratives, the content of a narrative rarely is the imagined 

vision of the end of the world, but a series of events and acts performed by fictional 

characters during those last times. If a religious apocalyptic narrative is a description 

of the end times, secular apocalyptic narrative is about human actions in a 

catastrophic transition from one era to another. In some cases, like in James Van 

Pelt’s Summer of the Apocalypse (2006), the events take place decades after a sequence 

of catastrophes has ended civilisation as we know it. Another example is Richard 

Jeffries’ After London (1885), which takes place in a completely estranged England 

where an unknown catastrophe has desolated the world and most people with money 

and resources have abandoned the country, and those “left behind were mainly the 

lower and most ignorant” (Jeffries 2015 [1885], 24–25). Narratives that take place in 

a post-catastrophic world are commonly labelled post-apocalyptic, as they are seen 

to mourn the fall of modernity or “retreat to fantasies of the premodern” (Hicks 

 

29 The concepts fabula and syuzhet are the two core elements in narrative theory. First introduced by 
the Russian Formalists, the fabula and the syuzhet represent the two temporal orders of any narrative: 
the fabula is the chronological sequence of events that comprise of what the story is actually about, and 
the syuzhet is the order of representation of those events in narration. For more in depth discussion, 
see Chapter 2.1.1. 
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2016, 2) as the complex contemporary world is reduced to a simpler state. In these 

narratives, an apocalyptic catastrophe did not result in a new and better world, and 

the ending of the world did not reveal any great truth. As Teresa Heffernan (2008, 

8) describes this, “[t]he power of the end to conjure up meaning is spent”. This 

approach, however, reduces the apocalypse to a violent disaster and the catastrophic 

end of the world, or it sets temporal borders to the apocalypse. Either the narrative 

is post-apocalyptic in a sense that the apocalypse did not offer any revelation, or it 

takes place after the apocalypse in time. I argue that both of these assumptions are 

wrong, or they miss something essential about the apocalypse. Because the 

apocalypse in this work refers to an event that is both receding into the past and 

waiting in the future, the apocalyptic narrative always begins in the middle of the end 

of the world. However, this raises questions about the different temporal structures 

in apocalyptic narratives. Where and how do apocalyptic narratives actually begin? 

How do apocalyptic narratives create this temporal movement towards the past and 

the future? And can we assign a formal temporal structure to apocalyptic narratives? 

These are the main questions of this chapter as I start to map out the different 

temporalities of apocalyptic narratives. My thesis is that we cannot describe post-

apocalyptic fiction as a separate genre – all apocalyptic narratives are still governed 

by both a future-oriented and a past-oriented temporality. Even in those narratives 

that are often labelled as post-apocalyptic, the governing temporality is still 

apocalyptic, and the narrative beginning in the post-catastrophic world does not 

denote a clear difference between an apocalyptic and post-apocalyptic narrative. On 

the contrary, beginning the narrative in the post-catastrophic world is very much an 

apocalyptic narrative strategy. The apocalypse is then not just a catastrophic change 

of the world, or even a revelation about a hidden meaning, but a model of time that 

encompasses them both: it is a way to orient the present to the past and the future. 

In narrative fiction, this kind of orientation is represented by expanding the temporal 

horizon of the diegetic world towards the past – as a historical explanation of the 

characters or the world itself – and the future – as different expectations and 

anticipations of things to come. The term horizon, then, denotes here a spatial 

metaphor for the reader’s knowledge about the diegetic world. 

To avoid confusion, the apocalypse here refers to all narratives that explicitly deal 

with themes of the end of the world, or catastrophic ends and new beginnings. To 

differentiate between the two time periods – before and after the apocalyptic 
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catastrophe – I use the terms pre-catastrophic and post-catastrophic.30 In this chapter, my 

focus is on the formal temporal characteristics of apocalyptic narratives, or how the 

catastrophe relates to the beginning of the narrative, and on how the apocalyptic 

catastrophe always seems to be ahead of the reader. To exemplify these temporal 

characteristics, I am focusing on James Van Pelt’s novel Summer of the Apocalypse, 

which offers an interesting narrative structure: the novel is divided into two time 

periods, one before or during the apocalyptic catastrophe and one sixty years later, 

and the narration alternates between the two. Both time periods are narrated by an 

anonymous third person narrator. This kind of double temporal structure is quite 

common in apocalyptic narratives, for example, Margaret Atwood’s Oryx and Crake 

employs a similar strategy, and even when a narrative does not have explicitly 

different time periods, there is always an implied previous time period that is 

referenced in the narration. What makes the narrative strategy in Summer of the 

Apocalypse interesting for my study is the representation of both time periods in the 

present tense and the fact that the main protagonist is the same in both plotlines. In 

the pre-catastrophe time period, Eric, the main character, is a teenager who tries to 

survive the collapse of civilisation brought by a virus pandemic, and in the post-

catastrophe time period Eric is an old man who embarks on his last journey to find 

answers and cures for different diseases plaguing his small community. In both time 

periods, Eric’s journey is a classical quest narrative where he sets out to learn 

something new about the world and subsequently about himself. The novel’s setting 

serves as a good example of journey-themed apocalyptic narratives and different 

temporalities in narratives about the end of the world. 

I will start this chapter by examining the different approaches to time and 

temporality in apocalyptic narratives and consider how apocalyptic narratives are 

seen to comment on our understanding of time and history. In chapter 2.1, I will 

analyse the temporal structure of Summer of the Apocalypse by using the theoretical 

tools offered by narrative theory. Especially the difference between the content of 

the narrative, the fabula, and its representation, the syuzhet, will be instrumental to my 

approach, as is the way the narrator distributes information to the reader throughout 

the narration. In Chapter 2.2, I will focus more on the shape of apocalyptic time and 

how apocalyptic narratives represent the transition and fulfilment of historical 

visions.  

 

30 These terms themselves are not without problems, but I will focus on these questions more in 
Chapter 3. 
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2.1  Constructing Time in Apocalyptic Fiction  

One way to approach the issue of time in apocalyptic narratives is to see how 

apocalyptic temporality is folded around itself. For example, Sarah Dillon notes that 

in “the apocalyptic structure” the beginning and end “lose their distinction”, meaning 

“the beginning is the end and the end is the beginning” (Dillon 2007, 379, emphasis 

original).31 The beginning of the narrative is the time period after an apocalyptic 

disaster and the end is a return to that place of beginning, creating a circular 

movement of history, a return “to the paradisiacal spatial and temporal space before 

the story” (ibid., 377). Dillon is not the only one to point out the temporal paradoxes 

of the apocalyptic narratives, as her argument is close to that of James Berger (1999, 

6), who notes “the narrative logic of apocalyptic writing insists that the post-

apocalypse precede the apocalypse”. According to Berger, this is the same logic that 

can be found in prophetic texts where the “events envisioned have already occurred, 

have as good as occurred. Once the prophecy is uttered, all the rest is post-

apocalypse.” (Ibid.) If we follow Berger’s assumption that post-apocalyptic 

temporality is also present in the prophetic text, meaning that when the prophecy is 

uttered the apocalypse has taken place and we are living in the post-apocalyptic 

world, then all apocalyptic narratives are essentially post-apocalyptic. The 

apocalyptic temporality is not, however, completely backwards for Berger, as he sees 

apocalyptic narratives standing in the middle of two catastrophes: a historical one, 

that is “remembered and suffered”, and an imagined one, that is “desired and feared” 

(ibid., 35). I agree with Berger on the issue of the dual-temporality of the apocalypse 

as being both already happened and still to come. There is, however, another 

temporal duality Berger proposes that must be examined in more detail, mainly that 

of the writer and reader. 

The temporality of the post-apocalypse creates a paradox where the “writer and 

reader must be both places at once, imagining the post-apocalyptic world and then 

paradoxically ‘remembering’ the world as it was, as it is” (ibid., 6). Here, Berger 

alludes to the notion often held in apocalyptic narratives that the world destroyed is 

the “‘real’ world in the reader’s head” (Ketterer 1974, 13). While I do agree with this 

 

31 Dillon is building her argument on Jacques Derrida’s seminal essay “Of an Apocalyptic Tone 
Recently Adopted in Philosophy”, but since Derrida is talking more about the act of talking in the 
context of the apocalyptic unveiling, I will return to this in Chapter 6 of my work. 
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assumption to some extent, the problem here is that this does not quite capture the 

rhetorical strength of the apocalypse nor the limits of its textual strategies. As I will 

argue, the strength of apocalyptic narrative is precisely in that it can create multiple 

temporal and spatial lines that challenge traditional concepts of progressive time and 

stable spatial relations. The apocalypse can provide a varied response to different 

questions. One of the main rhetorical strengths of the apocalypse is that it can offer 

an explanation to the question of evil in the world (O’Leary 1994, 41–42) or that it 

can replace the present world of suffering with “a new and perfected condition of 

man and his milieu” (Abrams 1971, 38). In other words, the apocalyptic narrative 

can reveal some inherent truths about the world and humanity. It does this with a 

careful distribution of information throughout the narrative, leaving the reader to 

interpret not only the story itself, but also the history of the diegetic world, what has 

happened in the world and what has caused the apocalyptic catastrophe. Apocalyptic 

narratives are not an exception from other narrative forms, where a full account of 

what has happened can be reached at the very end of the narrative. 

There are other approaches to apocalyptic temporality. For example, Katherine 

Snyder (2011, 471) proposes that the “post-apocalyptic plight literalises the temporal 

disruption [--] of traumatised consciousness”, linking the global catastrophe of the 

apocalypse to the trauma individual humans may experience. In Snyder’s reading, 

the apocalypse becomes a literalised metaphor where an abstract concept or a figure 

of speech receives a concrete shape in literary narrative, something that is very 

common in the genres of fantastic (Todorov 1975 [1970], 76–77) and speculative 

fiction (see Chu 2010, 10–11; McHale 2018; Polvinen 2018). Apocalyptic 

temporalities can also be used to critique pre-existent models of history. For 

example, Diletta De Cristofaro (2018a, 246) notes that contemporary post-

apocalyptic narratives deconstruct the traditional apocalyptic temporal logic in the 

same way as the postmodernist novel by defying “chronology, linearity, continuity, 

foreshadowing, cause and effect, and the sense of an ending itself”. But as De 

Cristofaro notes at the end of her article, if the “anti-apocalypse is to go beyond a 

merely destructive critique, it ends up replicating the apocalyptic hopes for a utopian 

new beginning” (ibid., 254), and it would thus re-enforce the apocalyptic model of 

time. The term anti-apocalypse denotes here a critique of the apocalyptic forward-

moving time model and the revelatory end of history that has so pervaded Western 

culture. These are but a few approaches to time in apocalyptic narratives that raise 

important questions: is apocalyptic temporality comparable to the Western 

understanding of history, or can apocalyptic temporality express a personal 

experience of time? What, if any, is the temporal essence of an apocalyptic narrative? 
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To begin to answer these questions, I will first look at the apocalypse as a narrative 

and what narrative theory can tell us about different temporalities in apocalyptic 

narratives.  

2.1.1  From the Middle of Things 

Eric wished he could enjoy the warm August sun that penetrated deep into his old 
muscles, but he could hear Dodge and Rabbit talking in front of his house, and he 
knew the two children came to hear about the Gone Times. Almost no one else 
visited – they didn’t care to listen to his stories – but the children liked to talk about 
the old days, and their company was appreciated. (SA, 9.) 

The opening of James Van Pelt’s novel Summer of the Apocalypse quoted above is an 

example of the problematic nature of time in apocalyptic narratives. The beginning 

of the novel starts in a world where the apocalyptic catastrophe has already 

happened, as inferred by the capitalised idiom “Gone Times” and by the description 

of the novel’s diegetic world. The strangeness of the diegetic world is further 

emphasised by a description of how Eric, the 75-year-old protagonist, likes to take 

long walks in the evening and, as he rather enjoys sunsets, sometimes returns home 

after dark. While Eric is willing to venture out in the evening: “[p]eople in the village 

didn’t do this. Fear of wild animals kept them indoors after dark, but Eric couldn’t 

shake the habit and the notion that the night was safe for man.” (SA, 9.) Something 

has happened in the diegetic world that has made the world not safe for men after 

dark, a notion that is emphasised by the fact that Eric remembers a time when things 

were not like this. Later, the narration foregrounds the strangeness of the diegetic 

world further:  

Lots of children born in the last twenty years or so had been named after automobiles. 
There was Dodge, [--] but he also knew a red-headed girl named “Blazer,” a pair of 
twins, “Plymouth” and “Neon,” and the miller’s son “Mercedes.” None of these 
children had ever seen a working automobile. The last one Eric remembered was a 
Volkswagon [sic] Bug that drove by his house twenty-five years ago. (SA, 11.) 

It is quite evident from the beginning of the novel that the diegetic world of the 

novel is not like the actual reality that most people in the West recognise. The 

disappearance of cars signals that the diegetic world has been technologically 

advanced enough to have them before, but that for some reason they are gone now. 

Similarly, the fear of animals and the dark signals that something has altered human 
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behaviour in the diegetic world. Clearly something catastrophic has happened in the 

diegetic world. 

But is the fact that the reader recognises that the diegetic world is a post-

catastrophic world from the narration of any importance to the discussion of 

narrative beginnings in apocalyptic narratives? It is doubtful that the beginning of 

the narrative is the first sign of apocalypticism in the novel. As, for example, Peter 

Rabinowitz (1987, 58–59) has convincingly shown, titles of novels hold a privileged 

position in shaping our interpretation of the narrative.32 The different privileged 

positions, titles of the narrative, and the front cover shape our expectations of the 

narrative. Gérard Genette (1997 [1982]; see also Leavenworth 2019) calls these 

features paratexts and Brian Richardson (2019, 48–49) the authorial antetext, but 

they are all the textual material that “precedes the first word of the narrative” (ibid.), 

and these materials guide the reader’s expectations of the narrative. When the reader 

confronts the title of Van Pelt’s novel, Summer of the Apocalypse, and may read the back 

cover that begins “When a plague wipes out most of humanity”, the reader is, 

presumably, aware that the novel is part of the genre of apocalyptic fiction. The 

question cannot be then about recognising the genre of the narrative but more about 

the orientation of the reader to the diegetic world, or the first step that helps the 

reader “learn to navigate” (Edwards 2019, 164) the fictional world.  

Opening in the middle of the apocalypse, in a world where an apocalyptic 

catastrophe has already happened in one sense, but is still also waiting in the future, 

is not limited to literary narratives, and they might even be more prominent in 

apocalyptic movies. An example is Boris Sagal’s The Omega Man (1971), based on 

Richard Matheson’s novel I am Legend: the movie opens with the main character 

Neville, played by Charlton Heston, driving through New York in the early morning. 

At first there does not seem to be anything out of the ordinary in the movie, as 

Neville pops a cassette into the car stereo while driving down the empty streets. The 

first indication that there is something odd about the fictive story of the movie is 

when Neville stops the car abruptly and fires a machine gun at a nearby building as 

a figure moves inside. After that, the oddities start piling up, and the eerie quietness 

of the city is revealed to be due to the fact that everybody else in the city is dead, 

laying where they fell. It becomes clear quite soon that the apocalypse, in this 

 

32 Rabinowitz (1987, 58) notes that aside from titles, also “beginnings and endings (not only of whole 
texts, but of subsections as well – volumes, chapters, episodes), epigraphs, and descriptive subtitles” 
are to be considered as privileged positions. 
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instance the extinction of the human race in a war against vampires, is still a 

possibility waiting in the future to come. The strangeness of the world is also present 

in Matheson’s novel, though the depiction is more descriptive and speculative rather 

than the explosive action opening of the movie adaptation:  

On those cloudy days, Robert Neville was never sure when sunset came, and 
sometimes they were in the streets before he could get back. [--] Sometimes they 
would lob rocks over the high fence around the hothouse, and occasionally they 
would tear through the overhead net and he’d have to replace panes. (Matheson 2010 
[1954], 1.) 

The ominous “they” turn out to be vampires, or people who were turned into 

vampires by a plague that ended human civilisation, leaving Robert Neville the last 

human on Earth. The reader, however, learns all this later in the novel, some by 

expositional narration and some alongside Neville as he studies the cause of 

vampirism. The beginning, however, just like in Summer of the Apocalypse, describes a 

world that is decidedly different from actual reality because an apocalyptic cataclysm 

has altered it, presumably, irrevocably.  

Opening a novel in the middle of “the terrible new world” is a common formal 

feature in dystopian fiction (Baccolini and Moylan 2003, 5) and in apocalyptic fiction 

that begins “after the collapse, in a radically altered narrative world that the reader 

must learn to navigate” (Edwards 2019, 164). Opening in the estranged, post-

catastrophic world differs from apocalyptic narratives like George Stewart’s Earth 

Abides, Pat Frank’s Alas, Babylon (1959) and Stephen King’s The Stand (1978), where 

the narrative begins at the start of the apocalyptic story. For example, The Stand 

begins with a prologue33 that depicts the escape of Charlie Champion and his family. 

Charlie is a soldier at a US military facility that researches different biological 

weapons, and it is from there where a deadly influenza, later called Captain Trips, 

escapes with Charlie and his family. King’s novel traces the linear progression of the 

plot from the escape of the virus to the rather carnivalesque collapse of civilisation 

 

33 The pages of the prologue in the 2011 edition are numbered xiv–xxiv, differentiating it from the 
narrative proper where the pages are numbered numerically. The prologue is not named as a prologue 
but as The Circle Opens, and the narrative proper is divided into three books and 78 chapters, which 
are followed by an epilogue named The Circle Closes, interestingly marked with numerical page 
numbers. King’s novel ends in a very apocalyptic way if apocalyptic time is seen as circular: “Life was 
such a wheel that no man could stand upon it for long. And it always, at the end, came round to the 
same place again.” (King 2011 [1978], 1439.) 
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and on to the final battle between good and evil. This seems to confirm Dillon and 

Berger’s notions that apocalyptic fiction begins at the end, as the reader becomes 

acutely aware that there is a radical change in the past of the diegetic world. Tzvetan 

Todorov (1981 [1968], 29) has summarised this double time found in literature: 

“[t]here exists a ‘problem of time’ because two temporalities are found juxtaposed: 

that of the universe represented and that of the discourse representing it”. The two 

temporalities Todorov separates are “the fable (order of events) in opposition to the 

subject (order of discourse)” (ibid., 30), which are derived from the concepts of fabula 

and syuzhet, or story and discourse, introduced first by the Russian Formalists 

(Herman 2009, 27) and later adapted by different schools of narrative theory (see 

Toker 1993, 5; Walsh 2007, 52–53; Herman 2009, 27–29).34 In this work, I will use 

the terms fabula and syuzhet to designate the two temporal lines of what has happened 

and how it is told in order to evade confusion with other concepts, like story and 

narrative.  

The difference between the fabula and the syuzhet can then help us see the 

temporal setting in Summer of the Apocalypse. When Eric is enjoying the warm August 

day, it is the beginning of the syuzhet as it is “the first page of the narrative proper” 

(Richardson 2019, 43). From this point on, we learn that Eric is living in a small 

community that has survived a catastrophic plague: 

In the Gone Time, this road was named Bowles Avenue, and it would have been 
crowded with suburbanites driving to Southwest Plaza, a huge shopping mall west of 
town. Now, the path was a broad swath of cracked and weeded asphalt and dirt. As 
they passed mounds of brick, Eric remembered the expensive, tree encircled homes 
that once lined the street. Most of the neighborhoods had been burned in the final 
days of the plague. He could still see the flames leaping from house to house. He’d 

 

34 There are various terms coined by different theorists to designate the difference between the time 
of events that have taken place and the time in which those events are told; see Seymor Chatman 
(1978, 62), Meir Sternberg (1978, 8–12; 1990, 913–914), Gérard Genette (1980 [1978], 27) and 
Shlomith Rimmon-Kenan (1983, 133, n2). There is also a wider theoretical debate on the roles of fabula 
and syuzhet and the interplay between them, namely that the syuzhet is a disordering of the fabula and a 
disordered narration is artistically superior to a more simple narrative with a progressive narration. 
According to Meir Sternberg (1990; 915), in the theoretical lineage from Russian Formalism to French 
Structuralism, “[d]isordering accordingly comes to figure as an automatic marker, even a measure, of 
properly narrative behavior and value” (see also Sternberg 1992; 484–486). Dechronologising then 
becomes a mark of high literary art, the estranged order of presentation (syuzhet) from the chronological 
sequence of events as they really happened (fabula). This discussion does bear some resemblance to 
the apocalyptic/post-apocalyptic discussion, but the debate itself is too vast to go into detail here. 
Instead, I will reference it in passing when necessary. For more on the debate, see e.g. Sternberg (1990, 
1992, 2006), Walsh (2007, 52–68) and Currie (2013, 11–51).  
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run for his life that day. No signs of fire now, not even a burned whiff in the air. (SA, 
13.) 

Eric’s walk from his home to the town is full of expositional material about the 

diegetic world and the fictional characters. This aligns the beginning of the novel to 

Meir Sternberg’s (1978, 21) “fictive present” that is the “beginning of the first time-

section that the work considers important enough to be worthy of such full 

treatment as will involve [--] a close approximation or correspondence between its 

representational time and the clock-marked time we employ in everyday life”. 

According to Sternberg (ibid., 13–14), everything that precedes the beginning of the 

syuzhet in the fabula is exposition: “[t]he exposition always constitutes the beginning 

of the fabula, the first part of the chronologically ordered sequence of motifs as 

reconstructed by the reader; but it is not necessarily located at the beginning of the 

sujet”. Exposition is the information that the reader needs to understand the diegetic 

world: “[i]t is the function of the exposition to introduce the reader into an unfamiliar 

world, the fictive world of the story, by providing him with the general and specific 

antecedents indispensable to the understanding of what happens in it” (ibid., 1). For 

Sternberg, then, the exposition is narrative information that can be given at the 

beginning of the novel or it can be delayed and provided later. 

This leads to Sternberg’s (ibid., 50) notion that a “literary text may be conceived 

of as a dynamic system of gaps” of information that the reader needs to fill. Some 

of the gaps are “filled in almost automatically, while other require conscious and 

laborious consideration” (ibid.). As Leona Toker (1993, 6) notes, there is a difference 

between a gap and a mere blank in that blanks “contain sufficient data for pattern 

recognition” for the reader to create an image of an object or action though the given 

data may be scarce, but in “the case of gaps [--] the information offered by the text 

is felt to be incomplete”. In Summer of the Apocalypse, the information regarding the 

plague is a gap because the reader recognises its importance to the development of 

the diegetic world, but the narration does not provide more information about it yet. 

On the other hand, the disappearance of cars in the diegetic world can be considered 

a blank because although the reader does not know everything that has happened, 

the information regarding the cars is felt to be inconsequential to the larger picture 

and sufficient enough to form a picture of what has happened.  

Informational gaps in the narrative form the basis for Sternberg’s three narrative 

universals of curiosity, suspense, and surprise (Sternberg 1978, 51; 1992, 472, 

passim). Suspense, for Sternberg, “arises from rival scenarios about the future: from 
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the discrepancy between what the telling lets us readers know about the happening 

(e.g. a conflict) at any moment and what still lies ahead, ambiguous because yet 

unresolved in the world” (Sternberg 2001, 117) and is thus an informational gap 

pointed towards the future. Curiosity and suspense, however, “involve 

manipulations of the past” (ibid.). The reader’s curiosity is raised by the fact that we 

know “that we do not know, we go forward with our mind on the gapped 

antecedents, trying to infer (bridge, compose) them in retrospect” (ibid.). The last 

universal, surprise, is achieved by the text by providing a gap; the text “then 

unexpectedly discloses to us our misreading and enforces a corrective rereading in 

late re-cognition” (ibid.). In curiosity, the reader knows that she does not know 

everything and in surprise the text provides a reason for a late re-cognition of some 

already read point. In this work, I will focus more on curiosity and suspense, because 

the two universals, I argue, are more commonly used in apocalyptic narratives, and 

they explain more about the extension of temporal horizons in apocalyptic 

narratives. That is not to say that there are no apocalyptic narratives in which the 

narrative creates a surprise effect to the reader, but when we examine the broadening 

of temporal horizons of apocalyptic fiction, curiosity and suspense are more useful 

tools. 

In many apocalyptic narratives, there is no clear governing universal as, for 

example, in Summer of the Apocalypse there are clearly gaps in the past that the narration 

does not provide from the beginning, like the nature of the plague or where it came 

from. The novel, however, also provides a suspenseful momentum as Eric confronts 

his son in the town when Eric learns that Susan Pao, the oldest member of the 

community has died, and he is expected to take the ceremonial position: 

“As the oldest member of the community, and the last person who actually 
remembers anything of the Gone Times, you got a vote now on the council. A lot of 
people depend on you making good decisions. They can’t be based on wild theories 
or old fears. You’ve got to keep your head.” 

Blood rushed into Eric’s face. [--] “School’s not a wild theory. Our kids have got to 
be able to read, or we’re going straight into barbarism.” 

The contempt showed on Troy’s expression. “That’s just what I mean. You get going 
on the school thing, or the library idea, and people won’t listen. We’ve got important 
community projects, and it’s hard enough to convince people to pull together on 
them without you distracting the committee with these pet ideas of yours.” [--] 

“What about the sicknesses in the last couple of years? And I don’t see anyone 
dancing for joy about their stillbirths.” Eric, breathing hard, turned from his son. 
“Something’s changing. Ignorance doesn’t help.” (SA, 14–15.) 
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From the dialogue, the reader can piece together some information regarding the 

diegetic world (the close, agrarian communal living), the current state of affairs in 

the community (the school issue), and a possible threat to the community in the 

future (the sickness and stillbirths). The dialogue is one example of what James 

Phelan (2005, 11–12) calls “redundant telling”, where the narrator or character-

narrators disclose information that the narratee should already possess.35 The 

discussion Eric and Troy have is evidently an old argument between them, and the 

death of Susan Pao causes the row to resurface and provide the information to the 

reader as well. The dialogue discloses the central theme of the novel, the 

disappearance of knowledge and the conventional fear of civilisation sliding into 

barbarism that has been prevalent in apocalyptic narratives beginning from Shelley’s 

The Last Man. The dialogue also provides suspense about the future events, as later 

Eric sets out on a journey to find answers to the disease that is plaguing the 

community:  

Whatever else happened, he couldn’t see himself as a symbol for these people, not 
the ignorant children of the Gone Time. One more time before he died, he needed 
to wander the world. (SA, 16.)  

An old idea came back to him, the place to go. It was north, farther than anyone had 
gone in years, but still a reachable hike for an old man if he took care of himself, if he 
was careful: the library at the University of Colorado, in Boulder. If any learning still 
existed, if there were one place where science might provide an answer, that would 
be it. He would go there. (SA, 17.) 

The novel seems to extend both towards the future and the past, to evoke curiosity 

and suspense, confirming Sternberg’s (2003, 328) notion that narrative universals do 

not constitute genre labels; they “cut across all generic variables”, meaning that all 

universals may be present in any given text and their emphasis may vary greatly in 

 

35 In speculative fiction narratives, the disclosure function of the dialogue is even more foregrounded 
than in a more realistic fiction, because it needs to differentiate the fictional storyworld from the actual 
reality and provide information of how the world is different. In apocalyptic narratives, it is maybe 
even more emphasised because the narrative needs to create multiple different visions of the world: 
the “present now” of the narrative, the past of the diegetic world that is referencing the actual world 
of the reader, and a thematic past of the diegetic world, a phantasmatic image of the world that is 
between the actual reality and the past world of the diegetic world. 
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any one text. Each of these universals “encodes a distinct functional operation of 

the mind within narrative’s overall intersequencing: the dynamics of prospection 

[suspense], of retrospection [curiosity], and of recognition [surprise]” (ibid., 327). 

Apocalyptic narratives like Summer of the Apocalypse, then, create a temporal interest 

in the past as much as in the future, and this could be seen as the divining feature 

between apocalyptic and post-apocalyptic narratives: in the apocalypse, the 

catastrophic event lays in the future of both the reader and the fictional characters, 

whereas in the post-apocalypse it lies in the past of the character and thus creates a 

push towards the past in the form of curiosity. This approach, however, confines the 

meaning of the apocalypse to the destructive sequence alone and excludes a wider 

understanding of it as a model for time. In the apocalyptic model of time, both the 

past and the future need to be explained and subjugated, and in fictional narratives 

about the end of the world this can be achieved by employing different narrative 

interests á la Sternberg. As I will proceed to prove, even though apocalyptic 

narratives may not use dechronologised narration, it does not mean that they do not 

focus on the past. To demonstrate this, it is necessary to analyse the second time 

period in Summer of the Apocalypse in more detail. 

2.1.2  Many Beginnings of the Apocalyptic Narrative 

As we have seen, the beginning of Summer of the Apocalypse is similar to many 

apocalyptic narratives that start in the post-catastrophic world. Another example of 

this is Margaret Atwood’s Oryx and Crake, where Snowman-Jimmy lives like a 

futuristic Robinson Crusoe36 and reminisces about the world before the apocalypse. 

This opening is followed by a storyline which tells the story of Jimmy from 

childhood to the apocalypse. The pre-catastrophic time period is represented as a 

recollection of a memory: “Once upon a time, Snowman wasn’t Snowman. Instead, 

he was Jimmy. He’d been a good boy then. Jimmy’s earliest complete memory was 

of a huge bonfire.” (Atwood 2003, 15) The fairy-tale opening and the framing of the 

 

36 The connection between the post-apocalyptic fiction and Daniel Defoe’s Robinson Crusoe (1719) has 
been noted by, for example, Heather Hicks (2016), Stephen Joyce (2018) and Petter Skult (2019). Peter 
Boxall (2013, 217–221), on the other hand, has noted the difference between Defoe’s novel and 
Atwood’s Oryx and Crake or Cormac McCarthy’s The Road: “But where Crusoe plunders his wrecked 
ship in order to make for himself a new future, to build a new dwelling place, the father [in The Road] 
can only save some of Atwood’s fragments of past time, some paltry tools to help him to extend the 
past world a little longer into this one.” 
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earlier events as memories add layers of fiction to the following stories. The narrative 

itself highlights the difference between these two time periods by using a present-

tense narration in the post-catastrophic time period, “Snowman wakes before dawn 

[--] He would so like to believe he is still asleep” (ibid., 3), to retrospective narration 

in the pre-catastrophic world: “[a]t one time Jimmy’s mother had worked for 

OrganInc Farms. That was how his mother had met his father: they’d both worked 

at the same Compound, on the same project.” (Ibid., 29) The pre-catastrophic 

storyline is also interrupted at times by commentaries like: “[o]h yes they did, thinks 

Snowman. Oh yes, they really did.” (Ibid., 30) These kinds of interruptions create a 

layered narration in Oryx and Crake, but it also creates a clear temporal hierarchy 

between the two time periods where the post-catastrophic, Snowman-Jimmy’s 

present is the fictive present to which the previous events are related. There is, 

however, a difference between a character reminiscing about a past event and a 

narrator explicitly telling about such an event (Currie 2007, 36). The act of 

remembering takes place in the present moment, and “it is not the past itself that is 

the object of narration but the subjective act of recall belonging to a character” 

(ibid.). While Oryx and Crake may frame the past as Snowman-Jimmy’s memories, 

the narrator describes the past so vividly that the reader cannot mistake all of it for 

Snowman-Jimmy’s memories.  

In Summer of the Apocalypse, there is not this kind of clear temporal hierarchy, as 

the second chapter of the novel, titled “Chapter Two The Beginning and an 

Incident” does not continue Eric’s journey into the post-catastrophic world but 

jumps back in time sixty years to when Eric was fifteen years old and thought that 

the world was ending: “Eric mashed his Cheerios with his spoon until the milk was 

a uniform tan color. The end of the world, he thought, that’s what they’re calling it.” 

(SA, 21.) The plague that is alluded to in the first chapter is just hitting the United 

States in the pre-catastrophic time period, and the story follows Eric and his parents 

as they first move into a secure cave that Eric’s father has prepared for them, and 

they later try to survive the chaos of civilisation coming to an end. For example, 

Gérard Genette (1980 [1972], 36) has noted that this kind of opening in the middle, 

in medias res, comes from the classical Greek epics, where the opening in a later period 

in the fabula is “followed by an expository return to an earlier period of time”, and 

the modern novel rather faithfully follows this style. Since this kind of temporal 

structure is rather common in the contemporary novel in general, it is no wonder 

that it is used in contemporary apocalyptic narratives as well.  
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The novel alternates between the pre- and post-catastrophic time periods for the 

rest of the narrative, but they are closely intertwined, as both time periods also 

complement each other as well as pose questions that are answered in another 

timeline. It is notable that both time periods are narrated in the same retrospective 

manner by a third-person narrator, making it less clear that the first one is earlier 

than the other. That is not to say that verb tenses are a clear sign of temporal location, 

as past events can be narrated in the present tense or even in the future tense, so 

verb tense alone is not enough on its own to assign a temporal location to events 

(see Currie 2007, 139–140; 2013, 47–48). However, there are no other signs present 

in the narration that would warrant thinking that the pre-catastrophic time period is 

somehow the result of Eric’s memories or stories. Rather, it is an independent 

storyline that does reflect some of the themes and fills in some of the informational 

gaps of the post-catastrophic storyline. The reflecting themes and tropes are shown 

later, when Eric’s mother dies from the plague and his father goes to find help but 

never returns, leaving Eric all alone in the cave. After a few days, Eric embarks on a 

journey to find his father, a quest that is quite similar to that of the older Eric’s 

journey to find answers.  

The narrative structure of Summer of the Apocalypse does, however, pose some 

questions to the clear-cut ideas of where a narrative begins. The question where a 

narrative begins seems a deceptively easy one that can produce answers like “the 

narrative begins from the beginning” or “the beginning is the first instance of the 

story”. If we go back to Summer of the Apocalypse, we can locate three different 

temporal points: the first one is the temporal locus of the older Eric when he is 

seventy-five and sets out on his journey and the beginning of the syuzhet. The second 

one is the beginning of the younger Eric’s storyline when he is fifteen. The third one 

is the beginning of the fabula, the very first moment in the sequence of events, which 

in Summer of the Apocalypse is the discovery of the virus in Vienna. The discovery is 

the first actualisation of an apocalyptic event in the diegetic world, a first disruptive 

moment, but it should not be mistaken for the actual beginning of the apocalypse. 

The formal structure of Summer of the Apocalypse resembles in some parts multi-

character narratives, like Stephen King’s The Stand or Robert McCammon’s Swan 

Song (1987), which allow wider coverage of the end of the world by deploying 

multiple main characters and their journeys, but setting two separate storylines in 

both the pre- and post-catastrophic world exemplifies the similarities of these two 

time periods. The apocalyptic catastrophe does not represent a clear ontological shift 

in the diegetic world that might be associated with the apocalypse. On the contrary, 

Eric’s actions in both time periods are strikingly similar, as his journeys demonstrate. 
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In both time periods, there is a similar scene of Eric preparing to leave for his 

journey: 

Smiling, he stuffed into the pack a collapsible fishing pole and lures, a good sheath 
knife, insect repellant (some things never rot, no matter how long they’re stored), a 
worn hard back copy of My Antonia that he’d been meaning to read, a rain poncho, a 
small first aid kit, binoculars, a compass, a Colorado map. (SA, 17.) 

Eric filled his box, the only box Dad would let him take, with personal items. At the 
bottom he layered thirty comic books, all Conan the Barbarian adventures; then his 
slingshot and a marble bag filled with steel ball bearings; beside that, his cassette player 
and tapes (Run DMC, the Rolling Stones, Men Without Hats, The Cure, AC/DC, 
U2, and a Willie Nelson tape that none of his friends knew about); two paperbacks 
(The Hobbit and The Stand); a rabbit’s foot. (SA, 22.)37 

Both scenes signal the beginning of a journey and they also communicate to the 

reader how prepared Eric is for the journey. In the first one, Eric is clearly an 

accustomed traveller, whereas in the latter one he is a young boy. What these two 

scenes also communicate is that there is no discernible difference between the two 

time periods, nothing that would signify that the first journey by the older Eric would 

be a post-apocalyptic one, since it takes place in the time period after an apocalyptic 

catastrophe. However, I would argue that there is a difference between a narrative 

beginning in a post-catastrophic world and labelling it post-apocalyptic, since the 

beginning of the narrative does not have to be the very beginning of everything. As 

Meir Sternberg (1978, 40) has noted, even narratives that start from ab ovo do not 

exclude the possibility of delayed exposition, meaning that in a narrative where the 

beginning of the fabula and the syuzhet coincide as closely as possible, there is still a 

possibility for a later explanation of an earlier event.  

The third temporal mode of beginning to discuss here – aside from ab ovo and in 

medias res – is what Gérard Genette (1980 [1972], 67) calls in ultimas res, where the 

beginning of the syuzhet takes place later in the fabula or closer to the end before 

jumping back in time to tell the narrative proper. Similar sort of formal device can 

be seen, for example, in H.G. Wells’ The War of the Worlds, which opens with a 

prologue where the nameless narrator reflects on the past events: “[p]eople in these 

latter times scarcely realise the abundance and enterprise of our nineteenth-century 

 

37 The numerous popular cultural artefacts, intertextual references and different objects in both scenes 
warrant a closer analysis and I will return to it in Chapter 2.2.1. 
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papers” (Wells 2012 [1898], 3). The novel begins six years after the invasion of the 

Martians, so the reader can be quite confident that at least the narrator and some 

part of humanity has survived the war, but this, again, is rather unsurprising since in 

most apocalyptic narratives, somebody always survives. Some part of humanity is 

spared in one way or another.38 The beginning world of the Wells’ novel is, however, 

curiously empty, or the narrator does not refer it to at any great length, as he only 

refers to people not understanding the abundance and enterprise of the past era.  

Both The War of the Worlds and Summer of the Apocalypse open to an empty or 

unknown world. Nevertheless, there is a difference that is not as obvious as it first 

might seem. Wells’ novel begins in ultimas res and the reader does not really see 

anything from the post-war world before the epilogue of the novel when the narrator 

relays the latest events in the world: “whether we expect another invasion or not, 

our views of the human future must be greatly modified by these events” (Wells 

2012 [1898], 185). Wells’ novel works in a similar way to confession narratives where 

the autobiographical narration shifts towards philosophical speculation when the 

temporal distance of the narrator and the events narrated is closing until “all that is 

left to narrate is narration itself” (Currie 2007, 66). Or, as Wells writes at the end of 

The War of the Worlds: 

Dim and wonderful is the vision I have conjured up in my mind of life spreading 
slowly from this little seed bed of the solar system throughout the inanimate vastness 
of sidereal space. But that is a remote dream. It may be, on the other hand, that the 
destruction of the Martians is only a reprieve. To them, and not to us, perhaps, is the 
future ordained. 

I must confess the stress and danger of the time have left an abiding sense of doubt 
and insecurity in my mind. I sit in my study writing by lamplight, and suddenly I see 
again the healing valley below set with writhing flames, and feel the house behind and 
about me empty and desolate. I go out into the Byfleet Road, and vehicles pass me, a 
butcher boy in a cart, a cabful of visitors, a workman on a bicycle, children going to 
school, and suddenly they become vague and unreal, and I hurry again with the 
artilleryman through the hot, brooding silence. (Wells 2012 [1898], 182.) 

In the epilogue of Wells’ novel there is no more story to tell, so the narrator turns to 

reflect on the reasons behind the Martian invasion as well as its effects. Overall, there 

is no narrative tension or suspense about what is going to happen to the narrator in 

the post-catastrophic world, which means there is only the pre-catastrophe storyline 

 

38 There are, of course, some notable exceptions, like Mary Shelley’s The Last Man (1826), Nevil Shute’s 
On the Beach (1957), and movies like Seeking a Friend for the End of the World (2012). 
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to follow. It is not until the epilogue that the post-catastrophic world is expanded, 

and the reader is made aware of the changes that have happened, in the world more 

generally and in the narrator’s mind. This is not the same narrative effect that can be 

seen in the Summer of the Apocalypse. In Van Pelt’s novel, both time periods – the pre- 

and post-catastrophe – are open in a sense that the protagonist Eric is actively 

moving in the world. This kind of movement by the main characters in the post-

catastrophic world has garnered a lot of theoretical attention (see Snyder 2011; 

Wintle 2013; Skult 2015, 2019; Hicks 2016; Edwards 2019) as the movement of 

different characters makes it possible to expose and study the fictive storyworld in 

more detail.39 In a sense, then, Wells’ The War of the Worlds and Shelley’s The Last Man 

are the closest to a post-apocalyptic narrative in that they begin in ultimas res with 

little to no movement in the post-catastrophic world, but even in them, the narrative 

focus is completely on the apocalyptic catastrophe, or the sequence of catastrophes, 

and not on its aftermath. It is necessary, then, to analyse in more detail the different 

methods of evoking the past in apocalyptic narratives.  

2.1.3  Constructing the Past 

The most common type of evocation of the past that happens in fictional narratives 

is some expositional material about the background of a new character or an 

expositional matter about an already known character that is brought to fore by a 

new situation. This happens, for example, in the pre-catastrophe time period of 

Summer of the Apocalypse, when Eric has settled in the cave with his parents and 

reminisces about the previous year:  

School this year was so weird anyway, he thought. Everybody talking about the 
disease. The newspapers called it ‘Mega-cold’ or ‘The Austrian Cold,’ or ‘Beggar’s 
Fever,’ because doctors first identified it among the homeless in Vienna. We were still 
cheering at football games when the T.V. started reporting the disease. [--] Teachers 
talked about the disease. Students staged benefit concerts, and the school nurse gave 
talks in class about health issues. But Eric could only think about Amanda’s hand, 
Amanda’s beautiful, remote and lonely hand. (SA, 47.) 

 

39 For a more detailed discussion of movement in apocalyptic worlds, see also Chapters 5.2 and 6.1. 
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Eric’s memories represented here serve as both expositional narration about the 

plague and its origin, and also as an exposition of Eric’s character, as he is 

represented as a rather lonely teenager who can only dream about holding a girl’s 

hand. In this instance, Eric’s memories serve both to explain the global past (the 

plague) and his personal past (Amanda), but they also set a character arc for Eric as 

he later meets up with Leda, a fellow survivor who will become Eric’s wife. These 

kinds of character properties create a more coherent narrative, or as Gregory Currie 

(2010, 192) notes, “Character itself may add to the coherence of narrative, enriching 

the connections between its events”. For Currie, Character spelled with a capital 

letter is “the idea of character as property, as inner source of action, something 

related to personality and temperament” (ibid., 187). It is Eric and his actions and 

motivations that serve as a connecting point to the different time periods and it is 

through him and his character traits that the two worlds are also compared with each 

other. The reader is tasked with creating a coherent picture of both the pre- and 

post-catastrophic world through Eric’s character.40 

The apocalyptic double temporality is like that of trauma narratives (Berger 1999, 

19–57; Snyder 2011) where the contemporary apocalyptic narratives are seen as 

failures of language to address catastrophic events. James Berger (1999, 20–21) notes 

that whereas trauma “produces symptoms in its wake, after the event, and we 

reconstruct trauma by interpreting its symptoms, reading back in time”, the 

apocalypse “is preceded by signs and portents whose interpretation defines the event 

in the future. The apocalyptic sign is the mirror image of the traumatic symptoms.” 

Arguably this is true of the process of reading in general, where the signs (syuzhet) 

are read in order to (re)construct the story (fabula) and learn what has happened. The 

function of literature is exactly to produce an intelligible whole for the reader.41  

The search for knowledge is present not only in trauma narratives, but also in 

detective narratives, or what Tzvetan Todorov (2000 [1966], 43), among other 

 

40 This kind of double movement of temporality where the narrative moves both forward in time when 
the plot also progresses backwards, expanding the background and history of the fictional storyworld, 
is quite common in literature in general. For Gérard Genette (1980 [1972], 36) the Western literary 
tradition is “inaugurated by a characteristic effect of anachrony” (cf. Sternberg 1990, 908–909). 

41 Of course, that is not the only possible function of literature, or rather, literature can turn against 
this assumption of producing an intelligible whole like the French nouveau roman or postmodernist 
novels. In general, however, literature does aim to produce a coherent whole that creates a feeling of 
completion in the reader (see Suleiman 1983, 1–10). 
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scholars, calls a whodunit.42 However, there is also a connection to apocalyptic 

narratives in that in both detective narratives and apocalyptic narratives, it is the 

reader who participates in solving the mystery with the protagonist as they both try 

to solve the riddles represented in the narrative (Mäntyniemi 2020, 146–147). In 

apocalyptic narratives, this mystery is quite often what happened to the world and 

what sort of an apocalyptic catastrophe transformed it. According to Todorov (2000 

[1966], 45), a detective narrative is two stories: the first is “the story of crime” and 

what really happened, and the second is “the story of the investigation” that explains 

how “the reader (or the narrator) has come to know about it”. It is no wonder, then, 

that the sleuth, or his less brilliant companion, is often seen as a surrogate reader. As 

Peter Hühn (1987, 451) notes, the classical detective fiction “thematizes narrativity 

itself as a problem, a procedure, and an achievement” so that the “act of reading 

itself is an onward moving search for and interpretation of clues, of which each word 

is a complex sign” (Martin 2013, xxiii). Reading a classical detective story is then a 

quest for understanding and knowledge, and the success of the sleuth is guaranteed 

by the genre format, the crime is solved, and the culprit apprehended. The epithet 

“classical” is crucial here because, for example, the metaphysical detective story 

“parodies and subverts traditional detective-story conventions – such as narrative 

closure and the detective’s role as surrogate reader” (Merivale and Sweeney 1999, 2). 

Metaphysical detective fiction,43 which is also sometimes called “the ‘anti-detective’ 

 

42 Todorov contrasts the double temporality of detective fiction with the open-ended thriller. 
According to Todorov (2000 [1966], 47), the thriller “fuses the two stories or, in other words, 
suppresses the first and vitalises the second. We are no longer told about a crime anterior to the 
moment of the narrative; the narrative coincides with the action. No thriller is presented in the form 
of memoirs: there is no point reached where the narrator comprehends all past events, we do not even 
know if he will reach the end of the story alive. Prospection takes the place of retrospection.” The 
difference between the two genres is produced by “two entirely different forms of interests” (ibid.), 
where one focus on the retrospective reconstruction of events in the past Todorov calls “curiosity” 
and the future-oriented temporality of thrillers is governed by “suspense” (ibid.), coming close to 
Sternberg’s narrative universals, though for Sternberg there are three universal narrative interests. 

43 There is some haziness to the definition of metaphysical detective fiction and to its relation to 
classical detective fiction, as both of these traditions can be traced to Edgar Allan Poe. Poe’s “The 
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story or the ‘postmodern’ detective story” (Nicol 2009, 172), does not provide so 

much a definite model of knowledge or way of knowing the world as an 

understanding that the old detective model is not sufficient anymore and is often 

exemplified by the failure of the fictional detective to solve the crime (Ewert 1999, 

185–186; Sweeney 2013, 177). In metaphysical detective stories, the sleuth may 

exhibit Holmesian antics and methods of observation and deduction, but the world 

of the story does not correspond to his methods anymore, and in some instances, 

the sleuth not only fails to solve the crime “but this failure leads to his own death” 

(ibid., 184), something which would be unheard of in classical detective stories. 

Metaphysical detective stories do, however, draw attention to the interpretation 

of the diegetic world, as Elana Gomel (1995, 345) has shown when she notes that 

“the world where the action takes place becomes an object of investigation, a mystery 

to be solved, a secret to be uncovered”. According to Gomel, in these narratives, the 

discovery of the truth or uncovering of the mystery “very often appears in the lurid 

colours of the literal end of the world” (ibid., 346).44 Gomel also makes the 

connection between the detective stories and apocalyptic stories in that both 

narratives are fictions about endings and the restoration of chaotic history through 

a purifying act of apprehending the criminal. As the “classical detective story 

displaces social evil onto the scapegoat of the criminal who is ritually apprehended 

and unmasked, thus freeing society from the taint” (ibid., 352), so the apocalyptic 

narrative moves from a chaotic period towards a utopian resolution. While there are 

 
Murders in the Rue Morgue” is usually seen as the first classical detective story that set most of the 
genre’s rules, like the brilliant but eccentric detective and his less brilliant companion, but he also wrote 
“The Man of the Crowd” that “might be considered the first metaphysical detective story” (Sweeney 
2013, 177), and he wrote it before the Rue Morgue. There are also numerous epithets added to this 
type of detective narrative to describe it, in addition to the already mentioned, there is are 
“deconstructive mysteries”, “ethical romance”, “postmodern mystery”, “post-nouveau roman detective 
novel” and the “ontological detective story” (Merivale and Sweeney 1999, 3–4). I have chosen to opt 
for the term metaphysical detective narrative here since it draws attention to the metatextual elements 
of these narratives without getting entangled with the postmodern or postmodernism. 

44 There is, however, a small caveat to be made here. Gomel coins the term ontological detective story 
for narratives that link science fiction, apocalypse and utopia, and the mystery of detective stories. 
While secrecy and mystery are at the heart of every apocalyptic narrative – from the very definition of 
lifting the veil to the reading of the end time signs – that Gomel discusses, Christopher Priest’s Inverted 
World (1979) and Gary Kilworth’s Theatre of Timesmiths (1984) seem to be an intersection of science 
fiction and metaphysical detective stories with apocalyptic and utopian themes, but they place an 
emphasis on the narrative structure of the detective story. Thus, there is a difference to be made 
between an apocalyptic narrative that employs detective story elements and themes and the ontological 
detective story that subverts classical detective stories while emphasising apocalyptic themes and 
tropes.  
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some utopian elements in most apocalyptic narratives, I would argue that these have 

more to do with a provided feeling of narrative closure than an actual achieved utopia 

in the narratives. For example, the ending of Summer of the Apocalypse reconciles a 

familial disturbance between Eric and his father in the pre-catastrophic time period 

and between Eric and his son in the post-catastrophic time period, and it can thus 

be read as a kind of familial utopia, but the world itself does not achieve a utopian 

status.45  

However, Gomel’s notion about the world itself being the object of investigation 

does apply to most apocalyptic narratives because an apocalyptic catastrophe 

transforms the diegetic world substantially. This is evident in both time periods as 

Eric travels across changed landscapes: 

He calmed himself by contemplating the changes in the road since the last time he 
went west fifteen years ago. First, weeds commanded more of the path than asphalt 
now. Fifteen years ago, at least in most spots, the road was still a road. Double yellow 
lines, faded to near invisibility, still marked the middle. But this hadn’t surprised him. 
The first spring of the Now Time he’d been amazed at how bad the roads were. 
Cracks had formed [--] In Europe, he’d read, the Romans built a road called the 
Appian Way, and some sections of it were still passable 2,000 years later, but they 
built with stones. Asphalt was too biodegradable. (SA, 38.) 

A junkyard lines the highway on the other side of the tunnel. Starting at the rock-
choked tunnel entrance, and stretching for several hundred yards, a mess of cars 
crowded the road. At first Eric thought someone had painted black dots on the cars, 
then he realized that holes peppered them. [--] Thousands of brass shell casings 
glittered on the highway by the tunnel entrance. He picked one up; it was much larger 
than the ones Dad used for the deer rifle. He imagined what must have happened. 
Weeks ago, when the traffic stopped, the police or the National Guard established a 
road block. Panic in the last couple of days forced people to flee. They were stopped 
here. (SA, 79.) 

In the first quote, the older Eric is travelling in the post-catastrophic world, 

contemplating the reality of the world compared to the pre-catastrophic world and 

to Ancient Rome. The engineering skills of the Romans is contrasted with the 

degrading metaphor of American mobility – the highway that crossed the continent. 

The web of the highway is read as a symbol of civilisation that was already declining 

in Eric’s youth, since the roads that were built could not last a year after the collapse, 

 

45 I will discuss narrative closures in more detail in Chapter 3.2.1. 
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symbolising the state of the civilisation at large. Whereas in the first quote Eric is 

contemplating a more existential interpretation, in the second quote the younger Eric 

is acting more like an actual detective examining a crime scene. He is surveying the 

grounds, picking up evidence, and creating a mental image of an event that took 

place there earlier, creating a coherent historical sequence of events. In both 

instances, Eric is reading and interpreting the signs of the world and creating an 

intelligible whole about the events that took place where he stands. As we have seen, 

this double temporality where the narration moves both forwards and backwards in 

time, where the progression of the plot is motivated by discoveries about the past 

that expand the diegetic world’s history, is quite common in narrative fiction (Currie 

2007, 36, 88). This kind of temporal model can also be seen in apocalyptic narratives, 

but in these narratives the expansion of temporal horizons in both directions serves 

to create a coherent picture of the historical progression in the diegetic world. In 

apocalyptic narratives, it is the world itself as well as human interactions and social 

norms that become the text to be read and interpreted. Reading these kinds of signs, 

the protagonist of an apocalyptic narrative serves as a vehicle for the narrator to 

construct a narrow vision of the world as it has been, as it has become, and how it 

might have been. We can add to this list a question how the world is going to be in 

the future, but we must first examine how the future is produced in literary narratives 

and how the future is already present in the present moment.  

2.1.4  Preparing the Future 

Is the pre-catastrophic world in Summer of the Apocalypse anterior to the post-

catastrophic world, or vice versa? At first, the question does not seem to make any 

sense, because obviously the younger Eric’s time period is earlier that the older Eric’s 

time period. The question becomes intelligible only when we consider the temporal 

organisation of the novel and which time period represents the “first narrative” 

(Genette 1980 [1972], 48) or as the temporal level which all time anomalies – or 

anachronies – are related and defined by. In this sense, we could see the pre-

catastrophic world in Summer of the Apocalypse as anachronous, or a temporal deviation 

from the first narrative, to the post-catastrophic world because the post-catastrophic 

time period comes first in the narrative and thus it sets the temporal reference point. 

The clear temporal movement of the narrator to another time period is called 

“explicit anachrony” (Toro 2011, 119), and the movement in the novel’s second 

chapter to an earlier point in time might be called analepsis in Gérard Genette’s 
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(1980 [1972]) terminology.46 If analepsis are past events related to the interpreted 

narrative now, a prolepsis is in turn revealing something about the future of the 

narrative out of turn.  

As there is a difference between a character reminiscing about a past event and 

an actual narratorial deictic shift in analepsis, there are different ways to convey 

future events in narratives. Not only are prolepses less frequent in the Western 

literary tradition than analepses (Genette 1980 [1972], 67; Toro 2011, 122), they are 

usually vaguer. Genette (1980 [1972], 77–78, italics original) notes that “it seems that 

in fact all prolepses are of the partial type, often interrupted in as abrupt a way as 

they were begun”. For Genette, prolepses are about the anticipation of the future 

that the narrator informs the reader about and not so much about actual deictic shifts 

to future events. Mark Currie (2013, 40) differentiates between a prolepsis and an 

expectation or anticipation where a prolepsis is a visit to an actual future and not to 

a virtual one as is the case when someone anticipates future events.47 This difference 

is important, and it cuts straight to the heart of apocalyptic narratives, or to 

paradoxes of apocalyptic narratives. To elaborate, it is useful to recall James Berger’s 

(1999, 6) notion about prophetic and apocalyptic texts where the “events envisioned 

have already occurred, have as good as occurred. Once the prophecy is uttered, all 

the rest is post-apocalypse.” In religious apocalyptic narratives, the prophecy itself is 

the text, the sequence of events that will lead to the end of the world that may have 

a framework narrative which explains how that prophecy was mediated to the 

prophet (Collins 2016, 3). But what about in secular apocalyptic narratives that 

Berger also alludes to by this narrative logic? Is there a prophecy in these narratives 

and is everything after it post-apocalypse, as Berger claims?  

 

46 The term analepsis comes from Gérard Genette’s (1980 [1972]) seminal study on narrative time, 
where he distinguishes between “signified or narrative content” and the narrative “signifier, statement, 
discourse or narrative text itself, and narrating for the producing narrative action” (ibid., 27), and where 
he studies temporal “relationships between narrative and story” (ibid., 29). Genette calls the 
discordance between the story and its narration “anachrony”, a reference to an earlier point of story 
in a later point in the narration “analepsis”, and a reference to a later point of story in an earlier point 
in the narration “prolepsis”. For a fuller discussion about anachrony, see Genette (1980 [1972]), Toro 
(2011), Currie (2013), and Baroni (2016). 

47 Currie comments more on Meir Sternberg’s critique of “the monopoly on anticipation given to 
‘prolepsis’” (Sternberg 1992, 495) and anachrony in general. Sternberg promotes a rhetorical approach 
where attention should be paid to recognition, retrospection, and prospection, or the three narrative 
strategies.  
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There are many prophet characters in secular apocalyptic narratives, but most of 

them are portrayed as half-mad conspiracy theorists (see Gomel 2010, 118), and so 

there are very few actual prophecies in secular depictions of the end of the world. 

This might be partly because secular apocalyptic science fiction “claims no prophetic 

role” (ibid., 135) even though science fiction itself is often seen as a prophetic genre 

of literature.48 Of course, apocalyptic narratives themselves are projections of 

possible futures, a kind of “warning narratives” (Curtis 2010, 7) of what might be 

waiting for humanity in the future. However, as a narrative technique, there are few 

proper prolepses that could be read as prophecies of a coming doom. That is not to 

say that there are no prophecies in the form of anticipation or expectations in 

apocalyptic narratives, but if we are to equate Berger’s prophecy with the idea that 

prolepsis is the actual future of the diegetic world, then the answer to the question 

above would be no. If, on the other hand, we see a prophecy as an incomplete set 

of information about the future, a possible future of which we do not yet know 

enough, then we can see that apocalyptic narratives – and indeed other fictional 

narratives as well – are full of these kinds of anticipations about the future.  

The phenomenon is somewhat like what Henri Bergson (2007 [1934], 16) notes 

about time and especially thinking about the future – that one can think about as a 

future moment, tomorrow for example, but one cannot fill that moment completely 

because to fully understand the tomorrow, one would have to live the time between 

the moment of thinking forward and the point that has been thought of. This, I 

would argue, is the key to understanding apocalyptic narratives that might begin in 

medias res, like Summer of the Apocalypse. The novel’s beginning in the post-catastrophic 

world is temporally confusing because the reader knows that something has 

happened to the world in the fictive past, but she will learn about it later in her 

reading process. The diegetic world itself serves as a source of anticipation because 

in apocalyptic narratives the reader is supposed to (re)construct a coherent whole 

from the narrative.49  

 

48 For example, Gérard Genette (1980 [1972], 219) lists stories by H.G. Wells and Ray Bradbury as 
“novels of anticipation” that “nevertheless belong fully to the prophetic genre”. For a discussion about 
science fiction as a prophetic genre and its ability to prophesy the future, see McHale (2010). 

49 There are many instances in Summer of the Apocalypse that create an anticipation or expectation of 
future events, especially so in the pre-catastrophic time period. I analyse them further in Chapter 3.1 
when I will focus on different repetitions in and between these two time periods. 
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Does this, however, help us make sense of the temporal hierarchy of the two time 

periods in the novel? We know that Eric will survive the pre-apocalyptic time, but 

we do not know how, nor what will happen between the time periods (and at the 

beginning of the novel we do not know what happens in the time periods either). 

There is also a moment in the novel that seems to defy a clear-cut categorising of 

the two time periods. After the younger Eric has buried his dead mother, he starts 

his journey to find his father, who never came back from his trip to find help. On 

his journey, Eric and the reader are both swept by a temporal displacement: 

Suddenly he realized he wasn’t alone. Sitting on the slope above the trail fifty feet 
away, their backpacks beside them, three hikers, an old man and two boys were eating 
a meal. [--] The creepy feeling of being displaced in time swept through him so 
intensely, he thought he would fall over. He didn’t want the old man to say anything 
to him. Don’t talk to me old man, he thought. [--] Eric walked a few more steps, then 
glanced at the group again, but they were gone. A breeze swirled tendrils of mist past 
the empty spot where the hikers had sat. [--] He realized he was nearing fainting; he 
hadn’t eaten for thirty-six hours. That’s it, he thought, I’m delirious. (SA, 78–79.) 

The reader could interpret this moment through delirious explanation, as just before 

the scene Eric is still reeling from the death of his mother and a nightmare he had 

the night before: “Eric hoisted the bike on his shoulder and walked past the remnants 

of their van, which reminded him of his dream (“The biplanes are coming!”)” (SA, 

78). The narration is interrupted a second time a little later when Eric sees an animal 

in the distance that he first thinks is a dog: “[i]t trotted up the hill on its bug paws 

(What big teeth you have grandma, Eric thought)” (ibid.). It is noteworthy that 

nowhere else in the novel is the narration broken in a similar fashion by the use of 

brackets, and even here they are representing Eric’s thoughts. But as soon as Eric 

sees the old man and feels being displaced in time, the ambiguous narration is 

replaced by a rather vivid description of the vision. Whether Eric really saw the old 

man and the two young boys seems to be resolved in the next chapter, where the 

older Eric, now accompanied by the two young boys – Dodge and Rabbit – from 

the beginning of the novel, rests on a hillside: 

Trudging toward them on the trail, a teenage boy, a bike slung over his shoulder, 
looked up at Eric. [--] The boy glanced down. Eric almost called out to him, but he 
realized there was nothing he could say. Eric wasn’t even sure if the boy could hear 
him. He doubted it. Then his eyes watered, and he blinked the tears away. The boy 
was gone. (SA, 87–88.)  
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The description of the young boy, and the fact that neither Dodge nor Rabbit 

seemed to see the boy, indicates that only Eric saw the boy and that he did actually 

see himself as a boy. These two events create an interesting crossing point of the two 

storylines that highlights the difficulty of arranging them in a temporal hierarchy. 

The latter occurrence, where the older Eric sees his younger self, could be presented 

or read as a memory that he has of himself travelling the very same grounds sixty 

years earlier. Similarly, the younger Eric’s vision could be regarded as caused by 

exhaustion, but taken together, these two scenes seem to imply something totally 

different. In a sense, the two scenes are analepsis- and prolepsis-proper if we take 

them to be ill-timed visits to the past or the future, but they also exemplify the 

problematic nature of these anachronies, especially in prolepsis. Even though the 

reader and the characters see the future, albeit only a glimpse of it, we have no way 

of knowing what it means or how to interpret it. Alternatively, we might have some 

idea, but the narrative text might be playing with the reader’s expectations and 

withhold some vital information about the seen future image and the “real” moment 

might turn out to be very different from the first interpretation.50 

However, I argue that in Summer of the Apocalypse and with the crossing of the two 

storylines, the issue is not really about “seeing” the future, or else the moment was 

not really an ill-timed visit to the future. Rather, it has to do with the temporal 

hierarchy of the two time periods. The moment quoted above disrupts the temporal 

hierarchy between these two periods and forces the reader to consider them as 

simultaneous as well as parallel. Even though there is no real simultaneity in the 

narratives (Toro 2011, 130), a narrative can evoke simultaneity between events 

through “time overlaps” (ibid., 128) by, for example, introducing parallel events on 

different timelines or telling certain events from different perspectives. There are 

clear parallels between the two timelines in Summer of the Apocalypse, as discussed 

above, but the displacement in time that happens to the younger Eric elevates the 

pre-catastrophic timeline to a quasi-simultaneity with the older Eric’s post-

catastrophic time period. The temporal displacement Eric feels in the moment forces 

the reader to reconsider the ontological properties of the diegetic storyworld and 

consider the possibility that the two time periods are taking place in quasi-

simultaneity, not as time periods separated by sixty years.  

 

50 This is an especially prevalent narrative technique in contemporary TV series, like Breaking Bad 
(2008–2013), where an episode may begin with a proleptic image that does not inform the reader but 
creates more questions, or suspense in Meir Sternberg’s model of narrative interests. 
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This, then, exemplifies the temporal structure of a secular apocalyptic narrative, 

or the need to create such a structure from the narrative. Like a sleuth in detective 

stories, the protagonist in apocalyptic narratives reads and interprets the diegetic 

world along with the reader to create the coherent whole of the fictive history. This 

in turn takes us back to the beginning, or the paradoxical temporal model of the 

apocalypse where the beginning is the end. While it might seem that an apocalyptic 

narrative begins from the end, and the end is the beginning, this is not the case 

because the beginning in an apocalyptic narrative is always hollow and the fictive 

history of the world is unclear. In apocalyptic narratives, both the protagonist and 

the reader need to piece the story together and fulfil the apocalyptic time by 

interpreting the apocalyptic sequence, or what happened to the world. Even in 

narratives that begin in the post-catastrophic world, the apocalypse is still to come 

in a sense that it cannot be known in advance. As Elana Gomel (2010, 123) notes, 

the “violence cannot be skipped”, meaning that an apocalyptic narrative cannot 

exclude the violent change and transition of the world. But unlike Gomel, who sees 

the apocalyptic plot as “surprisingly uniform” (ibid., 121), I would argue that this is 

so only on the macrolevel. The violence of the apocalypse cannot be skipped because 

it expands the time horizons in both directions – backwards and forwards – and it 

gives the apocalypse its paradoxical temporal nature. This paradoxical nature 

becomes more prominent when we move from the analysis of the different temporal 

structures to examine the apocalypse itself as a model of time.  

2.2  The Shape of Time in Apocalyptic Fiction 

To talk about the shape of time in the apocalypse is to affirm that it has an identity, 

a mode of being that separates it from other modes of temporality. The apocalyptic 

narrative is not only oriented towards the future and the past, but it is also a narrative 

that is used to explain historical movement. As Elana Gomel (2010, 120) notes, the 

apocalypse, like “all timeshapes [--] creates a humanly meaningful narrative of 

historical change”. I argue that to succeed in this, the apocalyptic narrative has to 

construct or organise the past so that the envisioned future can flow from it. Quite 

often, the apocalyptic movement of time is seen pointing only towards the coming 

destruction and violence, towards the descending New Jerusalem and “the 

expectation of either an earthly or a heavenly paradise” (Abrams 1971, 41). The 

apocalypse is seen then as a movement towards something new, a novel state of 
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affairs that is better than the era that preceded it. This model of time is, however, 

too simplifying as, for example, Catherine Keller (1996, 10) notes, the apocalypse 

has been a narrative of both “revolution and reaction”, and “while it has certainly 

been a favoured tale of underdogs, it also sits enthroned as the culmination of the 

biblical canon”. The apocalypse can be seen then as a model of novelty and stasis, 

rejuvenation and stagnation. There is also a homogenising or globalising side to the 

apocalyptic transformation or transition (see Quinby 1994, xxiv, 4).51 Coupled with 

the movement towards the future, the apocalypse can be seen as a great unifier that 

erases individual differences, the great imperialist force that covers the world in a 

single sign rather than reveals the truth behind it, which in itself is a revelation if it 

is successful. If the world can be covered by a single sign, does that not reveal 

something very fundamental about the world and humanity? In secular apocalyptic 

narratives, the homogenisation can be seen in the scale of the apocalyptic destruction 

as all the world is affected similarly by the destruction – everywhere the post-

catastrophic world looks the same. This is the starting position of this chapter, where 

I examine in detail the different temporal structures in Summer of the Apocalypse and 

how the novel represents historical transition and the completion of history. I will 

begin from the notion that the apocalypse is a narrative for change and social 

transition, and then move to analyse the apocalypse as an interpreted coherent 

picture of history. 

2.2.1  The Apocalypse as a Transitional Time 

Douglas Robinson (1985, 3) argues in his study American Apocalypses that American 

literature is decidedly apocalyptic, as it is centred around questions of “the historical 

transformation of space and time from old to new, from corruption to new 

innocence, from death to rebirth” and that the “in-between, the torsion between the 

 

51 Quinby (1994) promotes the term “anti-apocalypse” to challenge the apocalyptic tendencies in 
contemporary culture. According to Quinby (1994, xxii), the anti-apocalypse “has three goals: 1) to 
analyze the ways in which apocalyptic discourse and action thwart or prohibit exercises of freedom; 2) 
to better understand and provide support for struggles against apocalyptic vision; and 3) to highlight 
democratic practices that are nonapocalyptic”. Catherine Keller (1996, 15) responded to the anti-
apocalypse by providing the term “counter-apocalypse” because “anti-apocalypse, an apocalypse of 
apocalypse, turns out to be an oxymoron”. Instead, a “‘counterapocalypse’ recognizes itself as a kind 
of apocalypse; but then it will try to interrupt the habit” (ibid. 19).  
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new and the old, is a definitively American dilemma” (ibid., 51). For Robinson, 

American apocalypses are more ideological than formal:  

…which is to say that the apocalypse is never a merely formal pattern in an American 
work but the author’s interpretative stance on the future of the world and on the past 
of the text, its relation both to history as con-text and to previous apocalypses as pre-
text. (Robinson 1985, 7.)  

In literary tradition, fictions create a continuous line of covering and revelation:  

Nathaniel Hawthorne realized, as many American writers after him, that the structure 
most in need of apocalyptic destruction was not the earth, not human existence, but 
the creations of his own imagination, his fictions, which obscured social realities even 
in revealing them. Fictions are at one the primary vehicles and the primary targets of 
destruction: one fiction is needed to destroy another, and yet a third to destroy that. 
Fictions harden into realities, or versions of reality that deaden our vision to what is 
really out there, and so must be undermined and dismantled. (Robinson 1985, 198–
199, emphasis original.) 

Fictions that harden into realities are similar to Frank Kermode’s (2000 [1967], 39) 

notion that “[m]yths are the agent of stability, fictions the agents of change”, and 

how fictions can “degenerate into myths whenever they are not consciously held to 

be fictive” (ibid.). In both cases, the apocalypse is a fiction that sparks a societal 

change towards something new; it challenges the old models and overcomes them, 

only to be overcome later by a new apocalypse.52 Where Robinson notes that fictions 

are “the primary vehicles and the primary targets of destruction”, I would not focus 

so much on the word “destruction”. The fiction does not need to actually destroy 

the previous fictions, but it needs to overcome them, best them, and elevate itself to 

a new position. The destruction can be in the form of explanation, where the mystery 

or the intrigue of something is destroyed while the object itself might still exist. The 

apocalypse is, then, in perpetual momentum towards something new that must by 

the very act of coming into being overcome or reveal something that was before it 

and thus make it obsolete. An apocalyptic narrative can be a symbolic destruction of 

something, but it still needs a violent transition to move from one era to another. 

 

52 For a counter-argument on how contemporary apocalyptic narratives have lost the power to inflict 
change, see Buell (2013) and Heise (2015).  
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Secular apocalyptic narratives usually depict a concrete catastrophic movement 

from an old world to a new one. In Summer of the Apocalypse, the pre-catastrophic time 

period can be read as a long description of how different societal structures crumble 

around Eric. After he has moved to the cave with his parents, two young men first 

try to join them in the cave and then to drive Eric and his parents out. The situation 

escalates into a battle that Eric and his parents win, leaving them once again alone 

on the hillside, but the monumental change of the world is starting to dawn on them: 

“Eric looked at them both again. Their hair was dirty, clothing smudged. [--] ‘You 

look…’ he laughed even louder. ‘You look… so different.’ [--] Dad held his hands 

out and examined himself. ‘Well,’ he said, ‘it’s not Norman Rockwell.’” (SA, 32.) 

Indeed, the image of the apocalyptic survivor is as far from Rockwell’s art as can be. 

If “Norman Rockwell told stories about everyday life” (Scarlato 2012, 86), his 

paintings depicted a slice of American idyllic life which has come to its end in Summer 

of the Apocalypse. Books and art have several different functions in apocalyptic 

narratives, as they can signal the continuation of knowledge or the basic intertextual 

functions of broadening the interpretational field, but here, and elsewhere as well, 

Norman Rockwell is used as an epitome of a nostalgic vision of the mid 20th century 

America. This is especially so when Eric mocks his parents in his mind as “Mr. and 

Mrs. America in their perfect little home” (SA, 21) referencing an ideal marital image 

of the past. On its own, Eric’s thought can be read as a rebellious thought from a 

teenager, but coupled with the father’s comment about Norman Rockwell, it creates 

a wider meaning and image of a world that has come to an end. 

To exemplify this more, we can compare the scene to previous ones where both 

the younger and older Eric packed things for his journey; in the pre-catastrophic era, 

Eric packed with him Stephen King’s The Stand and J.R.R. Tolkien’s The Hobbit (SA, 

22), and in the post-catastrophic storyline he packs with him Willa Cather’s My 

Ántonia (SA, 17). In these instances, the intertextual references serve to highlight the 

transformation that has taken place in Eric’s character in the sixty years between the 

two moments; King’s and Tolkien’s novels are more adventurous, whereas Cather’s 

novel is a depiction of life in the American frontier in the 19th century. However, 

they also signal something more, a less violent apocalyptic continuation (that 

Douglas Robinson might have written about), but a sequence of apocalyptic fiction 

nonetheless. Maybe the most obvious connection is between King’s The Stand and 

Summer of the Apocalypse, as both novels depict a rampant virus pandemic that nearly 

causes human extinction, and the city of Boulder has a large role in both novels – in 

King’s novel, it is the “city of light” against Randall Flagg’s “dark city” of Las Vegas 

, and in Summer of the Apocalypse it is Eric’s destination as the library of the world. 
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While these connections might be a nod to King’s novel, they are still in the text and 

in part create a “pre-text” (Robinson 1985, 7) to the novel, thus confirming in part 

Tina Pippin’s (2002, 1) notion that every apocalyptic narrative is a sequel. Then again, 

the apocalypse cannot be anything but a literary sequel to previous apocalypses 

because the apocalypse is only a textual phenomenon. For example, Jacques Derrida 

(1984b, 23) notes that “the non-localizable nuclear war” only exists “through what 

is said of it, only where it is talked about”. The apocalypse exists only in narratives, 

in recognisable cultural artefacts. And as cultural artefacts, different apocalypses can 

be easily referenced and indeed they need to be destroyed as Hawthorne notes.  

The other two textual references, to The Hobbit and to My Àntonia, also serve to 

create an expectation for the reader but more on the thematic level. The reference 

to The Hobbit underscores the younger Eric’s smallness in front of the new and 

dangerous world, comparable to Bilbo Baggins’ position at the beginning of The 

Hobbit. My Àntonia, on the other hand, emphasises the frontier-like nature of the 

post-catastrophic world where the once civilised world has turned savage and 

uncontrollable once again. As important as these intertextual references are, in the 

apocalyptic context it is the sequence of repetition, of sequels, that gives the novels 

their apocalyptic forward momentum. It also exemplifies how apocalyptic 

temporality is forward-directed, but only in the sense that it conquers or destroys the 

past to create something new. Therefore, apocalyptic narratives need to create a past 

world that is destroyed to signal the transition to a new one. This happens partly by 

referencing extratextual apocalyptic images that are both used to expand the field of 

interpretation by intertextual references and destroyed by making them obsolete 

cultural artefacts in the diegetic world.  

In the diegetic world, the movement of time in apocalyptic narratives is often 

depicted as a journey and by describing in detail the collapse of societal norms. This 

is partly because we tend to conceive of time through spatial metaphors (Morson 

1994, 17–18), or as Henri Bergson (2007 [1934], 4) describes this phenomenon, it is 

usually space that answers when we evoke time. To describe movement in time, then, 

it is easier to describe movement in space, because it allows the narrative to expand 

both the temporal and spatial horizons of the diegetic world. For example, Petter 

Skult (2019, 81–82) notes that “movement through space from the familiar to the 

unfamiliar is very much a common thread through many post-apocalyptic novels”. 

The movement across the estranged post-catastrophic world allows the reader to 

interpret the world through the movement of the character. As Mikhail Bakhtin 

(1981 [1938], 243) notes on the chronotope of the road, the “road is a particularly 
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good place for random encounters. On the road (‘the high road’), the spatial and 

temporal paths of the most varied people [--] intersect at one spatial and temporal 

point.” Bakhtin continues: 

Time, as it were, fuses together with space and flows in it (forming the road); this is 
the source of the rich metaphorical expansion on the image of the road as a course: 
“the course of a lie”, “to set out on a new course”, “the course of history” and so on; 
varied and multi-leveled are the ways in which road is turned into a metaphor, but its 
fundamental pivot is the flow of time. (Bakhtin 1981 [1938], 243.) 

The fall of civilisation is represented in the novel by the different characters Eric 

meets on his journeys, like in the pre-catastrophic era by an exhausted police officer, 

a military helicopter pilot who has gone mad and started firing at civilians, and 

ordinary people who resort to extreme measures to survive. In the post-catastrophic 

world, Eric sets off from his community where his son, Troy, embodies a stubborn 

attitude to the old ways promoted by Eric: “‘This is the world, now, but you hang 

on to a past that no one knows. Your people died. Mine are alive. You’ve got nothing 

to say to the living.’” (SA, 15.) It is Troy’s words and attitude that set Eric on his 

journey, but as the narrative shows, Eric’s old world is anything but dead and gone. 

But it has changed, as becomes evident by his encounters with a hermit who has 

hoarded as much working technology as possible, a ghost-like people who are 

described as animals by other people, and a power-hungry military leader who 

intends to destroy the library at the University of Boulder (SA, 134–144, 202–204). 

It is through these encounters on Eric’s journey that the larger transformation of the 

society is represented, and through these encounters, the novel signals both the 

forward momentum of the narrative through chance encounters on the road and the 

expansion of the historical background of the diegetic world.53  

The temporal location of the apocalyptic catastrophic in relation to the beginning 

of the novel is less relevant because the narration still needs to expand the diegetic 

world in both temporal directions. The narrative needs to set the pre-catastrophic 

era and the movement towards the future. There is also a paradox here in the form 

of narrative tension in the post-catastrophic world. As Summer of the Apocalypse 

exemplifies, the post-catastrophic world can – and usually does – contain an 

apocalyptic narrative tension where the continuation of humankind remains in 

question. If, on the other hand, there was no narrative tension or suspense in the 

 

53 There is much more on these encounters that deserves a closer analysis, and I will return to them in 
Chapter 3.1. 
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post-catastrophic era, like in H.G. Wells’ The War of the Worlds, then the narrative 

would be only about the pre-catastrophic era. The apocalypse as an event is 

unavoidable in apocalyptic narratives; it needs to be described in some manner.54 

The transformation of the apocalypse, however, is often depicted through changes 

in the diegetic world in which the protagonist walks in a detective-like way, trying to 

interpret a whole picture of the events that took place. This leads us to what Frank 

Kermode (2000 [1967], 58) calls the root matter of all fiction: “[i]n the middest, we 

look for a fullness of time, for beginning, middle, and end in concord”. In 

apocalyptic narratives, there is a transition from the old to the new, but the 

movement forward cannot be just destructive, the past cannot be annihilated 

because then time would really lose its bearings. Whether we believe in a Bergsonian 

model of time, where all the past subsists in the present moment, or Hawthorne’s 

notion of the apocalyptic cycle of destruction, it is the past that gives the apocalyptic 

transformation its temporal direction. For the transition to succeed, history – as the 

temporal model of time – needs to be completed by fulfilling the past, not just by 

destroying it.  

2.2.2  The Completion of History 

Summer of the Apocalypse is representative of apocalyptic narratives in that it does not 

really address the actual apocalyptic catastrophe of the novel, that of the plague that 

has a reported fatality of 80% (SA, 21) before civilisation collapses. Similarly, 

Stephen King’s The Stand does not really focus on the weaponised influenza; even 

though its creation and mechanism is detailed, the novel does not focus so much on 

the influenza as the war between good and evil that follows it. In George Stewart’s 

Earth Abides, the disease that kills most of humankind is equally passed over with 

little interest, like in Margaret Atwood’s MaddAddam trilogy. Similarly, the plague in 

Mary Shelley’s The Last Man is not really discussed in detail, leading to the conclusion 

that the apocalyptic catastrophe is not what these narratives are about.  

The absence of the ultimate event, the final moment of the apocalypse in 

apocalyptic fiction, points to the absence of the ultimate referent, the Derridean 

 

54 There is, however, a difference if this is done on the level of narration or in the diegetic world by 
the characters themselves. This is a question I will focus on in Chapter 6.1.2. 
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referent that is external to the system itself (Derrida 1984b, 26). There are only stories 

from which the characters themselves are forced to interpret the apocalypse because 

there is no real moment of the apocalypse to experience. From the earliest point in 

the two storylines, when Eric is sitting at the breakfast table with his parents, all he 

knows about the upcoming apocalyptic catastrophe that has not really hit his 

hometown yet is what he reads in the newspapers: “Long articles about the disease’s 

progress on the East Coast dominated the front section. The banner headline read 

‘80% FATALITIES!’ The only pictures were of an overcrowded hospital in Boston 

and a panicked crowd at an unidentified airport.” (SA, 21.) Eric himself never really 

faces the plague, as he shelters in the cave during the day that the plague ravages 

through his hometown – he only has the stories he hears from other people. 

In the post-catastrophic world, Eric’s belief and reliance on narratives and stories 

is shown from the very beginning as Dodge and Rabbit bring him “an anthology 

called Major American Authors” (SA, 10). It is his unrelenting faith in books that sends 

Eric on his journey to Boulder, to the university library in the post-catastrophic era. 

When he reaches the library, however, he realises how hollow his faith has been 

when he and his companion get caught in the middle of a battle between the 

librarians and a military leader called Federalist. Rabbit, the young boy who 

accompanied Eric, dies while trying to save books from being burnt only for Eric to 

find out that the librarians’ plan all along was to burn the library with Federalist and 

his men inside. While planning for the future, the librarians had recorded the whole 

content of the library on compact discs that they buried underground to wait for 

humanity to rise again and find the content of the library. For Eric, though, the sight 

of the new library is not the harbinger of a new dawn for mankind, but only “a stone 

cold tomb [--] a sepulcher of Gone Time” (SA, 252). Eric’s disillusionment at the 

end of the novel is accompanied by a new sense of beginning: 

For the first time, instead of thinking about clearing the brush and estimating how 
much work it would take to recondition the road, he thought of the inexorable 
progress of change. In another hundred years, he thought, no one will know that this 
was ever a highway. Why, a person hiking the other direction in two-hundred years 
might well think that no other human being had ever been there, and if he continued 
on, only right-angled mounds of brick will mark the foundations of the building in 
Boulder. A hunk of cement sitting in the middle of a field, vines growing all over it, 
might be all that’s left of an overpass. He might dig himself a fire-pit and find some 
other remnants, a key-chain maybe, or a beer-bottle. (SA, 253.) 

As the quote suggests, Eric has finally learned to accept the disappearance of his old 

world, and it changes his relation to the world at large. No longer is he thinking 

about bringing back the old world, or how it could be achieved, but he turns towards 
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the future and what will come. The vision of the future hiker is not only a speculation 

about the coming future, or that humankind will survive, but it also represents the 

new ethical stance Eric has to the world, to finding out new ideas and things. As Eric 

rejects the new library as a stone-cold tomb instead of a marvel of human ingenuity, 

it signals a clear shift from one way of understanding the world to another. The re-

adjustment of Eric’s ideas and vision of the future hiker is not a real rejection of 

stories or knowledge as the basis for understanding the world, as the structuring 

mechanism behind Eric’s old and new attitudes towards the world remain the same: 

He would put the bottle aside, finally, and make his bed next to the fire, and then, 
before he went to sleep, he’d look up at the stars and make up stories about them, 
never knowing that mankind had once aspired to visit them, had once seen 
themselves as the inhabitants of a tiny planet, circling a star as beautiful and remote 
as the ones that wheeled over his head right now. He’d sleep, his next frontier the hill 
he hadn’t hiked over yet. To him, the world would be new again, filled with wonder 
and danger, a place to learn from. (SA, 254.)  

The vision Eric has is not that removed from his own experiences in the post-

catastrophic world. The world is still a new place, a new frontier to be explored and 

learned from. What is different is that there is no longer the weight of the past 

haunting the world. The old world is still folded underneath the new world, but the 

meanings and mysteries do not haunt the people anymore in the same way they have 

haunted Eric. The ending of Summer of the Apocalypse echoes Pat Frank’s Alas, Babylon, 

where Randy Bragg learns that the United States won a nuclear war against the Soviet 

Union: “‘We won it. We really clobbered ‘em!’ Hart’s eyes lowered and his arms 

drooped. He said, ‘Not that it matters.’ The engine started and Randy turned away 

to face the thousand-year night.” (Frank 2005 [1959], 316.) In both cases, there is a 

bitter-sweet feeling of rejuvenation, a new beginning from the chaos. In Van Pelt’s 

novel, the emphasis is also on the act of narrating the future, as Eric envisions the 

future of humankind as a new dawn waiting on the horizon. It is even more striking 

that the future the traveller Eric envisions continues the very same acts that he 

himself has done until now. Not only would the traveller look up in the night sky 

and tell stories about the stars, he would also pick up obsolete objects (a beer bottle) 

and old relics and see the world as “a place to learn from”. The future traveller is not 

that far removed from Eric, but what he does not have is the weight of the 

knowledge of the Gone Times, or the past, on his shoulders.  

What does this ending of the novel then tell us about history and apocalyptic 

narratives? For one, we can see that secular apocalyptic narratives are close to what 
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Frank Kermode (2000 [1967], 62, passim) calls “concord-fiction”. According to 

Kermode, concord-fictions works similarly to the Biblical explanation of earlier 

scriptures consonant to the New Testament, or “what St. Augustine did when he 

explained, against the evidence, the concord of the canonical scriptures”, they 

explain complicated phenomena through fictive concords. They create allegories 

between two instances where the latter one explains the previous one. Kermode’s 

concord-fictions55 provide a complementarity between a more abstract ideology or 

a concept and human understanding, paving the way to a new understanding of “the 

awkward relationship to the present” (Boxall 2013, 17) and the whole of human 

temporal existence. What is important about Kermode’s complementary concord-

fictions is that they “meet a need” (Kermode 2000 [1967], 62), and because of that, 

they change over time as the need for a different concord emerges. There is no single, 

all-governing fiction that could create an ultimate coherent explanation, and there is 

no single model of time that would explain all of history. Therefore, fictions change 

through time because the world around humans changes as well. 

As Ursula Heise (1999) and Peter Boxall (2013) have argued, technological 

progress has created a need to re-think both the scale and methods of relating to 

time and history. While technological advances have made it possible to measure 

both time and space ever-more accurately, “it is partly the development of a new 

technological regime for the production of global time and space that has led to this 

disorientation, this apprehension of a new time in which it is impossible to find one’s 

bearings” (Boxall 2013, 19). According to Peter Boxall, this is exactly what the 

contemporary novel in the twenty-first century does as it responds to “the arrival of 

an ‘otherworldly’ time to which it is difficult to adjust, is difficult to separate from 

the emergence of a new kind of apocalyptic fear, the sense in the culture not only 

that we cannot envisage the future clearly, but that there might in fact be no future 

for us at all” (ibid., 216). The future is far from certain in Summer of the Apocalypse as 

the cause of illnesses in Eric’s community is revealed to be toxins seeping into the 

ground as “cities and factories, houses and stores, [are] dissolving in the rain like 

sugar cubes” (SA, 227). Like there was no clear temporal instance of the apocalypse 

 

55 While I do agree with Kermode on many of his observations about concord-fiction, I do not agree 
with him when he likens concord-fictions “to be like the plots of novels, which often end with an 
appearance of concord, or in modern fiction, a denial of it in the interests of what I called ‘clerkly 
scepticism’” (Kermode 2000 [1967], 190). Narrative plots to me are too concrete models of narratives 
where concord-fictions structure reality on a more thematic level by providing, in the case of 
apocalyptic narratives, new kinds of ways to envision the historical transition from one era to another, 
and thus new ways to relate to the past (see also Boxall 2013, 40–83). 
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in the pre-catastrophic world, there is no clear apocalyptic moment in the post-

catastrophic world; it all threatens to melt into one apocalyptic continuum.  

As we have seen, the narrative of Summer of the Apocalypse creates a possible 

continuation of history in the diegetic world where humankind weathers out the 

apocalyptic catastrophes that are still plaguing it and later rediscovers the world. But 

can we talk about history in apocalyptic narratives in the same manner as in historical 

novels? Brian Richardson (2019, 100) argues that in “fictions set in a recognizable 

historical period, we will also want to observe whether the events are congruent or 

incongruent with historical accounts”, introducing the concept of historical time as 

a yardstick for this kind of historical referentiality.56 In Summer of the Apocalypse and 

in many apocalyptic narratives, referentiality of this sort is not really possible because 

the narrative does not offer clear historical reference points that the reader could 

compare with actual history. What it does provide, however, is a new way to consider 

our relationship to the past and future events that are not strictly referential or 

relational to the present. It is the arrival of Boxall’s otherworldly time, a haunting of 

things that have happened and are still to come. This will be my focus in the next 

chapter of this work. 

Before I can move on to analyse these temporal relations, it is necessary to 

conclude this chapter first. I started this chapter with the thesis that there is no post-

apocalyptic narrative per se, that all “end of the world” narratives contain in them 

the apocalyptic temporal push forward. This is done despite the narrative beginning 

in the post-catastrophic world; as the narrative still needs to address the apocalyptic 

catastrophe, both the fictional character(s) and the reader must come to terms with 

the apocalyptic event even if the resolution is that there is no explanation or reason 

behind the catastrophe. This is because the apocalypse is not just a depiction of 

destruction or a revelation but a model of time and transition. It is a way to depict a 

temporal movement by symbolically destroying the past, and that past must be 

destroyed either by the literal destruction of the world or by becoming obsolete in 

the new world.  

 

56 Richardson (2019, 100) introduces the concept of historical time based on Dorrit Cohn’s (1999, 112) 
idea of the referentiality of fiction to reality. Richardson (2019, 100) notes that in fictions set in a 
recognizable historical period “the more realistic a narrative attempts to be, the greater is the attempt 
to conform to, or at least to not contradict, the facts of history”.  
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3 FOLDED TEMPORALITIES 

In the previous chapter, I analysed the apocalypse as a narrative from the perspective 

of narrative theory differentiating between the content of the narrative (the fabula) 

and its representation (the syuzhet). The previous chapter also addressed apocalyptic 

narrative as a model of time that creates a transition from one era to another and 

towards a certain kind of future. I argue that apocalyptic narratives are, and have 

been for a long time, narratives that try to answer what Peter Boxall (2013, 3) calls 

the “elusiveness of the present moment” in the contemporary era marked by rapid 

technological progress. For Boxall (ibid., 14), it is the contemporary novel that 

“offers us a means of apprehending the present, in the midst of a time which seems 

particularly resistant to the various paradigms that we have available within which to 

read it and understand it”. Apocalyptic narratives highlight and exemplify the 

problematic nature of time and the progress of historical (or catastrophic) events 

that signal the passage of time, but they also underlie the problematic nature that the 

present moment has towards the past and future. When discussing the apocalypse, 

questions arise, like what is an apocalyptic event? Does it mark the end of time, or is 

the end of time reached later in the fulfilment of history? What is the connection 

between the fulfilment of history and the end of time? Is there only one apocalypse, 

or can history repeat apocalyptic events? At the end of the last chapter, I proposed 

that apocalyptic narratives work like what Frank Kermode (2000 [1967], 62) calls 

concord-fiction, which is equivalent to the allegorical reading of Biblical texts where 

the New Testament is seen to fulfil the stories of the Old Testament (see Tambling 

2010, 22; Jameson 2019, 16). Apocalyptic narratives literalise an abstract concept 

(like the evolutionary future of humankind) and reveal some fundamental truth 

about the world or humankind (most often, it is the idea that modern society is 
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unsustainable). It can be argued that any literary tradition can or indeed does this,57 

but what separates apocalyptic narratives from other literary traditions is the way this 

revelation is made – through folding the past and the present into a continuous 

movement of transition.  

My argument in this chapter is that apocalyptic narratives present a clear example 

of narratives that try to fold the experience of time in such a way that it challenges 

the concept of the present moment. I propose that the apocalyptic narrative is a 

temporal model that is used to explain time and historical change. To understand 

this model of time, it is necessary to have a preliminary understanding of time. In 

this work, time for me is closely related to Henri Bergson’s concept of time, which 

arises from the idea of the pure duration (la durée; 1988 [1896], 2007 [1934]; 2018 

[1889]) that is the continuously dividing becoming, or as a “becoming that endures” 

(Deleuze 1988 [1966], 37), a multiplicity that gives rise to time.58 Elizabeth Grosz 

summarises Bergsonian duration thus: 

Duration must always be regarded as a continuity, a singular whole. When duration is 
divided, which fundamentally transforms its nature, it can be regarded as time, the 
scientific, measurable counterpart of space; but in itself, and not subordinated to the 
exigencies of practical and scientific action, it is indivisible, continuous, inscribed by 
movement, always a whole. (Grosz 2004, 183.) 

The pure duration is the internal continuous movement that is surrounded by 

external reality, which in turn is dominated by “counting simultaneities” (Bergson 

2018 [1889], 99), divided and countable time. What we humans normally understand 

as time, the steady progression of moments characterised by the ticking of the clock 

or the movement of the Earth around the Sun is not, for Bergson and later for 

 

57 Even though the novel is a fictious artefact, it does have an organising and constructive power over 
modern life, especially between a psychological individual and a larger social setting (Vermeulen 2015, 
5–6). Pieter Vermeulen (2015) studies how the contemporary novel “is obsolete as a uniquely 
authoritative genre, yet it survives in formal attempts to imagine a consciously diminished version of 
that lost agency” (ibid., 5). For more discussion about the role of the contemporary novel and authors, 
see e.g. Currie (2013), Boxall (2013), Dawson (2013), Johns-Putra (2019), and James and Morel (2020). 

58 Gilles Deleuze proposed later in his works, most notably in Difference and Repetition (1994 [1968], 71–
91) and in Cinema 1: The Movement-Image (1997 [1983]) and Cinema 2: The Time-Image (1997 [1985]), a 
refined version of the Bergsonian concept of time as the three syntheses of time. While Deleuze does 
address problems that the Bergsonian model of time has and develops the theory further, I do not 
intend to cover them in detail in this work.  
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Deleuze, actual time but spatialised time. This outside time is a mathematical time of 

lines, rhythms, and simultaneities, and it is this understanding of time that we 

humans are usually describing through spatial metaphors (see Morson 1994, 17–18; 

Currie 2013, 21–23). There is no outside Time, no Newtonian universal Time, to 

which our personal experiences are connected to or synchronised with. There is no 

great clock that makes reality tick in unison, only the internal time that is born from 

the continuous internal movement and spatialised time of clocks that creates divides, 

like before and after (Grosz 2004, 183). 

The clock is and has been probably the most potent metaphor for time in Western 

culture, especially from Victorian England onwards, as clocks became a stable trope 

in various literary works. The depiction of clocks and watches reveals how 

“preoccupied almost obsessively” Victorian England was “with time and all the 

devices that measure time’s flight” (Buckley 1966, 1–2). The establishment of World 

Standard Time in the nineteenth century aimed to standardise railway timetables in 

Britain (Albright 2009, 26), and it soon came “to assume more and more power over 

the regulation of people’s lives because the factory, the mail coach system and more 

accurate timepieces all made large segments of the population increasingly subject to 

schedules” (ibid., 28). Official clock time is thus highly regulated time, which keeps 

people and whole industries organised. It gives a rhythm of life that can be calculated, 

followed, and even predicted.59 It is the time of communities and societies. It is 

through the connection between these two times – clock time and personal time – 

that Frank Kermode (2000 [1967] 62) claims we humans create concord-fictions to 

explain abstract phenomena through a complementary narrative. As Paul Ricoeur 

(1984, 3) notes: “time becomes human time to the extent that it is organised after 

the manner of a narrative”, and this question is at the heart of narrative dynamics. 

This chapter, then, focuses on the connection between these two times in the 

apocalyptic and analyses how outer or societal time is represented in apocalyptic 

narratives. To analyse further this connection, I apply Gilles Deleuze’s (2006 [1993]) 

 

59 To a large degree, the positivistic philosophies of science in the 19th century aimed to produce 
different kinds of models that would give predictability to subjects like biology, mathematics, and 
history. Figures like Auguste Comte, Karl Marx, and Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel theorised about 
achieving utopia in society (Firchow 2007, 2–3, passim), and this gave history its direction towards a 
better tomorrow. This philosophy was later challenged in modernism and postmodernism by figures 
like Jean-François Lyotard (1984, 37), who proclaimed famously that the grand narratives of modernity 
have lost their credibility. However, the positivist belief in history has not disappeared in content even 
if it has changed in form. Arguably, the belief in the present day that technology paves an inevitable 
way towards a better future is a continuation of utopian thought. 
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concept of the fold, which has been connected mostly to spatial studies in literature, 

and especially spatial referentiality (see Westphal 2011, 99, 104; Ameel 2020b), but it 

can also be used to study temporal relations (Williams 2017; Mäntyniemi 2020).60 

The main thesis of this chapter is that instead of the actual event, it is much more 

fruitful to approach the apocalypse as an event that has already happened and is still 

becoming, or as an event that is folded around the present moment. The folding 

then defines not just the present moment but the past and the future as well, creating 

a model of transitory time that I sketched in the last chapter. 

As in the last chapter, my focus here will also be in James Van Pelt’s Summer of the 

Apocalypse (2006), because it highlights and exemplifies the different folding, 

unfolding, and refolding of apocalyptic temporality. The novel is divided into two 

different time periods: the first one takes place shortly after a deadly plague has killed 

nearly all humans, leaving just a handful of survivors trying to survive the mayhem 

of the last days. One of them is Eric, a fifteen-year-old boy who moved to a secure 

place with his parents only to lose them both soon after. The story then follows Eric 

as he tries to find his father, who left to find help but never came back. The second 

storyline follows Eric when he is seventy-five, a grandfather living in a small 

community in Colorado. In this storyline, Eric embarks on a journey towards the 

library of the University of Boulder in the hope of finding some answers to the 

strange illnesses that are plaguing his community. Continuing from the last chapter, 

I will denote all narratives dealing with the end of the world as “apocalyptic”, as I 

am proposing that there is no such thing as a post-apocalyptic genre. To differentiate 

between the two time periods in Summer of the Apocalypse – and in most apocalyptic 

narratives – I will use the terms “pre-catastrophic” and “post-catastrophic”. 

Chapter 3.1 then focuses on the nature of apocalyptic time, the division between 

inner and outer time, and, more importantly, the question of defining the apocalyptic 

event. The latter part of the chapter analyses the different repetitions and folds 

created in apocalyptic narratives. Chapter 3.2 then focuses on the ending and 

narrative closure in apocalyptic narratives, or how narratives about the end of the 

 

60 Dylan Williams (2017, 1) notes how folds in literature can challenge the idea of time as a straight 
line when “far-distant moments can be brought into close proximity with one another”. Williams 
reading of J. G. Ballard’s novels is, however, influenced more by Michel Serres’ concept of the fold, 
and while his readings of Serres’ theories are inspiring, I am limiting my approach in this work to the 
Deleuzian concept of the fold. 
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world communicate the end of the narrative, and what, if any connection there is 

between the end of the world and the end of the narrative. 

3.1  Folding Different Times 

3.1.1  Inner and Outer Sense of Time 

No matter how one defines or understands time, it is quite common to divide time 

into two parts: inner private time and outer public time (Buckley 1966, viii, 3; Kern 

2003, 33–35). The dichotomy between these two times is not by any means clear or 

without problems, but we can differentiate between a personal experience of time 

that is a continuous duration and a time that is external to that duration. Frank 

Kermode (2000 [1967], 62, passim] argues that because we as individuals are born in 

the middle of this external time, we need to create fictions that create concords 

between beginnings and endings because we cannot experience them ourselves. For 

Paul Ricoeur (1984, 3), narrative is that which makes time understandable to humans: 

“time becomes human time to the extent that it is organised after the manner of a 

narrative, narrative, in turn, is meaningful to the extent that it portrays the features 

of temporal experience”. In apocalyptic narratives, this difference between an 

individual experience of time and an outer social time is exemplified by a degree of 

distance that separates the main character’s experiences from the apocalyptic 

horrors. In Summer of the Apocalypse, the younger Eric is sheltered in a cave his father 

has prepared for them, and he listens to the news from his radio about how society 

around them is falling apart. Time is steadily ticking away in the cave after Eric and 

his parents repelled the two bikers who tried to force them out of the cave: “[f]our 

days after the motorcycle thugs shouted their parting curses, hopped on their 

motorcycles and roared away, traffic on the highway stopped” (SA, 44). A once 

potent metaphor of mobility, the highway is now silent, indicating that outside things 

are breaking down while time still ticks on in the cave: “[t]hree days later, when [Eric] 

took the morning watch, he still wondered what no traffic meant” (SA, 44), “[i]t had 

been a week since their trip to Idaho Springs” (SA, 72). In the last quote, Eric and 

his father have learned that Eric’s mother is sick and tried to find some medicine in 

Idaho Springs. Like in many apocalyptic narratives, it is the military that provides a 

symbol of the extraordinariness of the times in Summer of the Apocalypse, as most trucks 
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they see on their journey are military trucks, and they learn that the military has 

imposed a curfew and roadblocks around the country. 

In apocalyptic narratives, especially in movies, the military also symbolises the 

larger society in a time of crisis. The military itself symbolises strength and unity, but 

the image of the military on the streets communicates a crisis and unusual times. 

Whereas in Summer of the Apocalypse, the United States military can be read as trying 

to help people, as futile as their attempts are, in other apocalyptic narratives it is the 

disintegration of the army itself that signals the breakdown of society. For example, 

in King’s The Stand, the carnivalesque downfall of Western civilisation reaches its 

apex when a group of US Army soldiers occupy a TV station and broadcasts a TV 

show where they execute their fellow soldiers online.61 The constant bombardment 

of popular culture references and the juxtaposing portions of late-capitalist society 

with the anarchy and chaos that is engulfing the world gives apocalyptic narratives a 

twisted sense of humour. The breaking of military order and routine is an extreme 

signal that the normal societal routines, the normal time of the society, is breaking 

down and civilisation is falling into a chaotic period. 

The absurdity of the chaotic world is contrasted with characters that are still 

acting in a manner readers recognise as morally right, like Eric and his parents, who 

defend their cave dwelling against the two bikers who try to rob them. Instead of 

acting like the attackers, Eric and his parents let them leave in peace, thus separating 

 

61 The scene in King’s novel is effective but also problematic, as it depicts the soldiers doing the 
execution as African-Americans: “At 9:16 P.M., EST, those still well enough to watch television in the 
Portland, Maine, area, tuned in WCSH-TV and watched with numbed horror as a huge black man, 
naked except for a pink leather loincloth and a Marine officer’s cap, obviously ill, performed a series 
of sixty-two public executions. His colleagues, also black, also nearly naked, all wore loincloths and 
some badge of rank to show they had once belonged in the military.” (King 2011 [1978], 270.) The 
scene consists of black soldiers executing white soldiers and ends in a massacre when “four squads of 
regular army” (ibid., 271) attack the TV-station and fire indiscriminately, killing both the executioners 
as well as the prisoners. While post-apocalyptic narratives quite often do depict a moral decline in 
Western civilisation “back” to barbarism and even cannibalism, the scene foregrounds the blackness 
of the “junta” and depicts the black soldiers as primitive savages. Similar kinds of scenes or themes 
can be found in Jerry Pournelle’s and Larry Niven’s novel Lucifer’s Hammer, where a group of black 
soldiers who survive the comet’s impact revert to cannibalism. I will analyze in more detail the societal 
collapse, moral decline, and “reversal” to cannibalism in the next section, but it is worth noting here 
that scenes that depict the rising anarchy and chaos in the middle of an apocalyptic catastrophe are 
potentially highly motivated or ideologically charged because, like apocalyptic narratives in general, 
they cannot depict the whole collapse; they have to choose what to include and omit. Connected with 
the referential level to actual reality, these scenes in narratives, because of their high emotional value, 
are more privileged and thus more impactful than others. 
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them from the chaotic actions of those who are not prepared for the apocalyptic 

catastrophe. Apocalyptic narratives quite often also distance the characters from the 

actual apocalyptic mayhem, like Eric who is sheltered in the cave. In Margaret 

Atwood’s Oryx and Crake, Jimmy is sealed off in Paradise Dome when the plague 

hits, and in King’s The Stand, Stuart Redman is sealed off in a military base, and the 

other main characters in the novel are all separated from the outside world in one 

way or another. In Pat Frank’s Alas, Babylon, the town of Fort Repose is not hit by 

an atomic bomb and the characters only witness the mushroom clouds on the 

horizon, and in George Stewart’s Earth Abides, Ish is recovering from a snake bite in 

a mountain cabin when a plague sweeps the world. This separation of the main 

character from the rest of the world emphasises the difference between the main 

characters in apocalyptic narratives and the society at large.  

The plague does, however, affect Eric substantially when his mother dies and his 

father leaves to get a car that they could use to take her back to their home for burial. 

After waiting for a day for his father to return, Eric finally decides to go look for him 

himself, starting his real journey in the now transformed world that he does not really 

recognise anymore. There is a strong connection between the lost parents and the 

end of the world in Summer of the Apocalypse, as this theme is repeated in the post-

catastrophic world between Eric and his son, Troy, and the ending of the novel 

emphasises this even more by uniting Eric and Troy in the final pages. This reunion 

serves as the closure of the narrative, but as we will see, it is not the only moment of 

the closure of fulfilment in the novel. As shocking a moment as the death of Eric’s 

mother is to him, it does not, however, lodge time out of joint for him because the 

world had already collapsed into madness and disarray. This becomes even more 

apparent when he travels to the town of Golden that is near the cave. When coming 

close to the town, he sees it burning: 

Eric watched for several minutes. He didn’t hear sirens and he didn’t see anyone 
moving below. The streets were empty, no traffic at all. 

Initially he thought of the burning of Atlanta from Gone With the Wind, but then a 
more obvious connection came to him. It looked like King Kong had visited Golden, 
maybe in one of his later incarnations where he met Godzilla. Eric could imagine 
nothing else that could cause so much destruction. King Kong lives, he thought. (SA, 
82.) 

The scene repeats the idea from Chapter 2.2 that fictional apocalyptic narratives need 

to destroy or make earlier narratives obsolete by becoming the end of earlier 

apocalyptic narratives. The reference to King Kong serves both as a connection to 

a recognisable cultural artefact and to the visual representation of destruction 
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depicted in King Kong or Godzilla movies, but it also makes them obsolete in a 

sense that there is now another force that can create a similar kind of destruction. 

Even if Eric cannot imagine it at that instance, it comes to him later in the post-

catastrophic world as he is looking at the burning library in Boulder: “It’s like 

Golden, he thought, years ago when I first came out of the mountains looking for 

Dad. The feeling of experiencing it again swept over him powerfully. Goosebumps 

raised on his back and legs. Smoke in the sky, he thought. A city is burning, and I’m 

searching.” (SA, 254.) This moment comes right before Eric and Troy are reunited 

at the end of the novel, connecting the two time periods with the theme of familial 

unity. The constant searching that Eric has done since the beginning of the plague 

and the death of his parents is a new substitution for a unity that gives meaning and 

a new rhythm to time. Reunion with his son is the new temporal order that 

supersedes the old, fallen time of civilisation.  

The fall of societal time is not represented through military alone in Summer of the 

Apocalypse. After Eric has reached the town of Golden, he is stopped by a police car 

“with darkly tinted windows” (SA, 97). The ominous feeling is amplified when the 

police officer demands to see Eric’s belongings: 

[Eric] knew he should be frightened, but now he felt detached, almost meditative 
about what was happening, as if he were hovering above the sidewalk watching the 
scene unroll. Maybe the event was too surreal, like one of those weird paintings he’d 
seen in art books where mountains levitated in living rooms and watches melted over 
tree branches. (SA, 98.) 

The detached experience Eric is feeling in the moment could be read as his escape 

from the moment, but as the scene continues it becomes obvious that Eric can see 

more in the moment than what is in front of him: 

He couldn’t see the man’s eyes, but it suddenly occurred to him that they wouldn’t be 
malicious eyes, not the eyes of a killer; they would be crazed eyes. Below the officer’s 
sunglasses, even in the tinted window shadows in the car, Eric saw deep, purple circles 
like twin bruises. The man’s face sagged from his cheekbones. His hair, brown 
streaked with gray, stuck out in uncombed angles from under his hat. Crumpled fast 
food sacks and crushed Styrofoam cups covered the floor of the cruiser. The car 
smelled strongly of old coffee and sweaty clothes. Eric knew – he didn’t know how – 
that the rigidity of the man’s posture, the unnaturally precise hand movements, 
masked exhaustion and madness. For the first time in his life, Eric felt like he 
understood something about someone else. He felt a connection to him, an empathy, 
as if for this instant they were sharing the same thoughts. The policeman must have 
been patrolling for days, maybe never getting out of the car, just driving and looking 
and upholding the law because he didn’t know what else to do. Eric felt very sorry 
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for the policeman, though Eric knew he was a hair’s width away from being shot. 
(SA, 98.) 

The moment is telling – in more than just one way – and it needs to be cited at 

length. The first thing to note is a moment where Eric is given an insight into the 

nature of the police officer; he sees the truth behind the appearance. The vision Eric 

has regarding the officer turns out to be true as he is revealed to be trying to uphold 

the law in the city that is dead. The officer himself notes this: “‘I am a ghost cop,’ he 

said. ‘Except I’m alive and the city died.’” (SA, 99–100.) Seeing is also linked to the 

officer’s eyes, which Eric never sees but is certain that they hold the truth of his 

character. 

The other side of this moment is how the officer acts as an emblem or a 

synecdoche of law and order, and of the larger society. The officer is a clock that is 

winding down, nearing exhaustion after patrolling the dying city: “[f]or the 

policeman must have been patrolling for days, maybe never getting out of the car, 

just driving and looking and upholding the law because he didn’t know what else to 

do” (SA, 98). As this account comes after the narrator emphasises that Eric knows 

that the policeman is exhausted and on the cusp of madness, the hypothetical mini 

narration of the officer’s last days falls under the authorial voice of Eric’s newly 

gained knowledge. Not only does Eric know that the officer is one of the good guys, 

but he also knows the recent past of the officer as well. This in turn gives the officer 

a distinct temporality, a timeline that can be read through Henri Bergson’s concept 

of duration and Paul Ricoeur’s threefold mimesis. Paul Ricoeur’s (1984, 54) 

mimesis1, or pre-configuration, is the “pre-understanding of the world of action, its 

meaningful structures, its symbolic resources, and its temporal character”. As the 

police officer is the only character of power that Eric meets on his journey, the 

officer becomes the symbolic representation of the whole civilisation. He is also a 

representation of a society that has faced destruction: he has buried his family, and 

his police station (another symbol of societal order) is burned to the ground, just like 

the hospital (a symbol of health and healing): 

“I was a Golden High Knight. Played football.” He licked his lips. 

Eric let out a long breath silently and realized he hadn’t been breathing. “Uh huh,” 
he said. 

“Thousands of people buried in the football field now.” The policeman gripped the 
steering wheel. He was wearing a black glove on his left hand. “Don’t think the 
Knights will have a good season this year,” he said. 

[--] 
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He tried the radio again. In the quiet of the car, the steady hiss sounded baleful and 
lonely. “Nobody home,” said the policeman. “Burnt to the ground…” He paused and 
took another deep breath. “…just like the hospital. Forgot for a second.” (SA, 99.)  

While Eric has experienced traumatic events, relocation to the cave, the death of his 

mother, and the disappearance of his father, he has not witnessed or experienced the 

collapse of civilisation like the police officer has. Eric has not witnessed or lived 

through the experience of how old places with symbolic value, like the football field 

or the hospital, are turned into something different, into a twisted version of 

themselves. Old signs and symbols are repeated in the new era in a new form. One 

can imagine that the football field housed sports events with thousands of 

participants in the past; now it serves as the last resting place for thousands of people. 

The cyclical rhythm of normal life is broken, and the new, uncanny repetition can be 

seen as a sign that something horrible is still to come. Eric, on the other hand, was 

safe in the cave during these events and was thus separated from the apocalyptic 

destruction. 

The world has become uncanny and estranged. A once joyous and lively place 

like a football field has become a place of death, a cemetery for the newly deceased. 

The uncanny is not just an awareness of something strange or different; it is “a 

peculiar commingling of the familiar and unfamiliar” (Royle 2003, 1). Deriving most 

often from Sigmund Freud’s nominal essay, the uncanny in literature has a long 

tradition and quite often it is coupled with ghosts and hauntings through coupling 

and repetition.62 In the scene above, the police officer first tells Eric and the reader 

about his past as a football player, something most readers can relate to on a 

superficial if not personal level, and it is after this that the uncanny double of the 

football field as a cemetery is repeated. But as Julian Wolfreys (2002, 6) notes, the 

“spectral or uncanny effect is not simply a matter of seeing a ghost”. According to 

Wolfreys, the “haunting process puts into play a disruptive structure [--] a disruption 

that is other to the familiarity of particular structures wherein the disruption is itself 

structural and irreducible to a simple, stabilized representation” (ibid.). Seeing a ghost 

or experiencing a haunting is a disruptive temporal juncture “at which multiple 

temporalities meet and cross” (Shaw 2018, 7). It disturbs the perceived normal time 

and creates an estranged junction of different temporal lines, and it folds time in a 

 

62 See e.g. Wolfreys (2002), Royle (2003), Gordon (2008) and Peeren and Blanco (2010; 2013).  
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particular way that leads one to question the stability of the present moment and the 

essence of a temporal event. 

Before moving on to analyse the apocalyptic event, however, there is still 

something to be said about the outer time of the apocalypse. Maybe one of the most 

common readings about societal time in apocalyptic narratives is that it is reversed, 

that an apocalyptic catastrophe turns back time. This can be represented by nature 

claiming territory from civilisation (Moon 2014, 5–6), or the post-catastrophe world 

is represented as a “past stage of human civilization” (De Cristofaro 2018a, 247), a 

place that follows a collapse of the modern world. History can be reversed also by 

actions taken by fictional characters in the diegetic world, like the protagonist’s 

journey in Jim Crace’s The Pesthouse, which goes from west to east, reversing “the 

classic pilgrim and frontier journey across the [American] continent” (Tate 2017, 98; 

see also Green 2016, 748–749).63 In his detailed reading of Mary Shelley’s The Last 

Man, Richard Albright (2009, 149) notes that “[s]uperimposed upon the rhythm that 

leads the reader inexorably toward the future, there is a theme of ‘turning back’ that 

occurs throughout The Last Man”. Albright quotes Brian Nellist who has noted that 

in The Last Man, “history goes into reverse. Survivors from the U.S.A. land in Ireland 

and the Irish savagely invade England. The few English survivors muster under 

Adrian to seek warmer lands to die in and in effect invade Normandy.” (Nellist in 

Albright 2009, 149) There is a “great unraveling of civilization” (ibid., 151) in 

Shelley’s novel until “civilization evaporates as the remnant of humanity reverts to 

primitivism”, and Lionel Verney, who is the last surviving human at the end of the 

novel, is “also automatically the First Man” (ibid., 152) as the historical reversal 

reaches its pinnacle. The precariousness of civilisation, or modernity (Hicks 2016, 

6), is one of the central themes in apocalyptic narratives. Indeed, if apocalyptic 

narratives are about the transformation of society or the world into a new era, then 

the old world is placed under the threat of erasure. However, I am cautious to name 

this narrative technique that portrays previous historical periods (modernity and the 

pre-modern era) or actions (the classic pilgrim journey) as a reversal, and I propose 

that the concept of the fold is a better metaphor and analytical tool to address this 

 

63 This kind of historical reversal is evident also in Claire Vaye Watkins’ Gold Fame Citrus and will be 
the focus of my analysis in Chapter 5 because the historical reversal is connected also to the different 
stories told about places and spaces. Thus, the historical reversal creates an excess of meaning that 
also folds space with time as the new post-catastrophic journey is layered on top of the pre-existing 
world. To discuss this further, however, it is necessary to engage with theories of space in literature, 
and that will have to be postponed for now. 
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phenomenon. If the fold is understood as “a concept aimed at transgressing the 

distinction between interior and exterior” (Ameel 2020b, 215), we can look beyond 

the separation of the past and the present and see the feedback loop between these 

two time periods. The concept of the fold also brings forth the association of the 

excessive fabrics of the Baroque (Bal 2002, 56–57) that in part inspired Leibniz, on 

whom Deleuze bases his concept of the fold (Deleuze 2006 [1993], 56). Just as a fold 

in a fabric is continuous and without clearly defined borders, so a fold in time is 

more than just a connection between two near or far-distant moments. Folding two 

moments of time together creates an excess, a flow of time that infuses with the 

present moment; it is never just a recall of a time gone past, it is an arrival of that 

moment in the present. Since it is the apocalypse that is reversing the flow of history, 

we need to at this point examine the apocalypse as an event and how that event folds 

time in different ways.  

3.1.2  The Apocalypse as an Event 

In literary theory, an event is often understood as something that separates two states 

of affairs from each other, but for events to form a story they must form a causal-

temporal coherence (see Herman 2005, 151; Rowner 2015, 8). For example, Seymour 

Chatman places events (actions and happenings) and existents (characters and 

setting) under the rubric of the story that is “the what in a narrative that is depicted, 

discourse the how” (Chatman 1978, 19, emphasis original). For Chatman, the event 

is then firmly in the fabula of a narrative opposed to the syuzhet. For Peter Hühn 

(2016, 37), an event is that which represents “some decisive, unexpected, and 

surprising turn within the sequence of elements, a significant departure from the 

normal or expected course”.64 Hühn also differentiates between two kinds of events: 

 

64 Also, Gary Saul Morson (1994, 21–22) notes that for Mikhail Bakhtin, on whom Morson bases his 
theory of narrative freedom, an event must have multiple possible outcomes to have eventness: “For 
there to be eventness, there must be alternatives. Eventful events are performed in a world in which 
there are multiple possibilities, in which some things that could happen do not.” (Ibid., 22) Similarly, 
Mark Currie (2013, 5) notes that the expectation of unexpected events lies at the heart of storytelling. 
The unexpected event is a rupture of normalcy (see Herman 2009, 133) that creates a destabilising 
event, which is, according to Vladimir Propp, “the motor of narrative” (Propp in Herman 2009, 19). 
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“events in the happening (i.e. decisive changes within the sequence of the narrated story” 

and “presentation events (i.e. decisive changes in the narrator’s position, attitude, or 

consciousness in the course of telling a story)” (ibid., 39). In different apocalyptic 

narratives there are events that can be seen as if not surprising, at least as decisive 

changes that disrupt the diegetic world (Caracciolo 2018, 223–224) and set the story 

in motion. In Summer of the Apocalypse, it is the plague that sends Eric and his parents 

to take shelter in a cave, only for Eric’s mother to die, forcing Eric to embark on his 

journey to find his father who has not come back. In the post-catastrophe time 

period it is the death of Susan Pao, the oldest member of Eric’s community, that sets 

off the events of Eric travelling to Boulder to find answers to the illnesses troubling 

his community. In both time periods, then, it is the death of a person that serves as 

a disruptive moment from which the main characters journey, and the story proper, 

begins. Above that, however, there is the event of the apocalypse that dictates the 

form of the novel and that acts as the origin of the disruption to the diegetic world. 

The death of an individual and the death of society can be compared here to each 

other to some extent, but as, for example, Jacques Derrida (1984b, 28) has noted, 

there is a difference between the death of an individual and that of a whole society. 

For Derrida, this difference comes from the symbolic work of the culture, which can 

mourn and remember the dead, whereas the death of a culture leaves no one to 

remember the dead. While there are similarities between the death of an individual 

and that of a whole society – and the language that is used to describe both events 

does share a lot of features and tropes65 – there are clear differences in how they are 

represented in literature. 

One of the main differences is the lack of a clear, defining moment in time that 

would mark the event of the apocalypse. While it is possible that the exact moment 

when an individual dies is also not known, the effects of the death are limited in both 

time and space. There is no temporal moment, for example, in Summer of the 

Apocalypse that the reader can point to and say that this is the apocalypse right here. 

Even in narratives that have more clearly defined catastrophes than plagues, like Pat 

Frank’s Alas, Babylon, where it is a nuclear war that destroys the world, or Larry Niven 

and Jerry Pournelle’s Lucifer’s Hammer, where the apocalypse destruction comes in a 

form of a meteor strike, assigning an exact temporal moment to the apocalypse is 

 

65 One needs only to look at different popular culture songs or poems that describe death or separation 
to see how apocalyptic rhetoric is used to describe the individual’s feelings of experiences of loss and 
trauma. In part, this is what makes talking about the apocalypse so difficult, as different discourses 
“bleed” into other discourses, and the apocalypse is a very powerful discourse of loss and renewal. 
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impossible. In Frank’s novel, it could be argued that it is the moment when the first 

bomb explodes and the main character, Randy, sees it: “[t]o his left, in the east, an 

orange glow heralded the sun. In the south, across the Timucuan and beyond the 

horizon, a similar glow slowly faded. His sense refused to accept a sun rising and a 

sun setting.” (Frank 2005 [1959], 91.) The moment seems to fit as it serves as a 

moment when the normal chronology of Randy’s life is upended – the normal 

rhythm of sunrise and sunset is interrupted – signalling that the world has entered a 

new era. However, this overlooks the fact that Randy learned about the threat of the 

war well in advance from his brother, setting Randy to act as if the war was really 

coming. Even more importantly, the reader has been made aware of the coming war 

by the narrator, who relays the events from the Mediterranean Sea:  

Quite often the flood of history is undammed or diverted by the character and actions 
of one man. In this case the man was not an official in Washington [--] The man was 
Ensign James Cobb, nicknamed Peewee, the youngest and smallest pilot in Fighter 
Squadron 44. (Frank 2005 [1959], 69.)  

Similarly, in Summer of the Apocalypse, Eric’s moving into the cave with his parents in 

the pre-catastrophic time period and the death of Susan Pao in the post-catastrophic 

time period are events that change the diegetic world, but neither of them is the 

apocalypse, nor is the death of Eric’s mother or the plague itself. All of these events 

are actualisations of the apocalypse, events that take place in the diegetic world but 

do not constitute the apocalypse, or looked at from another perspective, the 

apocalypse cannot be reduced to any of these events alone.  

To analyse the apocalypse further as an event, I propose to approach it through 

Gilles Deleuze’s (1990 [1969], 1–2, 100–101) concept of event and pure event. As in 

his philosophy in general, Deleuze argues that the event should not be understood 

as an identity, as something that takes place or as a “spatio-temporal realisation in a 

state of affairs” (ibid., 22) but, rather, as a process with various affects and effects. 

Deleuze (ibid., 100–101) gives an example of a battle that is made of different 

person-to-person fights, but none of these fights alone or together can make up the 

event, as “the battle hovers over its own field, being neutral in relation to all of its 

temporal actualizations” (ibid., 100, emphasis original). Individual fights in the battle 

are then different temporal actualisations of the virtual that on their own cannot 

constitute the whole battle. Deleuze continues, noting that the event is “[n]ever 

present but always yet to come and already passed” (ibid.), pointing out the 

difference between an event as a process and an event as a state of affairs. Another 
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example that Deleuze gives at the beginning of The Logic of Sense clarifies to some 

degree this paradoxical statement. In his reading of Lewis Carroll’s Alice in Wonderland 

(1865), Deleuze (1990 [1969], 1–2) interprets Alice’s becoming larger as an event 

where Alice becomes simultaneously larger and smaller. She is larger than she was 

but smaller than she will become, or as James Williams (2008, 28) notes: “Alice is 

becoming smaller with respect to the bigger Alice who is growing away from her; 

but she is becoming bigger with respect to the Alice she is growing away from”. It is 

the non-sensical language of Carroll’s novels that for Deleuze clarifies the 

connection between the sense and the event, and the language itself. It is non-sense, 

or paradox that “destroys good sense as the only direction, but it is also that which 

destroys common sense as the assignation of fixed identities” (Deleuze 1990 [1969], 

3). Good sense and common sense are important concepts as they form the very 

movement of time from chaos to order, from the particular to the universal, 

domesticating the difference through recognition (ibid., 74–75; Poxon and Stivale 

2011 68). As seen in the example from Alas, Babylon above, Randy is momentarily 

confused by the simultaneous sunrise and sunset, a moment that common sense says 

that should not be possible as there can only be one moment, one identified moment 

at a time.  

A similar kind of moment happens in the second chapter of Summer of the 

Apocalypse, though it is not stated as explicitly. The younger Eric is having breakfast 

with his parents at their house just before his father decides that they should move 

to the cave. Folded on top of the breakfast scene are the newspaper headlines 

depicting the plague’s progression, which Eric reads: 

The sun poured through the windows, silhouetting his father, and casting a bright 
morning glow on his mother’s face as she read a magazine. The very image itself, Mr. 
and Mrs. America in their perfect little home, riled him. [--] He lifted his bowl and 
turned the pages of The Denver Post, looking for school closure listings. [--] The long 
articles about the disease’s progress on the East Coast dominated the front section. 
The banner headline read “80% FATALITIES!” The only pictures were of an 
overcrowded hospital in Boston and a panicked crowd at an unidentified airport. (SA, 
21.) 

The breakfast is normal, even idyllic in its serenity, but it is also the scene of the 

unimaginable horror of the unravelling catastrophe. While Eric himself is not 

confused in the scene like Randy in Alas, Babylon, there is a collision of the normal 

beginning (symbolised by the breakfast) and the impending doom (represented by 

the news of the plague), which signals that a new and chaotic order of time has taken 

hold of the diegetic world. 
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There are two things worth considering here. The first is the fact the end of the 

world seems to have happened already, as “that’s what they’re calling it”, and while 

this could be read as a colloquial use of the phrase “end of the world”, it does signify 

that people recognise the catastrophe as the apocalypse when it comes.66 Even if we 

were to consider the plague as the end of the world, at the very least this shows the 

indeterminate temporal borders of an apocalyptic event. This is also the second point 

raised by this scene: the apocalypse does not seem to have clear, well-defined 

temporal starting or ending points. For Eric, and for the reader, the end of the world 

has not yet happened because the narrative has not represented it. On the contrary, 

the apocalypse is very much still going to “happen” to Eric, as he is going to move 

to the cave, get attacked by the bikers, lose his parents, and start his journey. 

The situation is actually very similar to that of the older Eric as well. Even though 

the reader recognises the post-catastrophic world as a later stage of the diegetic 

world, the apocalypse is still in a sense yet to come even in the post-catastrophic 

world. This becomes evident as Eric learns from Pope that the cause of the illnesses 

in his community is the different powerplants, factories, and cities eroding and 

releasing toxins into the groundwater: “cities and factories, houses and stores, 

dissolving in the rain like sugar cubes” (SA, 227). It is not until the end of the novel 

that the real apocalyptic future is revealed to Eric, as Pope theorises that all the rest 

of humanity has died of various toxins and poisons, leaving only the small 

communities in Colorado still alive. Again, the apocalypse seems to be both ahead 

of Eric and behind him, and it is for this reason that the apocalypse is an event that 

does not comply with either of Hühn’s categories of happening or presentation 

events (Hühn 2016, 39), since the apocalypse is not a singular event or action that 

affects the diegetic world or the narrator, it is a Deleuzian pure event that hovers 

over the whole novel and actualises in different moments. The apocalypse is then a 

field of intensities that affects various aspects of the novel. 

Summer of the Apocalypse is in this sense a rather typical apocalyptic narrative, as it 

opens in the post-catastrophe time period of the older Eric and describes the world 

as it will be after the one or more catastrophic actualisations: it is empty, haunted by 

technology that people do not know how to use, and the people are too afraid to 

 

66 This connects the apocalypse to Jacques Derrida’s concept of hauntology or spectrality “that 
designates a process in which a phenomenon repeats itself by taking a different appearance” (Rowner 
2015, 66). Derrida’s hauntology and spectral repetitions are analyzed further in Chapter 4.3. 
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move outside after dark. It is a vision of the world that is to come, but it is still an 

empty world in that it does not make sense, either to the reader or to the characters. 

Even though Eric thinks he knows the world and the best way to live in it, he is 

proven wrong as the narrative progresses, and even he learns new things about the 

diegetic world. The post-catastrophic world at the beginning of the narrative is cut 

from history, a premonition that needs to be fulfilled by the narrative. As the pre-

catastrophe storyline begins, the plague is already changing the fictional storyworld, 

and Eric finds himself very quickly in the middle of completely new circumstances, 

but the apocalypse is still also yet to come, because neither Eric nor the reader has 

witnessed the apocalyptic catastrophe or any of its actualisations. The apocalypse 

hovers over the temporal horizon, affecting the world through different 

actualisations. The apocalyptic time is riddled with paradoxes partly because the 

apocalypse is the ultimate expression of time out of joint, as it is a pure event that 

no common-sense description can adequately describe. Time out of joint is a non-

sensical time where the chronological order of time has lost the reference point 

against which it is measured. Tamsin Lorraine (2003, 37) notes in her reading of 

Deleuze’s writing that “[c]hronological time is measured against events that repeat 

at regular intervals [--] [t]he time of life unfolds against the rhythm of a specific set 

of events against which the rest can be measured”. Just like the simultaneous sunrise-

sunset in Alas, Babylon, the act of recognising the already happened/still to come end 

of the world in Summer of the Apocalypse signals the beginning of a new period of time 

that is markedly different from the normal, common-sense time of the world. In 

Summer of the Apocalypse, the apocalyptic catastrophe, the plague, is not a singular 

event that has clear temporal borders or furthest points; time is folded around 

different actualisations of the apocalypse, creating an unstable present moment that 

calls for past and future events to arrive. The apocalyptic plague is already “gone” at 

the beginning of the novel, but it is also still to come, just as different actualisations 

of the apocalypse are becoming real around Eric in both time periods. Even though 

we cannot assign a clear event or a moment of the apocalypse, we can still study the 

temporal characteristics of the apocalyptic time as it is represented in different 

apocalyptic narratives. We have already seen that the present moment of an 

apocalyptic narrative is haunted by either the past or the future, or in many cases by 

both. This haunting, like the football field-turned-cemetery or the ghostly presence 

of the police officer, are all repetitions of the past or signs of future repetitions to 

come. We can understand the precarious present moment and the whole of 

apocalyptic time better when we move to analyse repetition in more detail. 



96 

 

3.1.3  Repetition in Time 

There are many ways a repetition can occur in a literary text, starting from repeating 

events, motifs, characters, or other textual techniques.67 Repetition can also be either 

a positive – i.e. a thing repeats itself or recurs with a small variance – or it can be a 

negative repetition where a thing is repeated through its negative form or a repetition 

of its absence. Of these types of repetitions in fictional narratives, it is what Meir 

Sternberg (1985, 365) 68 calls the structure of repetition that is of interest to me here. 

In his reading of Biblical narratives, Sternberg addresses repetition and redundancy 

in the Bible and notes that the structure of repetition “consists in the repetition not 

of elements designed to link larger units but of those large units themselves” (ibid., 

367). According to Sternberg (ibid., 376), the structure of repetition consists of three 

types of members: the forecast, the enactment, and the report, all of which take place 

in the diegetic world of the narrative. The repetition members do not give 

“descriptions of a certain state of affairs” but, rather, have a direct influence on the 

plot and describe “occurrences that affect the overall course of action” (ibid., 375). 

What separates Sternberg’s model from other models of repetition focusing on 

repetitive narration is that the repetition takes place in the diegetic world, it is 

 

67 Repetition can occur and give rise to meaning from the phonetic level of a sentence (Rimmon-
Kenan 1980, 152) to repeating the same information to different or the same characters (Suleiman 
1983, 155), or a fictional character “may repeat previous generations, or historical mythological 
characters” as well as other intertextual links the work may have (Miller 1982, 2–3), or the “relations 
of frequency (or, more simply, of repetition) between the narrative and the diegesis” (Genette 1980 
[1972], 113) to repeating the same events on the plot level (Sternberg 1985, 365; Shaham 2013), to the 
presentation of mundane reality of everyday life in the novel through a synecdoche (Claybaugh 2011, 
115), and to the experience of reading a novel for the first and repeated times (Toker 1993, 8–10). 

68 The concept of repetition in literature is complicated even more by pairing it quite often with 
redundancy. For example, Meir Sternberg (1985) constructs his structure of repetition on the principle 
of analogy and uses the two terms somewhat interchangeably. Sarah Rubin Suleiman (1983) talks of 
redundancy in fictional narratives and comments partly on Roland Barthes’ (1974) model of 
communicative redundancy in S/Z. Suleiman (1983, 154) notes insightfully, however, that “[post]-
modern texts make clear [--] that repetition does not necessarily imply discursive coherence nor, for 
that reason, redundancy”. See also James Phelan (2005, 2007) for redundant telling, where the narrator 
recounts “events and information that the audience already knows”. Since both repetition and 
redundancy involves repeating a certain poetic function of the narrative to emphasise or relay certain 
information to the reader, I do not attempt to make too fine a distinction between the two concepts, 
but I do follow Phelan’s model in a sense that I do differentiate between a redundant telling and a 
repeated telling as a narratorial function. 
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performed primarily by the characters, and the repetition is focused on one action in 

that world. This is also close to what I have already discussed about apocalyptic 

prophecies in Chapter 2, where the prophecy is not, as for example James Berger 

(1999, 6) proposes, the actual moment of the apocalypse after which everything else 

would be post-apocalyptic. Literary prophecies are very seldom a proper prolepsis if 

understood as Mark Currie (2007, 21; 2013, 40) proposes, namely that they are an 

excursion to the actual future, not to a virtual future. In apocalyptic narratives, 

prophecies are quite often represented as expectations or anticipations that need to 

be reached at the actual narrative time to be fully understood. For example, in Pat 

Frank’s Alas, Babylon, the name of the novel serves as a prophecy of what is to come 

in the diegetic world. At the beginning of the novel, the main character, Randy, 

receives a message from his brother who works at the United States Air Force: 

“Well, I’ll read it to you,” Florence said, “[--] It says, ‘Urgent you meet me at Base 
Ops McCoy noon today. Helen and children flying to Orlando tonight. Alas, 
Babylon.’” Florence paused. 

[--] 

Alas, Babylon was a private, a family signal. When they were boys, he and Mark used 
to sneak up to the back of the First Afro-Repose Baptist Church on Sunday nights to 
hear Preacher Henry calling down hell-fire and damnation on the sinners in the big 
cities. Preacher Henry always took his text out of the Revelation of St. John. It seemed 
that he ended every lurid verse with it [--] Preacher Henry described the Babylonian 
revels, including fornication [--] If one [of the boys] fell off the dock, or lost all his 
cash at poker, or failed to make time with a promising Pistolville piece, or announced 
that hurricane or freeze was on the way, the other commiserated with, “Alas, 
Babylon!” (Frank 2005 [1953], 14–15.) 

The message is a sign of the upcoming catastrophe as it is linked to Randy’s 

reminiscence of the preacher’s summoning of hell-fire and damnation; it is a 

repetition of the sign of a catastrophe. The catastrophe is coming, but neither Randy 

nor the reader knows what that catastrophe will entail. In a similar fashion, many 

secular apocalyptic narratives lay out the structure of repetition through a scientific 

report about what is going to happen or a plan of action to the main characters. The 

model can be seen in Summer of the Apocalypse when the older Eric sets out on his 

journey: 

An old idea came back to him, the place to go. It was north, farther than anyone had 
gone in years, but still a reachable hike for an old man if he took care of himself, if he 
was careful: the library at the University of Colorado, in Boulder. If any learning still 
existed, if there were one place where science might provide an answer, that would 
be it. He would go there.  
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Smiling, he stuffed into the pack a collapsible fishing pole and lures, a good sheath 
knife, insect repellant (some things never rot, no matter how long they’re stored), a 
worn hard back copy of My Antonia that he’d been meaning to read, a rain poncho, a 
small first aid kit, binoculars, a compass, a Colorado map. (SA, 17.) 

Eric’s plan is laid out for the reader: to uncover the reason behind the illness and 

stillbirths in the community, he must travel to Boulder and find the university library 

that is the last haven of knowledge in the world. There are three repeating scenes in 

Summer of the Apocalypse where Eric prepares to leave for a journey. The first time Eric 

packs his belongings in the narrative, but the third time he does so in the fabula as 

the younger Eric packs twice for his travels. The first packing in the fabula happens 

when Eric prepares to leave for the cave with his parents: 

Eric filled his box, the only box Dad would let him take, with personal items. [--] 
beside that, his cassette player and tapes (Run DMC, the Rolling Stones, Men Without 
Hats, The Cure, AC/DC, U2, and a Willie Nelson tape that none of his friends knew 
about); two paperbacks (The Hobbit and The Stand); a rabbit’s foot. (SA, 22.) 

The third packing in the syuzhet but second packing in the fabula takes place after 

Eric’s mother has died and his father has not returned to the cave: 

Last night’s explosion finally decided the issue for him; he needed to search for Dad. 
[--] He threw packages of beef jerky, several cans of fruit and an extra canteen into 
his backpack, made sure the desk key Dad had given him was secured in a side pocket, 
wrote his dad a note, and left the cave, dragging his bike after him. (SA, 77.)  

The three-time repetition of the same action re-enforces the forward momentum of 

time in the novel in that all these actions serve as a forecast of things to come. As 

Meir Sternberg (1985, 375) notes, a forecast in the structure of repetition can be a 

command, prophecy, or scenario. Inbar Shaham (2013, 442) notes in her article on 

the structure of repetition in Hollywood cinema that, for example, in war movies the 

planning of the military operation counts as a forecast, because it dictates the 

following events in the narrative. This is also the model of prophecy most prevalent 

in secular apocalyptic narratives, as it narrows down the “path” that the narrative 

can and will take without revealing the future through an actual excursion into the 

future.  

A double journey like this, where the main character repeats the same journey in 

the pre- and post-catastrophic world, is a general trope in apocalyptic narratives (e.g. 

Atwood’s Oryx and Crake). If the journey is depicted in the narration, like in Summer 



99 

of the Apocalypse, it can be repeated through character’s memories (e.g. McCarthy’s 

The Road), where the character remembers being at that place in the pre-catastrophic 

time period.  

The enactment of Eric’s plans is very much the content of the novel as he travels 

in both pre- and post-catastrophic time periods towards his goal of learning what 

has happened. In the pre-catastrophic time, Eric finally reaches his home at the end 

of the novel with Leda, a woman who accompanied him on the latter part of his 

journey. When they reach Eric’s home, Eric goes to his father’s study: “He inserted 

the key and unlocked the drawer. Inside, Eric found a single sheet of note paper. [--

] Eric relaxed against the wall, his feet braced against the desk. Leda put the paper 

down. ‘It’s complete now,’ said Eric. ‘No unanswered questions.’” (SA, 240.) The 

letter from his father is the closure of the pre-apocalyptic time period, a sense of 

fulfilment that separates time into a before and an after. It is the breaking point in 

time, a completion of destruction in a way, where the sense of destruction Eric 

experiences in the pre-catastrophic world is completed. The catastrophe he has 

experienced – the plague, moving into the cave, the death of his mother, the 

disappearance of his father, the imprisonment, the whole experience linked to the 

fall of civilisation – is completed in that moment. It gives Eric a chance to reflect on 

what has happened and turn his attention to future, which is represented when a 

little later Eric and Leda are planning for their future: 

They met in the living room. “All clear,” she said. “This will do for now, but we’re 
going to have to do some planning. Find other survivors. Set up for the long haul.”  

[--] 

Light painted the foothills a soft blue and the plains a dusky yellow. “You know,” he 
said without turning from the window, “I don’t know your last name.” 

She stepped besides him. An empty road between them and the river followed its 
contours in both directions until it was lost to sight. No traffic. Not a single, 
mechanical or human sound. Farther up stream, the water rushed over and around 
the broken cement of what once was a bridge. 

“We don’t need last names anymore,” she said. (SA, 241–242.) 

There is a clear sense of narrative closure in the scene. Not only has Eric experienced 

a personal closure, the temporal movement in his life is now oriented forwards, 

towards the future. As Meir Sternberg (1985, 357) notes, the report does not have 

to be only a retrospection; it can open “a prospect of future action” and thus 

“sharpen or diversify expectation about the future”, which is signalled by Leda’s 

comment that things are good for now, but they need to start preparing for the 
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future. This also foregrounds why I have been calling this time period pre-

catastrophic, because the catastrophe has not been complete before this moment. It 

is only when Eric accepts the death of his father that he also comes to accept the fall 

of society and the new world. This is apparent from Leda’s comment that they no 

longer need surnames, because the world has changed and their old identities are 

obsolete. However, as I will proceed to demonstrate, this moment, or any experience 

Eric has gone through, does not constitute the apocalypse; it is just one of the many 

actualisations of the apocalypse in the novel. 

In the post-catastrophic time, the older Eric is also forced to recount his journey 

after he has survived the battle that takes place on the university campus in Boulder 

between the group that wants to preserve the library books and the military group 

that wants to burn them. The battle itself can be read as a smaller structure of 

repetition in the novel that ties into the larger repetition of Eric’s journey. In the 

battle, the conservationists, led by an Old Timer called Pope, burn the library, and 

trap the soldiers on the university campus where they are burned alive. The 

reoccurring theme of saving the knowledge of the world and physical books – as 

voiced by Pope, who just before the battle shouts: “‘Can’t let the barbarians sack the 

library’” (SA, 232) – is turned on its head, as the battle plan Pope has designed 

requires the burning of the university campus as well as the library and all the books. 

After the battle, in which Rabbit, a young boy accompanying Eric on his journey, 

dies, Eric is led into a crypt where all the books in the library are stored on digital 

discs:  

He fell against the stone wall, pressing the back of his wrist to his mouth. An image 
flashed before him again of the pile of books starting to burn, of Rabbit tossing away 
the first fire-brand, of the rifle coming down. The futility of it. The stupid, misguided 
futility of his gesture. That was all it could be. Rabbit had to have known when he’d 
dashed into the quad that he couldn’t stop all those men. He must have known. 

[--] Quietly he’d lay the book down, waiting for Eric to pick it up, to nod approval or 
pat him on the had. “Books, boys, it’s books that will save us,” he’d told them. “Books 
will make man great again.” 

[--] Eric couldn’t justify Pope’s effort. The room and what it represented lost its 
magic. It was just a stone cold tomb. A museum not of the old, but of the alien, of a 
world that no longer existed and could never exist again. The chamber was a sepulcher 
of the Gone Time. (SA, 252.)  

As in the pre-catastrophic time period, Eric also has to reflect his actions in the post-

catastrophic storyline. Here, however, the reflection is part of both the battle plan 
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(the smaller structure of repetition) and Eric’s journey (the larger structure of 

repetition in the time period). Journeys in the pre- and post-catastrophic time periods 

are examples of larger structures of repetitions that cover large time spans in the 

novel, and in a sense they both reach the same closure. The structure of repetition 

does not, however, have to cover full plots but can form scenes or smaller parts of 

the narrative, and as Meir Sternberg notes in his study of Biblical narratives, not all 

the members of the structure (forecast, enactment, report) need to be present. A 

structure can be formed in various ways and can consist of only two members of the 

structure (Sternberg 1985, 357–380). An uncertain organisation of different temporal 

members linked to the same diegetic action can be viewed as one hallmark of the 

modern novel, where the same events can be portrayed from different perspectives 

with each revealing a new side of the event in question. The structure of repetition 

can, however, offer a model of temporal organisation or a direction of time, since 

planning is usually prior to action and reporting occurs after the action. However, as 

we have seen, the apocalypse can create indeterminate temporal folds that question 

the stability of the present moment and the normal temporal progression. This leads 

us then to the repetition between different time periods in apocalyptic narratives. 

3.1.4  Repetition Between Times 

Whereas the structure of repetition deals with an action taking place in the diegetic 

world, repetition between different times emphasises the interconnected but 

indeterminate nature of the temporal order in apocalyptic narratives. A repetition 

between time periods – which is one example of temporal folding – is evident in 

Summer of the Apocalypse when Eric, Dodge, and Rabbit meet with a group of people 

on their journey towards Boulder. The hunters, as the group identifies themselves, 

are a representation of humanity going backwards in time: 

The men drifted toward them like a mist. In the dawn light, they moved…deliberately. 
He could think of no better word. Each watched where he was stepping, missing 
twigs or patches of dry leaves, like deer crossing a meadow. They wore leather skirts–
their bare legs were sun browned–and what looked like home-spun-wool shirts. 
Moccasins. No socks. Each carried a bow, a spear or a staff. (SA, 111.) 

The group is described very much like native Americans or other indigenous people 

in fiction, as they are depicted as being close to nature and knowing secrets about 

the Earth that other characters do not know. In Summer of the Apocalypse, for example, 

the hunters take Eric and the boys as prisoners to safeguard them from radioactive 



102 

 

fields and other dangers that Eric and others are not aware of. On their journey to 

their camp, Eric and others stop for the night and are caught up with another group 

of people: “At first, blinded by the firelight, [Eric] saw nothing, then white shapes 

resolved themselves from the blackness. Men. They were clearly men, naked and 

painted white, dancing at the edge of the clearing.” (SA, 134.) The Earth Dancers, 

as Teach, the leader of the hunters, calls them, are described as people “grown up 

like animals, isolated, maybe even forgetting their language” (SA, 136). The Earth 

Dancers are again one more representation of ghosts that haunt the diegetic world 

of the novel, living in a liminal space between a primitive state and the memory of 

the Gone Times, and not making any contact with other people. 

Eric, however, turns out to be an exception in his group as one of the Earth 

Dancers – an “inspiring and beautiful” woman who had “some primal element that 

made her seem more tree and stone than human” (SA, 137) – draws something on 

the ground and gestures Eric to follow them. The otherworldly tone of the narration 

is evident in the scene when Eric looks at the woman: “Her dancing, the ceremony 

to moon light and night, the nakedness and vulnerability of it all, felt right, mystical. 

He would go with her and he would be safe.” (SA, 138.) Again, like with the police 

officer in the pre-catastrophic world, Eric is given a preternatural knowledge that 

guides his interpretation of people; he knows that he will be safe even though Teach 

– the leader of the hunters – and others warn him of the Earth Dancers. 

The Earth Dancers lead Eric from the camp and eventually they take him up on 

a mountain trail, and Eric is led into a mine. On the way, one of the shafts in the 

mine seems to be covered in gold, what turns out to be thousands of golden Visa 

Gold cards, and another shaft is covered in green American Express cards. Finally, 

Eric is taken into a small room where he finds a grandfather clock standing in the 

middle of the room: “All of the naked Earth Dancers leaned toward the clock until 

their foreheads pressed against the floor. This is a cathedral! I’m in a place of 

worship.” (SA, 142.) The special feeling that Eric felt from being chosen by the 

Earth Dancers is replaced by embarrassment:  

“It’s just a clock,” he said. His face flushed, and he felt embarrassed for their posture. 
He pictured their wild leaps at the moon, their wonderful patterns of dance. They 
belonged. They were scary and primitive and feral, but they seemed proud. He was 
the one that was out of place, in his clothes, in his remembrances. “It’s just an old, 
dead clock from a world that never existed.” [--] They hadn’t chosen him from the 
camp because there was a special connection. [--] He was just the oldest, the most 
likely to know how to fix the clock. (SA, 142.)  
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There is a lot of symbolism around clocks in apocalyptic narratives, and in narratives 

in general. In Cormac McCarthy’s The Road, the apocalypse is signalled when “the 

clocks stopped at 1:17” (McCarthy 2006, 52), and in Atwood’s Oryx and Crake, 

Snowman-Jimmy looks at the watch on his wrists that “no longer works. [--] A blank 

face is what it shows him: zero hour.” (Atwood 2003, 3) As I have discussed earlier 

in this chapter, the clock is a symbol of the outer sense of time, the time of society 

that has stopped or become out of joint due to the apocalyptic catastrophe. In 

Deleuzian terminology, a stopped clock in apocalyptic narratives symbolises a 

disrupted chronology that needs a new repeating system to which the time of events, 

Aion, can be related. 

This is exactly what Eric then does with the Earth Dancers as he is able to fix the 

stopped clock: “As he hoped, just like his clock at home, the main weight pulley 

screw was loose [--] ‘Here goes,’ he said and pushed the pendulum. The ticking 

echoed loudly in the small chamber.” (SA, 143.) After Eric has fixed the clock for 

the Earth Dancers, they lead him back to the camp. Here the encounter with the 

Earth Dancers takes two final turns. As Eric is ready to say goodbye to the Earth 

Dancer who was his guide, she takes his hand: “She said, slowly and distinctly in a 

low, throaty voice, another reminder of Leda. ‘Don’t tell them where we live.’” (SA, 

144.) The surprise that the Earth Dancers still know human language – as Teach and 

others theorised that they had lived too long outside human society and had thus 

forgotten even spoken language – is followed by another surprise: the drawing that 

the female Earth Dancer drew on the ground last night: “Eric rubbed his throat, and 

an almost religious [sic] ecstasy filled him. The world is a magical stage, he thought; 

she did choose me. She knew who I was. The drawing, sketched in the dirt she had 

smoothed so carefully, was a noose.” (SA, 144.) The drawing of the noose does not 

make sense to the reader yet, but it is tied to the events in the previous chapter, 

where the younger Eric is captured in the pre-catastrophic world by a couple, Jared 

and Meg, who imprison Eric in a basement with another man – who dies rather soon 

– and a woman, hoping to use their blood to fight the plague. All three of them are 

hung from the basement roof with a rope tied under their arms and around their 

chest, balancing on a bar stool that just keeps them from falling over. The chapter 

ends with Jared trying to assault the captive woman and hitting Eric to silence him, 

causing him to black out.  

The chapter following the encounter with the Earth Dancers, however, brings 

more light to the drawing of the noose. The chapter opens with a feeling of 

immediate panic: “No breath! Erich opened his mouth wide – his jaw pressed against 

the rope buried in his neck, but no air came in.” (SA, 145.) Eric, now hanged from 
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his neck, is still imprisoned in the basement, but the other captor moved the noose 

from Eric’s chest to his neck. For the next two pages, the narration depicts Eric’s 

slow suffocation: “I’m spinning or swinging, he thought. Reach! Take the weight off 

the rope. Breathe! His tongue filled his mouth. Time slowed.” (SA, 145.) At the last 

moment, Eric is saved by the captive woman. After the woman has saved Eric, they 

hear a gunshot from above and decide to try to escape the basement. They find out 

that Meg has shot Jared and is now dying from the plague.  

The description of this sequence of events, where Eric is imprisoned and escapes 

with the woman, is intertwined with the events in the post-catastrophe time period 

through the drawing of the noose by the Earth Dancer. The noose that the Earth 

Dancer draws could be viewed as a foreshadowing, indicating an event that is to 

come. In his book about narrative freedom, Gary Saul Morson (1994, 43–45) has 

noted that foreshadowing draws the reader’s attention to the surplus of knowledge, 

indicating and highlighting the artificial nature of the narrative. In his explanation, 

Morson exemplifies the foreshadowing through an analogy where an object casts it 

shadow and a viewer encounters the shadow before the object. In literature, the 

foreshadowing is usually something else than the object itself, for example, a change 

in fortune is usually preceded by a storm, as Morson (ibid., 47) notes. So, there is a 

link between two circumstances where the first one informs the knowledgeable 

reader that something is going to change in the future. The first circumstance (e.g. 

the storm) is not the cause of the following incident, however; it is a forecast that 

the reader needs to be able to interpret correctly – it could be read as a poetic forecast 

in Meir Sternberg’s structure of repetition.  

However, the drawing of the noose before the scene where a character is hanged 

cannot be considered foreshadowing, since neither the character nor the reader saw 

the picture before Eric felt the cosmic connection (and the subsequent 

disillusionment) with the Earth Dancers. On its own, the drawing of the noose in a 

later period of the fabula but shown earlier in the syuzhet would be a regular anachrony 

where the narrative introduces something before describing in detail how the event 

happened. In Summer of the Apocalypse, the drawing of the noose is done by a character 

that has no way of knowing its meaning to Eric since he is the only person left alive 

that knows its meaning. Jared, Meg and Leda are all dead, and there was no one else 

in the basement with them.  

The sequence of events with the Earth Dancers affects the reader’s attitude 

towards the fictional storyworld and the hierarchal position of the two time periods, 

as this is not the first temporal anomaly that Eric has experienced in the novel. The 



105 

first anomaly happened when the younger Eric buried his mother and left to find his 

father. On a mountain path, he sees: “[s]itting on the slope above the trail fifty feet 

away, their backpacks beside them, three hikers, an old man and two boys were 

eating a meal” (SA, 78). In the next chapter, it is the older Eric who witnesses a 

similar kind of strange scene where “[t]rudging toward them on the trail, a teenage 

boy, a bike slung over his shoulder, looked up at Eric” (SA, 87). As I already 

discussed this scene in Chapter 2.1.3, only a short synopsis is in order here. The fact 

that Eric sees himself in both time periods combined with the Earth Dancer scene 

places the two time periods in a quasi-simultaneity rather than in a past-present 

hierarchy. Time in apocalyptic narratives does not follow a straight line or a 

dechronologised sequence of events; the narrative time is folded around the 

apocalypse itself. That is not to say that there is no separation between the past, 

present and future in apocalyptic narratives. Clearly, we can reconstruct a cohesive 

fabula from Summer of the Apocalypse and we can separate the time of the narration 

from the time of the content in the narrative. What I am arguing here is that the past 

and the present are configured in a specific way in apocalyptic narratives; they are 

connected to each other in a way that is more than an expository mode or expansion 

of the diegetic world. The two simultaneous time periods in Summer of the Apocalypse 

exemplify how apocalyptic narratives are always placed in the middle of the 

apocalypse, in the seam between the apocalypse that has already happened and the 

one that is still to come. The apocalypse here does not revert to just a catastrophic 

event or even a prophecy of that destruction, so there is no singular temporal 

moment that can be assigned as the apocalypse. The apocalypse is a Deleuzian pure 

event that hovers over the world and that folds the past and the future onto the 

present, thus creating an indeterminate present moment that forces people to 

reconfigure their temporal understanding. It is a need to create a new chronology to 

replace the old one. The new chronology, however, needs a fulfilment of the past, a 

completion that organises the past in a certain way so that the future can flow from 

it. In the next chapter, I will focus on how apocalyptic narratives achieve this 

completion and fulfilment through endings and narrative closures, and on how the 

apocalyptic narratives narrate the end. 
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3.2  Reaching the End 

3.2.1  Narrative Closure 

“Reaching the End” is a rather suggestive title for this chapter, and more than a little 

paradoxical. The reader is well aware of the numerous pages still left in this work, so 

this cannot be the End, probably not even an end. If anything, this is just a beginning 

of a subchapter, a new moment that in a fictional novel could steer the reader to 

another direction that continues the overall story ever forwards. The physical size of 

a text provides a clue to the reader on how to relate to events taking place in a certain 

point of the story. This, of course, does not work for every published work. For 

example, Gary Saul Morson (1994, 170) notes that Leo Tolstoy’s War and Peace was 

published serially between 1865 and 1867 before its publication as a novel in 1869. 

Tolstoy’s long book (over 1200 pages) was “designed not as a very long work but as 

a work of indeterminate length”, and the original serial publication “deprived the 

work’s original readers of knowing how much more of it remained” (Morson 1994, 

170, italics original).69 The materiality of a book, then, offers the reader a visual clue 

as to how much longer any given material text will be. We, the readers, are always 

aware of the remaining pages left to us, and that there will be a final page and a back 

cover of the book that signals the outer limit of the material side of the book. A 

material book, then, has a final limit, eschatos (Greek ‘furthest’ or ‘last’) that is the 

“furthest imaginable extensions of human and cosmic destiny” (O’Leary 1994, 5). 

To reach the end of a book, the reader expects to have gained all the information – 

in the broadest possible term – that the book as an artefact has to offer. The end of 

a book does not necessarily signal the end of the reader’s involvement with the 

narrative; it can be again just another new path to follow. The end of the book might 

encourage the reader to re-read the book because some aspects of the narrative or 

“different pathways of reading are still possible and open for imaginative 

exploration” (Baroni 2016, 101). Some text might appear to be both open and closed 

 

69 Morson (1994, 170) also notes that Tolstoy’s War and Peace replaced closure with aperture: “A work 
that employs aperture renounces the privilege of an ending. It invites us instead to form a relative 
closure at several points, each of which could be an ending or, at least, as much of an ending as we are 
ever going to get. There will be no final ending, only a potentially infinite series of relative closures, 
each encouraging a provisional assessment made in the knowledge that it will have to be revised.” 
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(McHale 1987, 109) in that it provides a more traditional tidy “Victorian” ending and 

an indeterminate or multiple possible endings.70 In apocalyptic narratives, the reader 

confronts this question of the open and closed ending in a more concrete fashion: 

is the end of the world real – i.e. is humankind going to die off – or is there going to 

be something left of humanity after the end of the narrative?  

Summer of the Apocalypse is a rather typical apocalyptic narrative in that at the end 

of the novel, there is no real answer to this question. Eric and others do survive the 

battle at the library and are free to go back home, but the larger issue of the diegetic 

world itself becoming inhospitable to humans is left unresolved. At the end of the 

novel, the reader is confronted with the optimistic attitude of Eric in both time 

periods: in the pre-catastrophic era, he has found a letter from his father – another 

ghostly apparition from the past – that gives Eric all the answers he needs, providing 

him and the reader a feeling of closure. The difference between a closure in a story 

and just an ending is perhaps best described as Barbara Herrnstein Smith in her 

seminal work Poetic Closure (1968, 1–2), where she raises the distinction between a 

story that simply stops and one that is completed through closure. Closure is linked, 

as Smith (ibid., 4) notes, to the structure of the fictional narrative, and this link comes 

to the fore if we approach the structure of the narrative through the questions “what 

keeps [the narrative] going” and “what stops [the narrative] from going”? In his 

reading of closure in detective fiction, Eyal Segal continues Smith’s distinctions and 

notes that while an ending for a narrative is “essentially a temporal phenomenon, 

closure may also have spatial meaning” (Segal 2010, 155, italics original; see also 

Smith 1968, 2). The spatial meaning, according to Segal (2010, 155–156), relates to a 

visual shape and to the completeness of a certain work, rather than to an end of that 

shape. There is, then, an aspect of finality to closure in narrative fiction that is linked 

to the feeling of fulfilment, where the reader or viewer feels that the work has 

 

70 McHale (1987, 109) differentiates between those endings that are “true” in that they take place in 
the diegetic world as opposed to those that happen “in the subjective subworld or domain of the 
character-narrator”.  
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reached its closure. There might be questions unanswered, but the main conflicts or 

interests in the work are resolved.71 

The visual metaphor of closure also takes us to the narrator’s position and the 

retrospective nature of explanation in narrative. Retrospective explanation in 

narratives “is always an account of the present, and an attempt to dominate the past 

by understanding it from the point of view of the present” (Currie 2007, 88). By 

reaching the position in the narrative that allows the narrator – and in some cases 

the characters – to look backwards and see the whole of the past, the narrative makes 

it possible to describe that whole, or the reasons behind the represented events. This 

in turn gives the reader a possibility to “read” the whole text and thus interpret it 

and gain what Barbara Herrnstein Smith (1968, 152) terms the “sense of truth”, or 

feeling of completeness.72 Closure in narratives then works to produce a sense of 

coherence, an explanation and meaning to events that have transpired throughout 

the narrative. 

The material signs are just one set of signals that inform the reader that the end 

is approaching. Indeed, when talking about Dostoyevsky’s endings in novels, 

Morson (1994, 165, emphasis original) notes that as “catastrophe approaches, time 

speeds up”. According to Morson, while Tolstoy does not offer a closure but aperture 

that “renounces the privilege of an ending” (ibid., 170), Dostoyevsky uses what 

Morson calls vortex time to announce that the end has come. Catastrophes occur 

“more and more rapidly until a moment of apparently infinite temporal intensity is 

reached” (ibid., 165, emphasis original). The events do seem to intensify in Summer 

 

71 Hilary Dannenberg (2008, 228) notes in her study of counterfactuals and coincidence plots that 
“men’s plots are goal oriented and are idealistically represented as reaching a final point of closure and 
telos; women’s plots are located within a system of divergent or alternate worlds in which closure, 
convergence, and happiness are eternally deferred”. As traditional apocalyptic narratives – especially 
in Hollywood movies – are rather masculine, Dannenberg’s notion of the difference between male 
and female plots seems solid as well.  

72 Herrnstein Smith’s (1968) seminal work focuses on poetical closure, or closure in poems. In this 
sense, not all her findings apply to prose fiction, but her comment on the relationality of truth and 
poems can be expanded in my opinion to literature at large: “It is evident, for example, that poetry 
need no longer be so much on the defensive with respect to its claims to truth, for no one else is 
claiming to have cornered the real thing. More important for our present purposes is the fact that we 
can now use such a notion as ‘the sense of truth’ without feeling that we have betrayed poetry to its 
arrogant rivals. Or, to put it another way, we may speak of that sense of truth produced by a poem 
not as a qualified, inferior or illusory truth, but as a significant response to an experience.” 
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of the Apocalypse as Eric is nearing his goals in both time periods. Previously, the 

narration consisted of long periods where the narrator describes the world, but 

closing on the end, even the narration compresses. In the pre-catastrophic era, when 

Eric and Leda are close to Eric’s home, they spot a pack of dogs that start to hunt 

them down: “Eric kept moving, thirty feet, fifty feet. Heads low, the dogs crossed 

the street, matching their pace. The Doberman led, still barking: loud, repetitive, 

explosive, insane-sounding.” (SA, 216.) Similarly, in the post-catastrophic time 

period when Federal and his men are besieging the library, the narration compresses: 

“Twin plumes of torch smoke, thin and gray, trailed straight up. Soldiers’ eyes, white 

and wide, swept over the building. Federal’s breathing rasped in and out. ‘Drop 

them,’ his voice said metallically. Torches fell.” (SA, 230.) The narration is focused 

on smaller details (soldier’s eyes, falling torches) and not on the wider world or larger 

constructs. The vortex of narration is centred around certain actions taking place in 

confined space, representing actions – one thing after another – and not so much 

reflection on those actions. A compression of narrative events and change in the 

mode of narration signals, as Morson notes, the approaching end of the narrative as 

much as the material signals that the pages of the book are running out. 

In the pre-apocalyptic time period, it is Eric’s journey to find his father that is the 

main narrative interest, not what was happening in the world at large. In the post-

catastrophic time period, the older Eric has also reached emotional closure in his 

search for knowledge when he comes to understand the futility of his efforts, and 

that his journey led to Rabbit’s death. Just as Eric’s journey ends in death in the pre-

catastrophic era – or a certain knowledge of his father’s death – so it does in the 

post-catastrophic era as well. The death of Rabbit – Eric’s young companion – is 

undoubtedly meaningful, but it is the death of Eric’s belief in knowledge that is the 

symbolic death of the storyline. It is no accident that Eric describes the new library 

as “a sepulcher of the Gone Time” because it represents a decent, ritualistic burial 

of his desires to undo the apocalypse. The past is finally dead and now Eric can look 

forward to the future. As death or allusion to it is traditionally seen as a symbol of 

closure (Smith 1968, 152; Russell 1994, 6–7), the ending of Summer of the Apocalypse 
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seems to conform to a rather traditional sense of an ending.73 This feeling of 

completeness is further re-enforced by the arrival of Troy, Eric’s son, in Boulder in 

the final chapter of the novel. The novel thus completes the familial narrative that 

started in the pre-catastrophic time period with Eric and his father. The estranged 

relation between Eric and his father is foreshadowed in the relationship between 

Eric and Troy: “Troy wiped his sleeve across his mouth. Eric shivered. For a second, 

he saw in Troy his own father. Troy was now about the same age as when Eric’s 

father had died.” (SA, 15.) The disappearance and death of Eric’s father is thus 

alluded to in the first chapter of the book even though the confirmation of what 

happened only comes in the penultimate chapter when Eric finds the letter his father 

left him. The circularity of the novel’s narration is emphasised in the final chapter. 

Eric has left the new library and accepted the unavoidable loss of the Gone Time 

world, and he feels a preternatural connection through time to his younger self: 

The sense of then and now filled Eric so thoroughly, the sense of connection with 
himself at fifteen and himself at seventy-five felt so solid, that he almost wasn’t 
surprised when he turned around and saw striding toward him down the road, the 
figure of a man who could easily be his father. Dodge held the black-haired man’s 
hand. Behind him, came Teach and Ripple. 

“Troy,” Eric said. 

[--] 

Silence stretched between them. The feeling of connection held on. Eric felt fifteen; 
he felt seventy-five. He was a son searching for his father, he was the father the son 
found. Everything circled around, he thought. Everything circled around. (SA, 254–
255.)  

Just as Eric’s completion of his journey in the pre-catastrophic world ends in a 

symbolic reunion with this father, or at least with the knowledge about what 

 

73 According to Barbara Herrnstein Smith (1968, 121), many nonliterary experiences of ending or 
closing affect our experience of closure in narrative: “And, furthermore, a certain degree of closure 
will be secured merely if the novel concludes with night falling, or the arrival of autumn, or if the play 
concludes with the protagonist slamming the door behind her”. Similarly, James Phelan (2007, 20) 
notes that rhetorically, closure can be communicated in a narrative by signalling an end of a 
conversation, as is done in “Roman Fever” that Phelan uses as an example, or by a character reaching 
his destination. Though, as Barbara Herrnstein Smith (1968, 45) notes more emphatically, “the 
fulfilling of formal expectations is never a sufficient condition for the experience of closure”. 
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happened to his father, the post-catastrophic journey ends in a reunion with his son. 

Unlike in the first time displacement, where Eric saw himself in the other time 

period, here the experience of time displacement is happening only in the post-

catastrophic world. In a way, this is reminiscent of what Sarah Dillon (2007, 379) 

notes about the apocalyptic structure: the beginning and end lose their distinction. 

The final closure of the novel, Eric reconciling with his son, is a symbolic 

reconciliation between Eric and his father as well, which means that the end of the 

novel returns to the beginning of the novel. I would argue, however, that this is not 

the whole explanation, and rather than seeing the end as circular, it should be seen 

as folded and refolded, layered rather than returned. 

The rather melodramatic end of the novel where Eric is reunited with his son 

does in a way explain the structure of the novel in that the theme of the novel is 

generational repetition – the sins of the father are inherited by following generations. 

Thus, the alternating narration between the two time periods and the overlapping 

stories are formal elements that re-enforce this theme as the tribulations of both 

young and old Eric are very much the same. Both storylines also end in an optimistic 

note as the death of a close-one is compensated either with a new companion (Leda 

in the pre-catastrophe era or Teach in the post-catastrophe era) or a reunion of a 

once-lost close-one (Troy in the post-catastrophe era). A sense of new beginning is 

notable, not only from Eric’s imaginations of a future traveller discussed in Chapter 

2 – where Eric envisions a future where a man would once again travel on the same 

roads without knowing anything about the world – but also from the familial reunion 

that signals a beginning of a new time, and a setting of the true chronology back in 

the world. 

According to Leif Sorensen (2014, 588) “post-apocalyptic literature [--] reorders 

narrative time to stoke the delusion that we’ll make it through”, and most apocalyptic 

narratives place hope upon futurity and the continuation of human time. The familial 

reunion at the end of Summer of the Apocalypse mirrors many apocalyptic narratives 

that end in a similar way, like the movie version of World War Z (2013), which 

Sorensen uses as an example of a post-apocalyptic narrative where humanity 

triumphs over catastrophe:  

[The movie] dispenses with the novel’s historiographic conceit and opts instead for a 
narrative in which the hero, played by Brad Pitt, must be separated from his family in 
order to combat the zombie plague. His reunion with his family in the closing scenes 
of the film signifies that the period of chaotic transition has ended, with the world 
made safe for domesticity once again. (Sorensen 2014, 567.)  
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Sorensen connects the post-apocalyptic narrative to the critique of late-capitalist 

society’s temporality, which “insists that the future will be an endless repetition of 

its cycles of creative destruction” (ibid., 562). Quoting Evan Calder Williams, 

Sorensen sees the future as a site of more of the same (ibid., 563). This critique of 

the capitalist future is akin to the thoughts of Terry Eagleton (2003, 185): “It ensures 

that the future will be simply an endless repetition of the present. The future for the 

well-heeled will be just like the present, only more so.” (See also Eagleton 2011, 6; 

Currie 2013, 82) We have arrived at the heart of the question about the nature of 

time, history, and the future. Is the future fixed or is it open to human action? And 

most importantly, how does the apocalypse as a narrative figure in these questions?  

The answer to the first question in the context of apocalyptic narratives is yes, 

the future is bound to the process of the apocalyptic transformation. Because the 

apocalypse is oriented towards the past and the future, and since it is folding them 

both to form the present moment, as a time-shape, the apocalypse is not free. Even 

if it does not inevitably lead to utopian paradise, or to a dystopian society, the 

apocalyptic narrative configures history into a model that leads in a certain direction. 

The truth or the vision behind the apocalyptic narrative is bound to the question of 

humankind’s role in time and space, in history and the world. In Summer of the 

Apocalypse, the role of humanity is to survive and repopulate the planet in the future 

– to survive and carry on. Therefore, the future is not really open to be changed by 

human action, humanity’s role is to play out the larger vision behind the apocalypse, 

which is quite often just to survive. 

The theme of family and reproduction is quite essential in many Hollywood 

movies that depict the end times, as seen by Leif Sorensen’s (2014, 567) insightful 

reading (see also Gomel 2010, 118–119). The reunion of father and son at the end 

of Summer of the Apocalypse does seem to tie in all the loose ends and questions that 

the narrative has produced. As Nöel Carroll (2007, 7) proposes, the 

“question/answer model” works better for narrative closure than problem/solution 

because narrative closure is connected to the reader and her response to any given 

text. It would be difficult to discuss the reader’s problems or solutions with any given 

texts, but questions and answers link more to the interpretive activity of the reading 

process. In this sense, Summer of the Apocalypse does provide enough answers to the 

different questions the narrative raises throughout the text regarding Eric and his 

family. The reader has already known for some time that Eric and Leda returned to 

the cave to give Eric’s mother a proper burial, as Eric, Rabbit, and Dodge find the 

cave in the post-catastrophic time period: “Eric thought about the last time he’d 
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been here, the summer after the plague. [--] He’d dig in the rocky soil most of the 

day to excavate a hole deep enough to hold his mother.” (SA, 89.) What is of interest 

in this scene is the following thought Eric has about himself: 

He had a hard time relating the two versions of himself in his memory: the one who 
listened to rock and roll under his headphones and worried whether school would be 
canceled or not, and the one a year later who with his wife drove a car he’d taken 
from a Chevy dealer’s car lot to bury his mother. It seemed as if he’d lived two lives. 
(SA, 89.) 

Eric’s thoughts and memories represent the core tension of the novel: the 

reconciliation of the two lives he has lived and the repetition of the family drama 

over generations that Eric needs to end. The narrative closure at the end of the novel 

answers all these questions and reaffirms the thematic/formal link by explicitly 

uniting these two lives in one moment at the end of the novel: “[t]he sense of then 

and now filled Eric so thoroughly, the sense of connection with himself at fifteen 

and himself at seventy-five” (SA, 254). The closure is complete, the reader has gained 

enough answers to satisfy his readerly interest in Eric’s journeys and goals. The 

reunion between the father and son serves a thematic closing of the gap represented 

earlier between them, signalling a poetic closure in the fictive text (see Smith 1968, 

121; Phelan 2007, 20). However, I would argue that the narrative closure here is not 

the same as the end in an apocalyptic sense, and Eric’s experience of the circularity 

of time cannot in itself express the totality of historical time that is the topic of most 

apocalyptic narratives. While a character’s experiences can – and many times do – 

serve as a metonym for a larger societal issue(s) in narratives, in apocalyptic narratives 

this is only a partial answer, not the whole truth. The other side of question, mainly 

narrating the progress of the diegetic world, can be answered when we examine the 

narration of the end in more detail. 

3.2.2  Narrating the End  

Up until now I have consciously avoided the topic of narration in apocalyptic 

narratives because it quite literally takes us straight to the end, or to be even more 

precise, a moment after the end. Narrating or reporting events involves telling about 

things after the fact and as, for example, Mark Currie (2007, 138–139; 2013, 47, 

passim) has shown, the grammatical tense of the narration is not a reliable method 

of discerning the relationship between the time of narration and the time of the 

action that is the content of the narrative. Even though retrospective narration is 
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most used in narrative, even present tense or prospective narration can refer to past 

or future events. If we accept the proposition that there is always a discrepancy 

between the action and its telling, it has some impact on different narrative 

temporalities in apocalyptic narratives. One point is that the apocalypse is not the 

only narrative that begins paradoxically from the beginning, or ends at the beginning 

(see Dillon 2007, 379); every narrative does so if we consider the temporal location 

of the narrator being anterior to all the events in the narrative. In this sense, also, the 

question of how the apocalypse can be narrated, or how there can be a narration 

beyond the apocalypse, does not apply only to post-apocalyptic narratives but to all 

apocalyptic narratives.74 

Another point that we must take into consideration is the narrator in apocalyptic 

narratives. In Summer of the Apocalypse, the narrator is a nameless third-person narrator 

that has nearly unlimited access to different events and Eric’s thoughts, and since 

the novel follows Eric in both time periods, the narration is focalised around his 

character.75 As Gérard Genette (1980 [1972], 186; Rimmon-Kenan 1983, 72) notes, 

we must differentiate between who speaks and who sees in the narrative. Even 

though the narrative centres around Eric in both time periods, the speaking agent is 

not Eric himself, as the narrator addresses him in the third person in both time 

periods. It is Eric, however, who serves as the seeing agent most of the time, or 

through whom the narrative filters the diegetic world to the reader. It is worth noting 

that most contemporary apocalyptic narratives are narrated in the third person, from 

a position where the narrator has near-omniscient powers to see the main characters 

thoughts and feelings but is still restricted spatially by the main characters. Just like 

for Eric, the state of affairs in Boulder or anywhere else except Littleton – the small 

community where he lives – is a mystery, most main characters in apocalyptic 

 

74 The question of narrating the end of the world is a difficult one that has been discussed in some 
detail, see Derrida (1984a, 22–24), Berger (1999, 6, passim), Dillon (2007, 379–380), Grausam (2011, 
11–12), De Cristofaro (2013, 67) and Skult (2019, 4–5).  

75 The term focalisation was first coined by Gérard Genette (1980 [1972], 189, emphasis original) 
because he wanted to “avoid too specifically visual connotations of the terms vision, field, and point of 
view” (see also Rimmon-Kenan 1983, 71–73). There is a considerable body of work dedicated to the 
question of focalisation vs point of view, or perspective and other methods of describing the role(s) 
and abilities of narrators in literary texts, see e.g. Cohn (1999); Currie (2010); Dawson (2014). For this 
work, I am using Genette’s term focalisation to differentiate it more clearly from the vision in 
apocalyptic narratives that is the topic of Chapter 6. 
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narratives are unaware of events taking place outside their sphere of knowledge, and 

most narrators in apocalyptic narratives are limited to that knowledge as well. 

Perhaps it is more accurate to state that narrators in apocalyptic narratives do not 

share their knowledge about the world at large with the reader. This is then the crux 

of the matter; when we consider a narrative as a distribution of knowledge from the 

narrator to the reader, we are at the heart of narrative temporality (Currie 2013, 128). 

There is a tacit understanding when the reader starts to read a narrative that she does 

not know what is going to happen in that particular text. She might have expectations 

based on her knowledge of the genre to which the text belongs, or maybe she has 

read another book by the same author and can articulate from there certain poetics 

of that particular writer, but on the whole, the reader does not know what is going 

to happen in the text and it is the writer’s job to keep the reader’s interest focused 

on the text (see Sternberg 1978, 45–46). To do so, the text must distribute the 

information in sequence to the reader to maintain that interest. 

This is probably more evident in first-person narratives like Mary Shelley’s The 

Last Man, H. G. Wells’ The War of the Worlds, Gore Vidal’s Kalki (1978) and Paul 

Auster’s The Country of Last Things (1987). In all of these examples, the narrative is 

framed so that the narrator is writing the events down for someone else to read: in 

Shelley’s text it is someone who might be alive – though the protagonist Lionel 

Verney thinks he is the eponymous last man – and could find his personal history, 

in Wells’ novel the narrator is writing down what happened to him during the 

invasion for his contemporaries to read, in Kalki the main character is writing down 

his personal history because she was asked to, and in The Country of Last Things the 

main character writes a letter to her friend to detail her journey in the city of last 

things. In a first-person narrative, the reader is acutely aware that she is reading 

something that has already happened to the character who is writing it down, but at 

the same time, the reader interprets the “now” moment of the action represented in 

the past tense as the fictional present moment (Brooks 1984, 23; Currie 2007, 30). 

This is not, however, limited to first-person narratives only, as the same rule applies 

to third-person narratives like Summer of the Apocalypse, though in this novel the 

question of the fictional present moment is somewhat more complicated, as we have 

seen. Still, this interpretation of the past tense in narrative as the fictional present 

moment is part of another agreement that the reader and the text have, or another 

readerly awareness. When a reader reads a text, she has what Gary Saul Morson 

(1994, 43) calls a double experience, where she can “identify with characters and 

contemplate [the] structure” of the fictional text. When we read a text, “we 

contemplate the structure of the whole, and we see signs of it as the action unfolds” 
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(ibid., 61), creating a dynamic where the reader is aware of the whole poetical work 

as a structure but is also experiencing the narrative as a flow of reading. For example, 

Merja Polvinen (2012, 108) has argued that “a crucial part of the experience of fiction 

is the knowledge that we engage not only with characters and events, but also with 

an artistic object” (see also Polvinen 2018, 68). Similarly, Mark Currie (2013, 17, 

passim) has written extensively about the reader’s experience of both not knowing 

everything while reading and knowing that there will be a time later when all the 

knowledge is revealed.  

The double experience of the fictional text as an artifact and as a progressive 

sequence of events combined with the experience of knowing that we do not know 

everything yet but will later on creates a challenge to formalising a clear structure of 

narrative temporality, especially in apocalyptic narratives. In Summer of the Apocalypse, 

the reader realises at some point that the two storylines mirror each other, at the 

latest when Eric experiences the first time anomaly where he sees himself in the 

other time period: the reader is made aware that the two time periods are not 

organised in a strict past-present model but they should be interpreted as happening 

in quasi-simultaneity, where the structure of the novel comments directly on the 

theme of the novel. As we saw in Chapters 3.1.3 and 3.1.4, different repetitions in 

and between times create a structure of repetition that in turn creates an expectation 

that guides the reader’s involvement with the text. However, as became evident when 

examining the repetition in the two time periods in Summer of the Apocalypse, the 

narration of the apocalypse is always represented as being paradoxically in the middle 

of the apocalypse, between the apocalypse that has already happened and that which 

is still to come. In part, this is because every apocalypse is a continuation of a 

historical sequence of apocalyptic narratives where one is a sequel to another, and 

the latter one always must destroy, either literally or symbolically, the earlier one. On 

the other hand, an apocalyptic narrative is always open to the apocalypse becoming 

worse than it has been: Eric has witnessed the destructive power of the plague but 

has not experienced it himself in the pre-catastrophic era, nor has he endured the 

effects of the toxins in the post-catastrophic era. Neither in the pre- or post-

catastrophic world is the apocalypse a singular moment in time but a Deleuzian pure 

event (Deleuze 1990 [1969], 2–3, 100) that hovers over the different actualisations 

of it without ever being manifested fully by them. From the beginning of the novel, 

the reader is aware that what is happening in the novel is the end of the world, but 

she does not have the full picture of it since the apocalypse is still in the narrative 

future for her. This dynamic, where the reader is aware of the apocalypse in the novel 
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but is not aware of the details of it, controls all apocalyptic narratives and effectively 

makes every apocalyptic narrative a narrative about the apocalypse taking place.  

I have proposed that in apocalyptic narratives the narrative time is structured in 

such a way that the past and the future is folded on to the present moment. A central 

theme of the apocalyptic temporality is the proper burial of the past; in Summer of the 

Apocalypse the burial is represented in the pre-catastrophic time period by the finding 

of the letter Eric’s father left him, and the subsequent knowledge that he has died, 

and in the post-catastrophic time period by the new library that stands as “a stone 

cold tomb” (SA, 252). This ceremonial burial of the past then opens the future as an 

expectation of something to come, something that will continue to mark the new 

chronology initiated by the burial. Mark Currie (2013, 94) has noted how according 

to Jacques Derrida, two things will always collide: “the future-orientation of the 

moment and the position of verification of that moment later”. For Derrida, the 

messianic is a structure of expectation without any content, but it “contains within 

it two different conceptions of time, the first based in what it is like to experience 

the unexpected, and the other in what it means to understand the unexpected” 

(Currie 2013, 163). There is something very similar in apocalyptic narratives in that 

there are competing experiences of time present in the apocalyptic. While 

apocalyptic temporality is very much about reaching the final moment of history 

(O’Leary 1994, 5–6; Gomel 2010, 120), it is also about structuring the past so that 

the future can arrive.  

Apocalyptic narratives are then a way to structure temporal experience. For 

example, Connor Pitetti differentiates between apocalyptic and post-apocalyptic 

narratives: 

Apocalyptic narratives bring structure to history by modelling within themselves the 
closed and comprehensible structure they impute to the world at large. In contrast, 
post-apocalyptic narratives do justice to history by pointing beyond themselves to a 
world that is more dynamic and complex than their own limited textual frames can 
adequately contain. (Pitetti 2017, 451.) 

According to Pitetti, what separates apocalyptic and post-apocalyptic narratives is 

the way the latter factors in the unexpected future; furthermore, post-apocalyptic 

narratives insist “that in an endless world it is always necessary to work towards a 

better tomorrow that will never fully arrive” (ibid., 450). Nevertheless, I would argue 

that this is exactly the temporal nature of apocalyptic narratives, in that by structuring 

the past and giving it a proper burial, the apocalyptic narrative constantly pushes the 

temporal horizon of the future forward. By burying the Gone Times in the new 

library in Boulder, Eric can think about “the inexorable progress of change” (SA, 
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253) and the future world. The vision he has of the future is another fold of the 

narrative that the reader has already witnessed; it is a new traveller walking on the 

same road that he his walking again. This could be read as the time of capitalism 

where the future is the same as today but there is more of it (Eagleton 2011, 6), but 

if we approach it through Derrida’s messianic structure of expectation, and the fact 

that tomorrow will never be what we expect it to be (Bergson 2007 [1934], 16), the 

future of apocalyptic narrative is a new actualisation in the never-present apocalyptic 

event. The apocalypse is a model of time for the transition from an old world to a 

new one, but it does this in a very specific way. It creates a concord between the 

present and the past by structuring it through folding and burying it while inviting 

the future to co-exist. A fictional narrative about the end of the world is always trying 

to narrate the whole apocalypse, but since the apocalypse cannot be adequately 

represented, it ends up pushing it both forwards and backwards in time. Narrative 

strategies that might be labelled post-apocalyptic do not actually challenge this 

notion of apocalyptic temporality, because the apocalypse in these narratives has also 

always already happened and not yet taken place. Because of that, the ending in 

Summer of the Apocalypse – and other apocalyptic narratives like The War of the Worlds, 

Alas, Babylon and The Road – cannot be the end of the apocalypse. Even though Eric 

envisions the future hiker and the survival of the human race, it is a path, a future 

horizon that is pushed further and is not the end of the apocalypse. 

The same phenomena can be seen when analysing apocalyptic narratives that 

seem to reverse historical time and progress. In narratives like Shelley’s The Last Man 

or Jim Crace’s The Pesthouse, historical progress is represented as being reversed and 

civilisation is moving backwards in time to critique the traditional view of the 

Enlightenment’s progressive history (see Albright 2009, 149; Tate 2017, 98; De 

Cristofaro 2018a, 247). Turning back time is one possible fold in apocalyptic 

temporality, but it continues to be refolded back towards the future through a new 

repetitive series. The Earth Dancers in Summer of the Apocalypse appear to have 

regressed to a primitive level, but their mystical presence and way of life challenge 

the clear linear conception of time, just as the different time displacements in the 

narrative challenge the clear past-present divide between the two time periods of the 

novel.  

In this section of my work, we have seen that time in apocalyptic narratives is not 

pointed only towards the future or the past but towards both, or more precisely, it 

is pointed towards the apocalypse. This in turn creates a temporal experience that 

forces the reader to confront the instability of the present moment when both the 
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past and the future are folded onto the present, juxtaposing different worlds on top 

of each other. This counts for the construction of the temporal relations in 

apocalyptic narratives, how the past is folded on the present through different 

repetitions and allusions so that a new chronology can be set, and the future can flow 

from the present. By completing or fulfilling a catastrophe, the apocalyptic narratives 

create a possibility for the future to be open in a certain way. However, up until this 

point, I have examined apocalyptic narratives from a temporal point of view, 

focusing on how time is constructed and represented in apocalyptic narratives. Next, 

I will move to analyse how space and spatial features can express the transition from 

one world to another. 
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II  SPACE IN CLAIRE VAYE WATKINS’ GOLD FAME 
CITRUS  
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4  EVER-EXPANDING SPACE IN APOCALYPTIC 
NARRATIVES  

Whereas time has usually been seen as something that ends in apocalyptic narratives, 

it is the world that ends in the more colloquial use of the phrase “end of the world”. 

In this section of my work, I will focus on different relations that space, place, and 

the world have in apocalyptic narratives, and on how different descriptions of the 

world help us understand the apocalypse as an event that has always already 

happened and that is always becoming. This definition of the apocalypse is based on 

Gilles Deleuze’s (1990 [1969], 1–3, 100, passim) idea of the “pure event” where the 

event hovers over its physical actualisation.76 Similarly, the apocalypse is an event 

that is never present; it is always coming into fulfilment and at the same time it is 

receding into the past. Deleuze (ibid., 100) uses battle as an example of a pure event 

where different actualisations (individual fights between soldiers) form the event but 

the event itself cannot be reduced to any individual actualisation. Just like the battle 

in Deleuze’s example, the apocalypse is actualised as different incidents that reshape 

the physical, and more importantly, the social world. The apocalypse can be 

understood, then, as a pure event that has always already happened and is in the 

process of becoming. The other side of the apocalyptic narrative is, however, the 

change that takes place in the diegetic world, and in my understanding of the 

apocalypse this change needs to be actualised in a way that is not limited to any single 

person’s life but contains a universal effect, something that affects humanity as a 

whole. 

One of my areas of focus in this chapter is the definition of apocalyptic space, or 

to be more precise, what the characteristics of space are in apocalyptic narratives. As 

I have defined the apocalypse as a continuous process, an apocalyptic space cannot 

be defined through static qualities alone either. This does not mean that there are no 

typical settings and places depicted in apocalyptic narratives. On the contrary, most 

apocalyptic narratives depict places like the empty city or town (Olivas 2015, 196–

 

76 For more a detailed discussion of the Deleuzian event and pure event, see Introduction and Chapter 
3.1.2.  
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197; Perron 2016, 307–308; Dobraszczyk 2017, 27), the long and empty road (Skult 

2019, 82–83), or the lush new world strangely devoid of life (Moon 2014, 5–6).  The 

temptation here is to define apocalyptic space through a set of characteristics, like 

empty streets, abandoned buildings and cars, and through general decay. However, 

as proposed in the previous section of this work, I propose that the apocalypse is an 

ongoing process, and therefore the apocalyptic space also needs to be examined 

through this process of change. Instead of seeing, for example, an empty city as an 

apocalyptic space on its own, I approach it as a surface of the world that reflects a 

wider discussion of space and place in an apocalyptic narrative. 

This means then that the apocalyptic space is defined through a change or 

transition that takes place in the diegetic world, and that apocalyptic space is 

intimately tied to the temporal change in the diegetic world. Following the argument 

proposed in the earlier section of this work, I argue that the post-apocalypse is not 

a proper term to be used when talking about change that takes place in the diegetic 

world of apocalyptic narratives. Instead, I use the terms pre-catastrophic and post-

catastrophic to designate the transition that takes place in the diegetic world, which can 

be divided into different stages. None of these stages alone, however, correspond to 

the apocalypse per se.  

To clarify this proposition, I will analyse Claire Vaye Watkins’s novel Gold Fame 

Citrus (2015) that takes place in the near-future Los Angeles and in the south-western 

United States. In the novel, Los Angeles and its surrounding regions have been 

evacuated and almost deserted due to radical climate change, and the city of Los 

Angeles has become almost uninhabitable to humans. The novel exemplifies the 

various and constantly changing spatial identities in apocalyptic narratives when the 

main characters try to come in terms with the new world they are living in. In Gold 

Fame Citrus, the spatial processes of the apocalypse become concrete through a semi-

mystical landscape called the Amargosa dune sea that is covering the whole south-

western Unites States under it. The dune sea is equally the apocalyptic catastrophe 

in the diegetic world but it is also the result of the catastrophe; it is the change made 

concrete in the diegetic world. The Amargosa dune sea foregrounds how the 

apocalypse makes the world new on a more than one level. The novel is told by an 
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anonymous third person narrator, and the story of the novel follows Luz and Ray,77 

two people who are trying to survive in the evacuated Los Angeles. After they rescue 

a small child – whom they name Ig – from an abusive gang, they decide to find a 

better life for all of them in the east. The great obstacle on their journey is the 

Amargosa dune sea, an ever-growing desert that is “yawning latitudinal between the 

sluice grafts of Los Angeles and the flaking, friable, half-buried hull of Las Vegas” 

(GFC, 113). The Amargosa dune sea is an everchanging phenomenon that is 

reshaping the world but is beyond the narrativisation or comprehension of the 

characters in the novel. The change that is taking place in the diegetic world is very 

much an apocalyptic catastrophe, both in its scale in space and time, as the 

desertification of the Western United States is rapidly speeding up, and what “should 

have taken 500,000 years took place in 50” (GFC, 112). Not only is the social fabric 

of the world changing drastically because of the dune sea, but the fabric of reality, 

of time and space, seems to be bending and folding as well. The apocalyptic world 

of Gold Fame Citrus is then dramatically different, exemplifying the force of the 

experience that the diegetic characters (and some readers) might feel when 

confronted with an apocalyptic world and the totality of the apocalyptic event.  

When their journey is cut short in the middle of the dune sea, Luz, Ray, and Ig 

find a colony led by a self-proclaimed prophet Levi Zabriskie living in the Amargosa 

dune sea. The aim of Levi and other members of the colony is to force the United 

States government to recognise the Amargosa dune sea as a new world and not as a 

natural disaster area. The novel examines the different ways people define and thus 

create spaces and places that in turn affect the way people can live and act in those 

places. For example, when Los Angeles and its surrounding regions were evacuated 

in the novel only those who do not want to or cannot relocate to other parts of the 

United States stayed behind. But even those who did relocate are shunned in other 

places and labelled as Mojavs: “still the word stung, here and where it hung on the 

signage of factories [--] in crooked plastic letters on the marquees of Indianapolis 

elementary schools: MOJAVS NOT WELCOME. NO WORK FOR MOJAVS. 

MOJAVS KEEP OUT.” (GFC, 23.) The apocalyptic catastrophe has altered the 

diegetic world of the novel, but instead of the actual catastrophic change the 

narration focuses more on the changes taking place on the societal and behavioural 

 

77 The names of the characters, Luz – meaning light in Spanish – and Ray – as in a beam of light – 
emphasise both the role of light in order to see and the different sides that a same phenomenon can 
have.  
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level: how the catastrophe affects people and how are they trying to make a new life 

in the altered landscape. The change that is taking form in the diegetic world is also 

dividing history into understandable periods. For example, the evacuation of Los 

Angeles is one such a moment that creates a sense of completion of destruction in 

the novel, that the events before this event in the history of the novel can be 

designated as pre-catastrophic and events after it as post-catastrophic. The 

evacuation of Los Angeles is catastrophic, and it transforms the city into a 

monument of the deserted American dream. Instead of being the city that 

encapsulates the American Dream, Los Angeles in the novel symbolises the 

willingness of people to abandon and forgot things and previous lives. Still, no matter 

how catastrophic or traumatic the evacuation of Los Angeles is in the novel, it is not 

the apocalypse in the novel, only one of its actualisations.78  

As discussed in Chapters 2 and 3, both the past and the future are haunting the 

present, challenging the traditional notion of the linear model of time. To uncover 

more about this phenomenon, I will turn to spectres of history – the idea that certain 

historical events are haunting the present moment. To examine this haunting, I will 

turn to the concept of hauntology inspired by Jacque Derrida (1994, 10; see also 

Peeren and Blanco 2010, 2013; Thurston 2012; Shaw 2018). Hauntology highlights 

“interconnections between the past, present, and future” (Shaw 2018, 3), and 

haunting is not, like many may intuitively presume, located in the past. As Jacques 

Derrida (1997, 61) notes, “the experience of the ghost is not tied to a bygone 

historical period, like the landscape of Scottish manors, etc., but on the contrary, is 

accentuated, accelerated by modern technologies like film, television, the telephone. 

These technologies inhibit, as it were, a phantom structure.” Julian Wolfreys (2002, 

3) notes that haunting is at the very heart of storytelling because the very act of 

narrating is an evocation of something other to return; it is repeating that what has 

already seemed to have passed. Different ghosts, spectres, and hauntings are not 

confined to any particular genre, like gothic fiction or paranormal stories, but they 

can be found in any and all genres in contemporary culture (Wolfreys 2002, 2; Shaw 

2018, 2–3). Although hauntology rose to fame in the 1990s, mainly because of 

Derrida’s seminal work Specters of Marx, the roots of the “spectral turn” can be traced 

 

78 Just as the apocalypse cannot be given clearly defined temporal borders, neither can a catastrophe 
be defined precisely. The actual moment that changes the time period from pre-catastrophic to post-
catastrophic is impossible and irrelevant to define; what matters more is the act of defining it.  
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to the psychoanalytical studies of the 1970s (Davis 2007, 9–10; Peeren and Blanco 

2013, 4–7). Beyond the study of ghostly apparitions, the fascination with ghosts in 

the 1990s is also “linked to a broader (and somewhat earlier) turn to history and 

memory” (Peeren and Blanco 2013, 10) or to what Andreas Huyssen (1995, 5; 2003, 

17) calls the “memory boom”. Here, the turn towards history and memory is crucial, 

since the core idea of the apocalypse is the historical divide into pre- and post-

catastrophic worlds and the differences between these two worlds.  

To analyse the different aspects of apocalyptic space, we must first define the 

meaning of space. I will begin from the division between space and place that is well 

documented following from Yi-Fu Tuan’s influential Space and Place (1977), where he 

proposes the division between a more abstract space and a more recognisable place 

(see also Westphal 2011, 5–6). As Tuan (2002 [1977], 6) notes: “[w]hat begins as 

undifferentiated space becomes place as we get to know it better and endow it with 

value”. If the apocalypse is a radical change to the perceived order of the world, a 

challenge to pre-existing norms and values, then the apocalyptic event both as 

something always coming and as something that has already happened is about 

(re)negotiating new values and norms, and thus, redefining spaces and places in the 

world. The traditional differentiation between pre- and post-catastrophic worlds 

assumes a clear, causal relation between places in time, where the post-catastrophic 

world serves as a signifier to the pre-catastrophic world’s signified, a symbol that 

reveals the true meaning from a later point in time. As a counterproposal to this, I 

will apply Gilles Deleuze’s concept of the fold that “is always folded within a fold, 

like a cavern in a cavern” (Deleuze 2006 [1993], 6) and the idea that “the fold 

represents infinitude by engaging the viewer’s eye in a movement that has no 

vanishing point. The fold theorises and embodies a relationship without a centre.” 

(Bal 2002, 87) The fold is an excessive line that embodies different meanings and 

methods without settling for clear categories and thus comes close to Gilles Deleuze 

and Felix Guattari’s (1987 [1980]) philosophy of plateaus that are intertwined and 

intermingled together in complex and continually altering ways. All of these different 

themes – the diegetic world of the novel in the middle of an apocalyptic change, 

both the past and the future haunting the present, and the need to articulate the past 

through memories – are present in Gold Fame Citrus.  

However, to fully grasp the effect of apocalyptic narratives we need to examine 

the feeling of grandeur and powerlessness of the apocalyptic space. To fully 

appreciate the magnitude of the change that takes place in the diegetic world of an 

apocalyptic narrative, it is necessary to analyse it through the concept of the sublime 

and the aesthetics of the apocalypse. How is the scale of the apocalypse represented 
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in its different actualisations in the diegetic world? If the apocalypse escapes the 

comprehension of the human mind and narrative effort, how is this fantastic world 

depicted in narratives about the end of the world? As the apocalyptic catastrophe is 

a (re)negotiation of societal values and norms in different spaces, the post-

catastrophic space must then, at least at first, be something that has lost human 

influence and gained a quality of vastness. To study these post-catastrophic spaces, 

I will analyse them as wildernesses and deserts. The wilderness is an ambivalent space 

that is beyond human control and, for example, Hyong-jun Moon (2014, 5–6) has 

noted that (post-)apocalyptic spaces are worlds where the traditional civilisation-

nature power structure is reversed. Nature is no longer controlled by humans, but 

humans are once again at the mercy of the natural world. Both the wilderness and 

desert also foreground the preternatural side of space in apocalyptic narratives as 

they force humans to confront the impossible: the fall and failure of human 

civilization. This failure turns the apocalyptic space into a fantastic space where 

humans are faced with otherworldly experiences, or where the past and the future 

haunt the human characters.  

I will focus on the questions of vastness and fantastic space in Chapter 4.1. 

Chapters 4.2 and 4.3 will focus more on the paradoxically empty world of the 

apocalypse and how the pre-catastrophic world still haunts the present moment in 

apocalyptic narratives. Even though post-catastrophic worlds can be described as 

wildernesses or deserts, the most potent literary space of apocalyptic narratives is the 

city. The city has a long tradition as a literary symbol with various meanings (see 

Ameel 2013, 39; Keunen 2013, 58–59), but it is the ruined and abandoned city that 

dominates apocalyptic aesthetics (Perron 2016, 307–308; Dobraszczyk 2017, 27). 

However, the empty city of the apocalypse is anything but empty; as I will 

demonstrate, it is inhabited by the ghosts and spectres of the past and the future. 

Chapter 4.4, on the other hand, focuses on the dream-like nature of the post-

catastrophic world through the concept of phantasmagoria. Phantasmagoria 

captures the ambiguous nature of apocalyptic space where a viewer sees both what 

is in front of her, but also things that are not, that are concealed and covered from 

her. Phantasmagoria helps to explore the paradoxical nature of an apocalyptic 

narrative that is at the same time a revelation of hidden truths but covering that truth 

in the narrative form. However, before we can fully analyse this side of the 

apocalyptic space, we need to study the fantastical and haunting characteristics of 

the apocalyptic space which separate the apocalyptic space from other spaces 

represented in narratives. 
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4.1  Strange Spaces of the Apocalypse 

4.1.1  The Sublime Apocalyptic Landscape 

Another time they hiked up a back ridge and picnicked above that colorless 
archipelago of empty and near-empty tanks strung throughout the city. They ate 
crackers and ration cola and told stories about the mountains, the valley, the canyon 
and the beach. The whole debris scene. Because they’d vowed to never talk about the 
gone water, they spoke instead of earth that moved like water. Ray told of boulders 
clacking together in the ravine, a great slug of rubble sluicing down the canyon. That’s 
what geologists called it, a slug, and Luz was always waiting for the perfect slug, slow 
and shapeless and dark, filling all spaces, removing all obstacles. Scraping clean their 
blighted floodplain. (GFC, 8.) 

The fictional space of Gold Fame Citrus is constructed by different, near-endless 

surfaces, real and imaginary. Even time is turned into a spatial dimension at the 

beginning of the novel, as every day resembles the one before, and all Luz can do is 

dream, dream of her old life, or another life she could have had, or for the perfect 

slug that would end it all. This hesitation between real and imaginary starts from the 

beginning of the novel in Los Angeles, the city without limits, the city that Jean 

Baudrillard (1988, 50) described as being endless in the night: “There is nothing to 

match flying over Los Angeles by night. A sort of luminous, geometric, incandescent 

immensity, stretching as far as the eye can see, bursting out from the cracks in the 

clouds. Only Hieronymus Bosch’s hell can match this inferno effect.” The novel 

begins at an intersection of different endless surfaces: on one side there is the 

abandoned city of Los Angeles, on the other side the Pacific Ocean, another endless 

surface. It is on the beach, a space between these two surfaces, that Ray and Luz 

meet for the first time: “Then, one day, Ray emerged from the trashing oblivion of 

the Pacific at Point Dume, and there was a chicken-thing, gappy-toothed girl sitting 

in the sand beside a suitcase and a hatbox, crying off all her eye makeup” (GFC, 21). 

Ray was surfing, while Luz was thinking about leaving the city with the rest of those 

who could evacuate, but because she met Ray, she decided to stay with him in the 

near-empty city.  

On the third side of the diegetic world, just outside Los Angeles, begins the 

Amargosa dune sea, the semi-mystical desert that is transforming the landscape of 

the diegetic world into something totally new, something that seems to actively defy 

mapping and surveillance: 

No one has circumnavigated the Amargosa, no one has ventured into its interior, and 
no one has crossed it. Unmanned IMQ-18A Hummingbird drones sent on scouting 
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patterns inevitably encountered a “severe electromagnetic anomaly,” transmitting 
back only an eerie white throb. Satellite-imaging attempts were similarly frustrated, 
yielding only ghostly blurs.  

BLM’s Survey of the Area Surrounding and Encompassing the Amargosa Dune Sea reports a 
population of zero. The one-page document – the Bureau’s shortest survey to date – 
is itself salted with words like inhospitable, barren, bleak, and empty. 

A desert deserted, the official line. (GFC, 122, emphasis original.)  

The Amargosa dune sea is represented as a space that defies the traditional methods 

of geographical survey, making it affectively a new and uncharted landscape. As J.B. 

Harley (1988, 282) notes: “maps have been the weapon of imperialism” and that 

maps “were used to legitimise the reality of conquest and empire” (see also 

McLaughlan 2012, 99–100). The failure of the modern technology to survey the 

Amargosa dune sea and to create maps of the region creates an aura of mysticism 

around the dune sea. The uncharted land with mystical properties calls back to 

depictions of Africa in nineteenth and twentieth century literature where Africa, the 

“unexplored” continent, became “an analogue for the exploration of the hidden, 

dark regions of [--] inner selves” (Firchow 2000, 20).79 The Amargosa dune sea can 

be seen, then, as a new dark region on the maps, but it is also a space that defies 

traditional conquest through maps: 

Dallas 

At the dune sea two cartographers can walk the same trail and draw different maps. 

Jimmer 

Two artists can sit side by side, sketching the same peaks, sharing the same tin of 
charcoal, and their drawings will emerge as though they were sketching two different 
ranges on two different continents. (GFC, 172.) 

The quote is from an interview with the members of the colony living in the 

Amargosa dune sea. The interview itself breaks the narration throughout the novel 

to give new insights or points of view to different themes or events in the novel. The 

 

79 Undoubtedly Joseph Conrad’s Heart of Darkness (1899) is the most famous of these novels, but it is 
not the only one as writers like Gustave Flaubert, H. Rider Haggard, Jules Verne, and Carl Burmann 
depicted Africa as a continent that needs to be mapped and explored (Firchow 2000, 20; Krobb 2016, 
1). 
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above quote represents the belief that the members of the colony, and many other 

characters in the novel, have that the Amargosa dune is a living entity, always beyond 

the human capability to describe it, and thus, is beyond the control of normal human 

civilization. 

In the Gold Fame Citrus there is, then, an overlapping of three different vast 

geographical bodies: The first of the three, the Pacific Ocean, is the space of birth, 

of beginning; it is a liminal space where Luz and Ray meet and it is this encounter 

that changes Luz’s life for good. The second one, the city of Los Angeles, is the 

space of the past; a forgotten and abandoned place that once grew from a small town 

into the dream capital of the world in a span of less than a hundred years (Fine 2000, 

1–2). The third, the Amargosa dune sea, is the space of the future; as it covers the 

old world it creates new places and new dreams for the characters to dream about. 

The diegetic world of the novel, then, portrays characteristics that Edmund Burke 

(2015 [1757, 88) calls the greatness of dimensions, both in physical space as well as 

in mental and mystical space. For Burke, these dimensions that the viewer’s mind 

perceives as near infinite are “a powerful cause of the sublime” (Burke 2015 [1757], 

88), a feeling of grandeur and greatness that is associated with a feeling of terror and 

is contrasted with beauty.80 The feeling of grandeur and terror, as well as 

contradictory feelings of vastness and claustrophobia, are all part of the sublime 

experience in apocalyptic narratives. Apocalyptic narratives can be seen as 

combining what Emily Brady calls – echoing Immanuel Kant’s categories of sublime 

– the two “paradigm cases” of sublime, the mathematical sublime that is connected 

to “great heights and vastness” and the dynamical sublime that is connected with 

 

80 Edmund Burke was not the first person to write about the sublime, as the earliest reference is the 
first-century Greek text Peri Hypsous, or On the Sublime, whose authorship is often attributed to the 
Greek critic Longinus (Brady 2013, 12). However, Burke’s theories about beauty and pain and 
sensations of the sublime offer a rather good starting point to theorise about the effects of apocalyptic 
space. Burke notes, for example, social isolation is not only a painful experience; solitude can be 
pleasurable as well. What ties this to the apocalyptic narratives is Burke’s notion of an infinity that 
“has a tendency to fill the mind with that sort of delightful horror, which is the most genuine effect, 
and truest test of the sublime” (Burke 2015 [1757], 89). It is here, then, that we can see the strength 
of the ending in Shelley’s The Last Man, or indeed, many last man narratives, where the solitary 
existence is seemingly stretched to go on forever, repeating the same mode of living. It is even more 
interesting how Burke notes that even if there really are no objects in the world that “are really and in 
their own nature infinite”, the viewer, whose eyes cannot perceive the bounds of said object, may view 
it as infinite. While Burke does write about physical objects, it is not a leap to expand this notion from 
physical objects to existential questions, especially since the apocalyptic narratives are, as I have shown 
in this work, about perceiving the world and nature in a novel way. I will return to this question in 
Chapter 6. 
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“tremendous power” (Brady 2013, 117). Infinity has been noted in earlier studies of 

the apocalyptic sublime (see Gunn and Beard 2000, 273; Salmose 2013, 1418–1420; 

cf. Morton 2013, 60).81 It is this negotiation between the sensible and supersensible, 

an inevitably failing attempt to bridge the “gap between tangible, empirical objects” 

and “the world of the supersensible” (Whyte 2011, 5) that is of interest to me. The 

apocalypse as an event that is at the same time already happened and still to come is 

beyond human comprehension. Part of the rhetorical focus in apocalyptic narratives 

is to shock the reader or listener, to frighten her into believing that the immense 

threat could be real, that whoever utters the apocalyptic prophecy knows something 

preternatural and is trying to convey it to this world. Whereas an individual’s death 

can be rationalised, and the dead can be mourned by those who survive, the end of 

the world is beyond human understanding, a truly sublime event (see Derrida 1984b, 

28), but it is through language that this event can be mediated, to give “a 

presentiment of its existence” (Whyte 2011, 5). The apocalyptic event may have a 

shape, but it does not have a form. The apocalypse may actualise in the shape of a 

pandemic, a meteor strike or extreme climate change, but it does not have a form as 

such. Apocalyptic narratives, then, try to give this event a form through different 

spatial metaphors and representations, maps showing the spread of a virus, battle 

plans, and forecasts. In a sense, these representations are the spatial forms of the 

formless apocalypse. 

However, I am hesitant to call the sublime experience of the apocalypse as an 

apocalyptic sublime experience, or that there is definable apocalyptic sublime, partly 

because, for example, Joshua Gunn and David Beard (2000, 284) have proposed that 

the apocalyptic sublime “erases teleology and substitutes traditional ‘ends’ with the 

sublime experience; this experience attempts to postpone resolution and even 

perpetuates the disorientation and anomie experienced by the audiences, ultimately 

in order to destabilize the subject”. Gunn and Beard’s proposal is built on the 

 

81 Timothy Morton, in his study on hyperobjects, or on “things that are massively distributed in time 
and space relative to humans” (Morton 2013, 1), proposes that hyperobjects are not infinite but instead 
offer “very large finitude” (ibid., 60). Morton’s study focuses on vast temporal and spatial relations 
that are still not infinite: “I can think infinity. But I can’t count up to one hundred thousand. I have 
written one hundred thousand words, in fits and starts. But one hundred thousand years? It’s 
unimaginably vast. [--] A Styrofoam cup will outlive me by over four hundred years.” In apocalyptic 
narratives, the scale of destruction oscillates between unimaginable and infinite, barely graspable and 
beyond human apprehension, which is one more source of hesitation between the real and imagined 
in apocalyptic narratives like Gold Fame Citrus. 
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postmodern cultural theory that adopted the concept of the sublime to critique the 

modernist project of progress and unity (Whyte 2011, 3–4; see also Brady 2013, 136–

138) to emphasise a more varied, nuanced, and unknowable set of meanings. The 

feeling of the sublime is an essential part of an apocalyptic narrative, but I do not 

believe that there is an exemplary apocalyptic sublime experience that would be 

distinct from other sublime experiences. Even that which Gunn and Beard coin the 

apocalyptic sublime is more on a par with the more general reading of apocalyptic 

narratives in postmodern theory and the challenge for singular meaning (see e.g. 

Zamora 1989; Quinby 1994; Rosen 2008) than a new meaning for the sublime that 

would merit the definition of the apocalyptic sublime. Moreover, I would see the 

apocalyptic space as a representation of the apocalyptic alterity and a source of 

feelings for the reader that are often associated with the sublime, mainly “delight 

mixed with terror”, “anxiety, quasi-fear”, “‘negative’ satisfaction”, and “‘pleasure 

that is possible only by means of displeasure’” (Brady 2013, 149). The feeling of 

alienation and displacement experienced by the characters in apocalyptic narratives 

produce these same ambiguous experiences, and represent them to the reader, but 

they are not limited to these narratives alone. 

Still, there is more to be said about spaces in apocalyptic narratives, and especially 

about the wild nature often present in these narratives. The great vistas of nature are 

linked to the sense of the sublime, to a greatness that produces a sense of smallness 

in the viewer as Edmund Burke would note, although Burke comments that the 

effect is greater on from surface that is smooth than if the landscape is “rugged and 

broken” (Burke 2015 [1757], 88).82 According to Stephen Joyce (2018, 63–64), one 

of the core tensions of the post-apocalyptic genre is “how someone from our 

increasingly complex society would cope if suddenly thrust into the wilderness”. In 

Gold Fame Citrus, both the city of Los Angeles – with the collapse of law and order, 

or the retreat of civilisation – and the Amargosa dune sea are represented as 

wildernesses, spaces where previous norms and values do not apply anymore. For 

one, both Los Angeles and the dune sea are represented as nearly void of life, which 

for Los Angeles is a clear reversal of the popular image most readers have of the city. 

The disappearance of water due to extreme climate change has arrested Los Angeles 

in a permanent state of desiccation under the “[s]un of suns”, which has brought 

“the drought of droughts” (GFC, 4) to most of the western United States. The 

evaporated water has caused the evacuation of the city and the surrounding areas, 

 

82 I will return to the question of the rugged versus smooth space in Chapter 5.2. 
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leaving Luz, Ray, and some people who are unwilling or unable to evacuate to live 

in the empty city with slowly dwindling food supplies and small government rations. 

The empty valleys and streets of Los Angeles have enabled Luz and Ray to move 

into a mansion that previously belonged to a movie star, a mansion that they could 

have never afforded in their previous lives. The dual experience of tragedy and threat, 

of emptiness and menace brought by abandoned cities, which readers recognise from 

their actual reality and by unknown changes in the diegetic world, is common in 

apocalyptic narratives. In fact, it is one of their core rhetorical tools. This kind of 

hesitation is not, however, the only kind of ambiguity in apocalyptic narratives as we 

will see when we move to analyse the different liminal spaces of the apocalypse. 

4.1.2  The Wilderness and the Fantastic in Apocalyptic Space 

As simple as Stephen Joyce’s description of the post-apocalyptic genre is – the 

narrative tension rises from the question of “how someone from our increasingly 

complex society would cope if suddenly thrust into the wilderness” (Joyce 2018, 63–

64) – it does raise the question of what we mean by wilderness. Is it an objective 

category of nature, a place that needs to fill certain criteria, or is the concept related 

to a certain perception of the natural world and is thus a subjective category? The 

answer, maybe unsurprisingly, is somewhere in the middle, or, as, for example, 

Michael Lewis (2017, 5) notes, the “wilderness is simultaneously a real thing and a 

human construction”, meaning that the concept of the wilderness is always 

connected partly to the person perceiving the wilderness. Bron Taylor (2012, 293) 

summarises wildernesses as “environmental systems where natural processes occur 

with little or no significant influence by human beings”, while Laura Feldt (2012a, 1) 

configures the wilderness as “a place where humans have not fully ‘infected’ nature”. 

The wilderness is, then, something outside human control, a wild place by definition 

from the human perspective, and it is this uncontrollable side of the wilderness that 

is of interest in my research. Feldt notes the mystical side of the wilderness in 

religious writings: 

People go to the wilderness to meet themselves, their demons, and their gods; it is 
simultaneously framed as refuge, paradise, wasteland, and hell; it is where you can be 
lead astray, into idolatry or death, or where you can discover a new subjectivity, where 
you may find the deepest wisdom or great ignorance. (Feldt 2012a, 1.) 
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The ambivalent nature of the wilderness is symbolic of humanity’s relation to nature 

in general, as it is both a resource to be exploited and a possible threat towards the 

safety of humans. There is an undeniable wildness in the fictional world of Gold Fame 

Citrus. The world is no longer under the control of human civilisation – it can reject 

humanity and deny its sweetness from humans. There is still life in the city of Los 

Angeles and the surrounding scorched hills, but it is far from the lush, green, 

luxurious life associated with Los Angeles. The diegetic world of Gold Fame Citrus is 

a desiccated landscape where the previous marks of humanity have been blurred. It 

is becoming a desert. As the wilderness creates a liminal space where people go: “to 

meet themselves, their demons, and their gods” (Feldt 2012a, 1), the desert creates a 

similar mystical space: 

The English word ‘desert’ and its equivalents in the Romance languages all derive 
from the Latin desertum, meaning ‘abandoned’, which is also the sense of the 
Egyptian desert. In Hindi the original meaning of the word for desert, marustahal, 
was ‘a place of death’, and the name of the Taklamakan Desert is most likely the 
Uyghur version of an Arabic word meaning ‘a place to leave alone’. [--] 

Deserts also threaten the inner self. Their immensity, solitude and silence pose 
questions about identity and meaning that are not easily dismissed. (Haynes 2013, 7.) 

The whole south-western United States in the novel has become a desert because of 

climate change and failed attempts to reverse it: the area has become an abandoned 

place, a place of death and a place to be left alone. Even the animal life is not what 

humans want, rather it is something undesired and inconvenient, as represented by 

Luz’s dreams of animals at the beginning of the novel:  

Where were the wild things seeking refuge from the scorched hills? Where was the 
birdsong she’d promised herself? Instead: scorpions coming up through the drains, a 
pair of mummified frogs in the waterless fountain, a coyote carcass going wicker in 
the ravine. (GFC, 7.) 

The vast dimensions of wilderness and deserts are prone to mystical thinking, and it 

is no surprise that the desert is an especially powerful place in the world’s three major 

monotheistic religions (Lane 2007, 22–23; Feldt 2012b, 55–57). The desert was a 

place where prophets would receive their visions, it was through a desert that Moses 

had led his people to freedom, and it was in a desert that Satan tempted Christ. The 

desert continued to be seen as a highly spiritual place even in the later periods of 

European history: 

The Old Testament prophets and the Desert Fathers and Mothers of early 
Christianity, who sought spiritual enlightenment away from earthly temptations, 
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became the inspiration for medieval monasticism, with its emphasis on abstinence, 
poverty and rigor. (Haynes 2013, 108.) 

The Amargosa dune sea fulfils the role of the mystical place in Gold Fame Citrus. 

While the city of Los Angeles at the beginning of the novel could very well be 

described as a desert, it is not until Luz, Ray, and Ig reach the sands of the Amargosa, 

and the colony living in the desert, that the mystical properties of the place are truly 

explored.  

From the first introduction, the Amargosa dune sea seems to defy definitions: 

“[t]he Amargosa was sand, a dead swath of it blown off the Central Valley and the 

Great Plains, accumulated somewhere between here and Vegas” (GFC, 72). The 

geographical ambiguity of the dune sea is re-emphasised as the narrator assumes a 

more global viewpoint:  

From space it seems a canyon. Unhealed yet scar-tissue white, a wound yawning 
latitudinal between the sluice grafts of Los Angeles and the flaking, friable, half-buried 
hull of Las Vegas. [--] In the pixel promises of satellites it could be the Grand Canyon, 
its awesome chasms and spires, its photogenic strata, our great empty, where so many 
of us once stood feeling so compressed against all that vastness [--] because it was a 
painting we were seeing though we stood at the sanctioned rim of the real deal. (GFC, 
113.) 

It is noteworthy that even with this satellite or map-like viewpoint of the narrator, 

the world outside of the dune sea is never described. Thus, while the Amargosa dune 

sea poses an apocalyptic threat to the diegetic world, its destructive force is restricted 

to a much smaller area affecting especially the Mojav refugees like Luz. The 

apocalypse in Gold Fame Citrus is not uniform or global. Whereas the refugees from 

the Mojave region are shipped to camps after losing everything, others, like the 

starlet whose mansion Luz and Ray move into, could leave most of her material 

possessions and not be affected by the catastrophe. While the world seems to move 

forward outside of the influence of the Amargosa dune sea, time and space are 

distorted inside the dune sea in several ways. The most explicit distortion of space 

in the novel is the ever-growing dune sea itself, which pushes humans away: 

“[c]ivilization retreated; the frontier reasserted itself” (GFC, 121). Most of the 

apocalyptic sensibilities in the novel can be traced to these words, where the new 

landscape covers the old world underneath it. 

The ambiguous nature of the Amargosa dune sea is foregrounded by the neo-

fauna catalogued by Levi Zabriskie, the leader of the colony. The aim of Levi’s 
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bestiary is to force the Unites States government to recognise that the Amargosa 

dune sea is not uninhabitable but can, in fact, support life and could thus be resettled. 

In the bestiary, that represent another break from the narrative proper, Levi 

describes animals like Dumbo Jackrabbit, Gravedigger Ant, Incandescent Bat, 

Ouroboros Rattler, and Wandering Joshua (GFC, 193–200). Later in the novel, 

Levi’s abilities and the catalogue are revealed to be fictitious and only parts of his 

plan to create a narrative around the dune sea that would allow him to solidify his 

position as the cult leader. As a part of his plan to control the members of the colony, 

Levi grows a hallucinogenic root that he serves to Luz and others in the colony. It is 

through the root and his charismatic personality that Levi has established himself as 

the ruler of the colony and the prophet in the wilderness of the dune sea. Although 

many mystical or mysterious properties of the Amargosa dune sea can be explained 

by Levi’s manipulations, there are also questions that are left unanswered. One such 

a question is a dream Luz sees after Levi has given her the root for the first time: 

“[i]t was around this time that Luz began having proper dreams again. In them, the 

places beneath the dune sea told their stories.” (GFC, 217.) What follows is a 

chapter-length prolepsis where the narration describes a community living in a 

barren wasteland near a nuclear waste repository:    

The binder, given to us ages ago by a gentleman representing the US Department of 
Energy, says the nuclear waste repository at Yucca Mountain, just up the road from 
our tiny gamblers’ settlement in the desert, is unmanned. [--] 

The not-mole man was discovered, sun-singled and unconscious by a gang of 
teenagers at the Landscape of Thorns. [--] 

The Landscape of Thorns was erected atop Yucca Mountain to frighten our distant 
and curious descendants on a primal level. (GFC, 218–220.) 

The prolepsis is never explained or returned to later, leaving the reader to interpret 

whether the incident described in detail is just a dream Luz is having, or whether it 

has a more supernatural explanation. While there are some ambiguities about the 

diegetic world that the fictional characters themselves cannot explain, the ontological 

ambiguity of the diegetic world is very much directed at the reader. The question of 

the nature of the diegetic world is close to Tzvetan Todorov’s concept of the 

fantastic, where the reader is stuck between two explanations: the rational one where 

the experiences described are caused by “illusions of the senses, of a product of the 

imagination” and thus the “laws of the world then remain what they are”, or the 

strange events have “indeed taken place” and “then this reality is controlled by laws 

unknown to us” (Todorov 1975 [1970], 25). This hesitation, however, for Todorov, 
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is only temporary, as the reader will inevitably choose “one answer or the other” and 

leave “the fantastic for a neighboring genre, the uncanny or the marvelous” (ibid.). 

But as the narration of Gold Fame Citrus nears its end, the narrative does not offer 

any undeniable evidence for the reader to choose; rather, it retains its ambiguous 

nature.  

At the end, Luz and Ray decide to leave Ig to Dallas and the colony while they 

drive off towards the east and a new life. Just as they are leaving the colony, a 

thunderstorm breaks out on the dune sea, but Luz “did not hear the actual thunder 

at their back, nor the sky opening up. She did not smell the rain coming.” (GFC, 

337.) The thunderstorm causes a flood that comes “upon them like an animal” (GFC, 

338). In the end, Luz jumps out of the lorry they are driving, surrendering to “the 

opaque rage of water” (GFC, 339). Luz’s failure as a mother and her subsequent 

drowning closes one loop as her own mother drowned herself when Luz was young. 

More importantly though, the death of Luz and her identification with the 

”[s]peculators and opportunists, carnival barkers and realtors, imagineers, cowards 

and dreamers and girls. Mojavs.” (GFC, 338.) In the end, Luz finally accepts her role 

as one of the people of California and with the people who effectively caused the 

climate change and the coming of the Amargosa dune sea, and this acceptance casts 

doubt on her as a narratorial focal point. At the end of the novel, there are some 

things that are given a rational explanation – Levi’s gift for dowsing is revealed to be 

fake, as he actually hijacks Red Cross aid convoys, his bestiary is a forgery – but there 

are also still events that are not plausibly explained, like Ray’s heartcolor visions that 

guide him for days through the dune sea towards Luz and the colony. The reader 

might, then, be unable to choose between a rational and a supernatural explanation, 

leaving her in the fantastic, the liminal state that is so prevalent in postmodern 

fiction. For example, Brian McHale (1987, 32; see also Westphal 2011, 88–90; Ameel 

2020b, 212–213) notes, based on Roman Ingarden’s theory of fictional ontology, 

that narratives can create “objects which are not temporarily but permanently and 

irresolvably ambiguous”. McHale (1987, 32, emphasis original) continues that it “is 

not a matter, in other words, of choosing between alternative states of affairs, but 

rather of an ontological oscillation, a flickering effect” and that “entire worlds may 

flicker”. Following McHale, Bertrand Westphal (2011, 90) has noted that “whatever 

its form, literature – like all mimetic art – is always a representation of an infinitely 

plastic real, in which seemingly obvious ‘reality’ constitutes only one position among 

others”. Post-catastrophic worlds in apocalyptic narratives are then representations 

of infinitely plastic possibilities, but they are quite often represented as a sublime 
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wilderness or deserts that seem to be void of civilisation. The absence of civilisation 

creates near infinite surfaces in the diegetic world, spaces that seem to continue 

forever either in the space of the diegetic world or in the mind of characters. 

However, the fantastic quality of post-catastrophic worlds – the flickering effect – is 

not bound only to plausible or supernatural explanations. There are quite often 

unresolved mystical qualities in the diegetic worlds of apocalyptic narratives, but 

usually these qualities foreground the folding of different worlds together rather than 

representing ontologically totally different worlds. The hesitation between different 

worlds becomes even more apparent when we examine the empty streets of cities in 

apocalyptic narratives. 

4.2  Hollow Streets of the Apocalypse 

4.2.1  Empty Cities of the Apocalypse 

A crepe-ish rip, and the massive hairy yucca swayed, somehow. Luz and Ray staggered 
back and the tree fell between them, sending up a dry veil of dust. [--] “What the 
fuck?” said Ray. He pressed his foot to the felled thing and where he pressed the 
trunk collapsed, papery. Ig laughed like a hiccup. They investigated the broken stump 
and found it completely hollow, save for some dry, twiny marrow inside. [--] Dead, 
without moisture enough to rot. (GFC, 87.) 

One of the defining characteristics of apocalyptic space is that, as we have seen, it 

seems to be emptier than it has been in the past. Borrowing from different literary 

traditions, mainly from Gothic literature (Ransom 2014, 322), the exemplary scenery 

in apocalyptic narratives is the empty city and streets (Perron 2016, 307–308; 

Dobraszczyk 2017, 27). The lure of the empty city is that it both signals the end of 

the old social order and provides “places of possibility; stages upon which to try out 

new social relationships and new modes of being” (Olivas 2015, 97). The imagining 

of the new is not, however, limited to apocalyptic narratives alone. In fact, cities 

themselves have been utilised in literature and in other media in a number of ways 

and embody, for example, the dual role of either salvation as the New Jerusalem or 

damnation as Babylon, Sodom, or Gomorrah (see Ameel 2013, 39; Keunen 2013, 

58–59). While any town or city can be used as a metonym of the civilisation in 

apocalyptic narratives (Perron 2016, 307), it is usually a large metropolis – like New 

York, Los Angeles, London or Tokyo – that is represented as the dead city, the sign 

of the fall of humanity. So, it is not just that a city embodies both utopian and 
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apocalyptic futures; the apocalypse quite often employs the city as an image of 

decline and fall.  

Los Angeles itself is a target of many apocalyptic narratives, but maybe more 

importantly it is the city that embodies the uneasy relationship between the real and 

fiction. Edward Soja (1996, 274) notes in his seminal work, Thirdspace, that in Los 

Angeles “the difference between true and false, fact and fiction, not only disappears 

but becomes totally and preternaturally irrelevant”. Like the Amargosa dune sea, the 

city of Los Angeles itself is a liminal space where the distinct borders of reality blend. 

We can see the connection between Los Angeles and the Amargosa dune sea taken 

even further if we recognise that “cities sprawl endlessly outward, without a clear 

endpoint” (Çinar and Bender 2007, xi). Just like the Amargosa dune sea, the city of 

Los Angeles is itself an apocalyptic space that has devoured the space beneath it and 

changed it into something different from what it was. If different cities can overlap 

geographically, or if a person can wander outside a city without realising it, one is 

forced to consider James Donald’s (1992, 427, emphasis original) notion that “there 

is no such thing as a city”. According to Donald, the concept of the city is understood 

backwards; rather than a certain space holding the concept of the city, it is the city 

that is made up from “the interaction of historically and geographically specific 

institutions, social relations of production and reproduction, practices of 

government, forms and media of communication, and so forth” (ibid., 427). It is 

then a mistake to place the city of Los Angeles and the Amargosa dune sea against 

each other in Gold Fame Citrus, as if one would represent a real or recognisable space 

versus a new, more symbolic landscape. If anything, the novel focuses more on the 

idea that all the places are subject to processes of social formation, and that the 

meanings assigned to certain places are not everlasting but can and will be 

transformed. 

Apocalyptic cities, however, are never really empty. The apocalyptic catastrophe 

cannot erase the manifold layers that have been built on different places. Rather, it 

emphasises those meanings. The apparent emptiness of a place, like the mansions 

around Los Angeles where Luz and Ray moved when the people who previously 

lived there were evacuated, create a space where the characters and the reader can 

interpret the qualities of the world that is no more. At the beginning of the novel, 

Luz decides to enact her plan: “she would try on every dress in the house. They hung 

like plumage in the master closet, in every luscious colour, each one unspeakably 

expensive – imagine the one the starlet had taken with her.” (GFC, 3.) The world of 

the novel is full of abandoned luxury objects: the mansion Luz and Ray have moved 
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into, expensive dresses, decorative animal statues and old cars. These obsolete 

material objects pose critical questions to consumer behaviour in the twenty-first 

century, but more than that, the empty space that is full of these forgotten and 

obsolete objects makes it possible for the protagonist in the apocalyptic narratives 

to assume the position of an observer. In the dried-up world of Gold Fame Citrus, 

Luz must face her own path as a mid-tier model in the late-capitalist society of the 

pre-catastrophic world, or in the world where Los Angeles has not yet been 

evacuated. However, Luz never becomes a truly objective observer, not like in most 

other apocalyptic narratives. 

For example, in George Stewart’s Earth Abides, the main character, Ish, realises 

that humanity is all but extinct as he wanders into “a little place called Huntsonville” 

(Stewart 1999 [1949], 10). Huntsonville offers the ghostly appearance of an empty 

city and a dead man, half-eaten by ants, as a sign that something terrible has 

happened. He learns from the newspapers that a deadly new disease has swept 

through the world while he was recovering from a snake bite in a small cabin in the 

mountains, but it is not until Ish reaches San Francisco and the house of his parents 

that he accepts that civilisation has truly gone. After contemplating suicide, Ish 

realises that “he had again a will to live! At least, if he could be no more a participant, 

he would be a spectator, and a spectator trained to observe what was happening.” 

(Stewart 1999 [1949], 23–24.) The desire to see what has happened takes Ish on a 

journey to New York, but after reaching the east coast he decides to head back to 

the west coast: “He hated to think what would happen when winter struck [--] There 

would be no central heating in New York City that winter, though indeed there 

would be plenty of ice, and no need to drink warm martinis.” (Ibid., 70.)83 A similar 

empty city can be found in John Wyndham’s novel Day of the Triffids (1951), where 

the protagonist wakes to a silent world as all of humanity has mysteriously fallen 

blind:  

It is not easy to think oneself back to the outlook of those days. We have to be more 
self-reliant now. But then there was so much routine, things were so interlinked. Each 
one of us so steadily did his little part in the right place that it was easy to mistake 
habit and custom for the natural law. (Wyndham 1951, 16.) 

 

83 Los Angeles is also the main setting of Richard Matheson’s novel I Am Legend (1954) and two of its 
film adaptations, the 1964 film The Last Man on Earth directed by Sidney Salkow and Ubaldo B. Ragona, 
and the 1971 film The Omega Man directed by Boris Sagal. The setting, however, is changed to New 
York in the 2007 film adaptation I Am Legend directed by Francis Lawrence. 
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It is the emptiness of London in Wyndham’s novel that dominates the beginning of 

the novel as it builds towards the unfolding of the other, more tangible threat 

towards humanity, the triffids.84 Another empty city depicted as a historical dead-

end is New York in Stephen King’s The Stand, where Larry Underwood, one of the 

main characters in the novel, leaves New York because the city cannot support him, 

and because of “the smell of rotting people, thousands of them, decomposing in the 

heat behind closed doors” (King 2011 [1978], 363). The interesting notion here is 

that both Stewart and King depict New York as not a viable option for survival, but 

Stewart does it with a style very different from that of King’s macabre graveyard. 

Where Stewart’s novel depicts a surprisingly clean world after a deadly plague, in 

works like The Stand and Robert McCammon’s Swan Song – where the world is 

destroyed by nuclear war – the scars of the catastrophe are all around for the 

survivors to see: “She looked for the Empire State Building, but there were no more 

skyscrapers; all the buildings she could see had been sheared off” (McCammon 1987, 

115–118). The observer role of the protagonist is often tied to the expansion of the 

diegetic world for the reader, but it is also tied to the ideological or vision side of 

apocalyptic narratives.85 By providing a character position that examines and judges 

the actions and decisions of people in the past, as well as bears witness to the fall of 

society, apocalyptic narratives can make ethical judgements on those worlds. As most 

apocalyptic narratives represent the fall of Western culture or society at large, it is 

helpful to examine the ways this fall and decay are represented in apocalyptic 

narratives. 

 

84 It is not possible for me to go into too much detail regarding Wyndham’s novel here, but it is 
interesting that the novel starts off with an apocalyptic catastrophe; the Earth passes through a comet’s 
tail, and it is because of this that people lose their sight. Yet, this catastrophic change in the world is 
not in itself that which poses an existential threat to humanity, and it is only through connection to 
another threat – that of the triffids – that humanity is brought to the brink of extinction. There is a 
clear connection between humanity’s ability to see and the threat of the triffids, as in one reminiscence 
Bill Masen discusses with a fellow biologist, Walter Lucknor, the distinctions between humans and 
triffids: “Look at it this way. Granted that they do have intelligence; then that would leave us with only 
one important superiority – sight.” (Wyndham 1951, 48) In this regard, the world-altering catastrophe, 
the comet, and the threat of humanity’s extinction, the triffids, are connected and can be seen to create 
an apocalyptic event that is always becoming without an exact moment of actualisation. For more on 
this, see Chapters 2 and 3 in this work. 

85 For more on this, see Chapter 6.1. 
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4.2.2  The Fall of Society 

One theme that runs through Gold Fame Citrus is the creation myths of California, a 

state that is named by Lonnie – Ray’s old friend in Los Angeles – as “the failed 

experiment” (GFC, 70). This conversation comes after Luz and Ray find a small 

child wandering in the raindance festival in Los Angeles. They name her Ig after a 

sound she makes while playing with them, and in the end, Luz and Ray end up 

kidnapping the child from Ig’s group after they witness the group mistreating the 

girl. The heroic act of saving Ig from the group, which makes Luz “acutely engorged 

with purpose” (GFC, 38) is, however, cast in an ambiguous light as Luz and Ray 

both contemplate the rough side of life that permeates the Valley and Los Angeles 

presently. Exploitation, especially the abuse of women and kidnappings, are everyday 

occurrences, and while there are still some intact social structures in the world, like 

the Red Cross, their ability to intervene is limited. Those who have remained in 

California have formed a society that is reminiscent of representations of tribal 

communities. In a way, the world does resemble “a dystopian return to a past stage 

of human civilization” or to a kind of a “neo-medieval” stage of history (De 

Cristofaro 2018a, 247). However, the world in Gold Fame Citrus has not fully 

succumbed to historical regression even if parts of Los Angeles seem to be governed 

by potentially violent gangs. The semi-anarchic community of the raindance festival 

is juxtaposed with Luz and Ray living in the mansion, driving in the starlet’s luxurious 

Karmann Ghia car, and symbolising a resistance to anarchy. More to the point, the 

novel depicts the world where the collapse has not been universal. In many 

apocalyptic narratives, like Paul Auster’s In the Country of Last Things and Jim Crace’s 

The Pesthouse (2007), the narrative focuses on a certain location, in Auster’s case in a 

nameless city and in Crace’s case a small community, leaving the state of the rest of 

the world shrouded in mystery. The utopian promise of a better world is usually 

located somewhere far away, where the characters either come from (Auster) or try 

to reach (Crace). Focusing on a smaller location and removing the characters’ access 

to the rest of the world – turning the outside world into dreams, wishes and 

speculation – these narratives effectively elevate these locations to symbolic status 

as a representation of the world.  

Another way, and maybe a more classical method, is to universalise the 

destruction to cover the whole world, like in Earth Abides, The Stand, Atwood’s The 

MaddAddam trilogy, The Road, and David Brin’s The Postman. The catastrophic change 

in apocalyptic narratives usually has a homogenising effect in the diegetic world. The 

destruction is, if not equal in every aspect, totalising in its eradication of old meanings 
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from every corner of the world. For example, in King’s The Stand, all the cities in the 

world are turned into graveyards as the virus almost causes the extinction of 

humanity, as is the case in Stewart’s novel and in Atwood’s trilogy. In McCarthy’s 

The Road, the whole world is described as being a bleak, ash-covered wasteland. In 

King’s novel, it is only through reworking and redoing that humanity, or the good 

people, first settle in Boulder, Colorado and at the end of the novel, set out to recover 

the rest of the world. In Gold Fame Citrus, this kind of totalising destruction has not 

taken place, as the reader soon finds out.  

After they have taken Ig as their child, Luz and Ray quickly realise that they 

cannot stay in California, as the place does not offer them a chance of survival. In 

their attempt to find a way out of California, they turn to their former friends, Lenny 

and Rita, who provide them with supplies from their storage. During the planning 

of their escape from California, the characters lay out the status of the world, or 

more precisely North America, noting that in the north, Oregon is guarded by 

militias, and in the south, Mexico is “‘[a]pproximately a thousand times worse’” 

(GFC, 72) than California. However, in other parts in the United States life 

continues, if not normally, at least in a recognisable fashion. Later in the novel, the 

reader is introduced to myriad television shows that are still running: “America’s 

Funniest Car Crashes” and “Custody Battle!, Extreme Land Development: Mojav 

Edition” (GFC, 256). The satirical take on the entertainment industry is quite a 

common phenomenon in dystopian and apocalyptic narratives, where the criticism 

of contemporary Western culture is one of the central themes.  

The notion that cities like Los Angeles and Las Vegas, and all their surrounding 

smaller communities, would be abandoned while life continues in other parts of the 

country highlights both the unstoppable progress of capitalist society and the 

unending redefining of spaces. Both cities embody in themselves the dream of 

success: in Las Vegas one can win unfathomable wealth through gambling and in 

Los Angeles one can become wealthy through fame. The burial of these cities under 

the dune sea is a traumatic event, but as Ray witnesses on TV, nothing much has 

changed in the world: movie stars still promote their latest releases on late night 

shows and news anchors report on different events around the country (GFC, 255–

256). It is not, however, just the ever-growing Amargosa dune sea that is affecting 

the diegetic world, but also the characters themselves, through their descriptions and 

stories about the place. Later in the novel, Levi Zabrinsky, a prophet and leader of a 

small community in the dune sea, attempts to rename the dune sea by using Luz and 

Ig:  
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“We need to offer atonement. Deliver them unambiguous righteousness. We change 
the scenario, get them off the guilt circuit. We can’t drink their guilt. We can’t breathe 
it. We say, ‘It’s okay that you fucked half the country, killed rivers, depleted millennia 
of aquifer, fed arsenic to children and lied about it, forced citizens once again into 
internment camps, let people die in holding pens. It’s okay. It’s actually good – because 
look! You created this magical ecosystem. The way the Ukrainians call Chernobyl a 
national park. You meant to do that, right, America? Well done! Bravo! [--] 

Think about it. You of all people were brought here. No one survives out there, but 
you did, Ig did. This is Zion, Deseret, the New World’s Holy Land. You see? Ig is our 
baby Moses.” (GFC, 228–229.)  

The Amargosa dune sea provides an opportunity and a background for identity 

policies to be played out in the novel’s world, where naming the new land returns 

back to earlier colonial practices in which those who could name a place effectively 

conquered that place. It would be tempting to read this as a sign of historical reversal, 

but as I will show in Chapter 5.1, this issue of backwards folded historical time is 

more complicated in Gold Fame Citrus and in apocalyptic narratives in general. This 

does, however, point to the idea that any spatial identity of any region can be 

changed, rewritten, and moulded all the time.  

The idea of spatial elasticity comes close to what Gilles Deleuze and Felix 

Guattari (1987 [1980], 424, passim) write about smooth and striated space, or the 

striation of space. In Deleuze and Guattari’s writing, striated space is the 

homogenised space whereas smooth space is open to nomadic experience, meaning 

the striation of space solidifies the social practices and meanings of space. The 

important notion in Deleuze and Guattari’s thinking, however, is that this striation 

is not permanent or fixed; rather, spaces can be striated and smoothed over 

continuously.  

Is this, then, the core of apocalyptic space? Is it the loss and apparent emptiness 

of the old world or the paradoxical addition of absence to a familiar landscape? Part 

of the reason why the opening of Gold Fame Citrus is so haunting is the fact that it is 

situated in Los Angeles, a city that has been depicted in numerous movies, television 

series, commercials, songs, and other popular culture artefacts. It is undoubtedly one 

of the most well-known cities in the world, either as the pinnacle of dreams – be it 

in the film or music industry – or high-end lifestyle and glamour orchestrated in 

different media. Almost everybody has an image of Los Angeles in their mind: if 

nothing else, it is a metropolis buzzing with life. The depiction of the city as 

abandoned and nearly swallowed by sand and desert creates a haunting image 

because the reader has prior knowledge of the city. That is not to say that novels like 

Jim Crace’s The Pesthouse – which takes place in a more distant future where America 
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has ceased to exist and has been replaced by a “neo-medieval” society (De Cristofaro 

2018a, 247) – would be less haunting. In fact, The Pesthouse relies on the same kind 

of sense of loss, as the novel clearly states that the story is taking place in a land that 

was once America: “This used to be America, this river crossing in the ten-month 

stretch of land, this sea-to-sea. It used to be the safest place on earth.” (Crace 2007, 

9.) The emptiness of the land is, however, only a part of the answer, because 

underneath the emptiness there are still myriad of meanings and memories buried, 

waiting for the gaze of the character to unearth them. 

Apocalyptic catastrophes seem to take place in reoccurring locations and places, 

so much so that it does seem to confirm the idea that certain stories demand a 

specific kind of spatial location (Fletcher 2016, 1–2). Yet there is an even more 

striking resemblance in most apocalyptic narratives and the different spaces created 

in those narratives, namely the dead walking the streets. While the undead in 

apocalyptic narratives are usually associated with zombies and the zombie 

apocalypse, here the dead and the undead refer to the past that is still haunting the 

present moment, creating a fold over different temporalities in a single space. To 

analyse further this kind of spatial quality, I will turn to the questions of hospitality 

and intrusion in apocalyptic narratives. 

4.3  The Haunted World of Gold Fame Citrus 

Gold Fame Citrus begins in a world that is plagued by the “ever-beaming, ever-heating, 

ever-evaporating sun” that has brought the “[d]rought of droughts” (GFC, 4). The 

beaming sun is then a symbol of the future of the world, or a spectre that haunts the 

world by showing a possible future of the whole world made concrete in the 

Amargosa dune sea. To analyse the diegetic world of the novel in more detail, then, 

it is necessary to focus on the spectral side of the diegetic world and make a 

difference between the two ghosts, or two apparitions in the vein of Jacques Derrida, 

between the revenant that invokes the past or what was and the arrivant that announces 

that what will come (Derrida 1994, 220–221; Peeren and Blanco 2013, 13; Shaw 

2018, 8). As I already demonstrated in Chapter 3 in this work, the present moment 

is never just the present; it holds the folds of both the past and the future. Here, I 

will focus on the spatial aspect of the phenomena and not so much on the 

heterogeneous temporalities of haunting. I will begin in Chapter 4.3.1 by analysing 

the different ghosts that are haunting the diegetic world of the novel, both as spectres 
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from cultural artefacts, like the biographies of people who built contemporary 

California, and the ghosts of Luz’s own past. These ghosts are intruding in the now 

moment of the narration creating temporal folds from the past and the future. This 

kind of intrusion in the middle of the narrative is not limited to the diegetic world 

alone, but it is quite often mirrored on the narrative level of apocalyptic narratives. 

In Gold Fame Citrus, this kind of narrative intrusion is highlighted by the numerous 

lists represented throughout the novel, and I will focus on these intrusions in 

Chapter 4.3.2. In Chapter 4.3.3, I will examine the different ruins in apocalyptic 

narratives, and in how these ruins act both as a haunted place and as a place that 

invites the haunting to take place. The latter are represented in the novel in list form, 

a repetition that breaks the narrative flow by repetitive intrusion, which is the focus 

of Chapter 4.3.2. In Chapter 4.3.3, I focus on the different ruins in apocalyptic 

narratives as haunted places, or places that invite the haunting to take place. 

4.3.1  The Ghosts of the Past and the Future 

Ours is indeed an age of extremity. For we live under continual threat of two equally 
fearful, but seemingly opposed, destinies: unremitting banality and inconceivable 
terror. It is fantasy, served out in large rations by the popular arts, which allows most 
people to cope with these twin specters. (Sontag 1965, 42.) 

It was impossible to be original and inspired living as she was, basically another 
woman’s ghost. Ray could dismantle the starlet, splinter her, hack her up and build 
with her bones, but Luz languished beneath her. They wore the same size everything. 
(GFC, 6.) 

Ghost stories are quite frequently connected with a certain kind of location, such as 

old castles, manors, abbeys, hospitals, or places that have witnessed a bloody or 

gruesome past. The violence of the past has left a mark on the place that is still 

“readable” in the present moment, and through the violence the past can still affect 

the present. In the Gothic tradition, it is quite often a family curse that brings the 

sins of the past to torment those who are living (Mighall 1999, 80–81), and it is the 

place itself, the family castle or mansion, that becomes alive and “perplexes its 
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inhabitants and visitors” (Aguirre 1990, 92).86 It is no wonder that many ghost stories 

take place in locations such as castles and homes, as these kinds of places contain in 

them history in visual form, like family emblems, furniture, weapons, or portraits 

(see Bakhtin 1981 [1938], 245–246). The past must survive in some material form or 

object in order to have an effect in the present moment, be it an heirloom, a cursed 

object, or an entire building. Different time periods need to be connected through a 

material link. 

At the beginning of Gold Fame Citrus, the mansion where Luz and Ray live serves 

as the first connection to the fictional past and to the hypothetical present moment 

in Luz’s life. The mansion up in Laurel Canyon in the Hollywood Hills – named in 

the novel by the antonym “laurelless canyon” (GFC, 7) – embodies a successful life 

in capitalist society that values fame and wealth above all. It is telling then that Luz 

and Ray are able to move into the mansion only after the whole of Los Angeles has 

been evacuated and Luz and Ray are among a small group of people still living in the 

city. The mansion of the nameless starlet is full of material objects that have lost all 

their functions in the new world, like fur coats, galoshes, and feather headpieces. The 

whole beginning of the novel is governed by an arrested sense of time, where there 

is no real progression evident, and while part of this can be attributed to the 

expositional narration at the beginning of most narratives (see Sternberg 1978), there 

is also an arrested sense in the lives of Luz and Ray. Their days are filled with 

different small projects, like Ray’s plan to construct “a half-pipe from the plywood 

they’d pried off the windows and doors of the starlet’s ultramodern château” (GFC, 

5) or Luz’s project to try on “every dress in the house” (GFC, 3) without any real 

opportunity to move on or improve their lives. However, it is not only the starlet’s 

ghost or the life in the mansion that Luz and Ray could never have achieved that 

haunts them; it is nature itself and Luz’s past.  

 

86 For example, Mighall (1999, 7) notes that Gothic novels “dramatize a conflict between 
representatives of ‘modernity’ and those who stand for the past”. Most notably in the Gothic tradition, 
it is the old manors and castles that are “saturated through and through with a time that is historical 
in the narrow sense of the word, that is, the time of the historical past” (Bakhtin 1981, 245–246). 
Moreover, it is the older generations in Gothic novels that embody the past and represent the old 
traditions. Like Gothic novels, where the story usually involves a clash of ‘modernity’ with the past, in 
apocalyptic narratives as well, the past clashes with the present, but unlike in Gothic novels, where the 
past is seen as something out of touch with the modernity, in apocalyptic narratives it is the present 
that has been violently raptured from the past which is represented as a possibly better version of the 
world.  
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The very first lines in the novel start off the ambiguous relationship between Luz 

and the surrounding world: “Punting the prairie dog into the library was a mistake. 

Luz Dunn knew that now, but it had been a long time since she’d seen a little live 

thing, and the beast had startled her.” (GFC, 3.) The disappearance of animals and 

much of the vegetation in California has not transformed human behaviour in any 

meaningful way that would elevate living creatures to any sacrosanct position. As the 

once lush nature of California has become an arid dessert over the years, the animals 

and much of nature has become a distant memory: 

Nature had refused to offer herself to them. The water, the green, the mammalian, 
the tropical, the semitropical, the leafy, the verdant, the motherloving citrus, all of it 
was denied them and had been denied them so long that with each day, each project, 
it became more and more impossible to conceive of a time when it had not been 
denied them. The prospect of Mother Nature opening her legs and inviting Los 
Angeles back into her ripeness was, like the disks of water shimmering in the last 
foothill reservoirs patrolled by the National Guard, evaporating daily. (GFC, 7.) 

The prairie dog at the beginning of the novel is then a metaphorical representation 

of the past intruding into the present moment. It is not the old world itself per se, 

but the prairie dog stands as a substitute for that world and everything Luz and 

others have lost in the desiccated world of the new California. It is not, however, 

only the recent past of the fictional world that intrudes into the narrative present in 

the quote, but a longer tradition of writing about nature in the history of the United 

States. The lush imagery of nature is connected to the past image of California in the 

nineteenth century, when southern California was cast as “the New World Garden, 

the New Eden” (Fine 2000, 5). The image of nature is also linked to the female body, 

a connection that is highlighted by the naming of Mother Nature, a typical 

feminisation of nature (Roach 2003, 3), but also by the usage of sexually charged 

language, which is common when talking about nature and which was used 

throughout the history of the American expansion westward (Alaimo 2000, 13–14). 

Not only is Mother Nature a provider of verdant life, but also – as a woman closing 

her legs to Los Angeles and humanity – she is regaining agency in the metaphor. The 

beginning of the novel highlights the two prominent themes of the novel: the 

intrusion of something new – or forgotten and thus novel to the viewer – into the 

present experience and the narrativisation of that new thing through a conflict with 

the old system.  

The critique towards the narratives about nature and the conquest of the Western 

United States is also articulated by other ghosts intruding into Luz’s experience, 

mainly those of Sacajawea, William Mulholland, and John Muir, whom Luz 
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compares to Ray, as Ray has “the blazing prophet eyes of John Muir” (GFC, 20) – 

which on its own is an allusion to the future events and the gift of seeing Ray will 

come to possess. Connected with their movement across the Amargosa dune sea, a 

totally new landscape in the diegetic world, both Luz and Ray are caught up by the 

scenery as much as the stories they have heard and will hear about the land. Gold 

Fame Citrus foregrounds the notion of how much stories preconfigure their – and by 

extension the reader’s – ideas and attitudes toward different places. 

The intrusion of the prairie dog and the subsequent kicking of it into the library 

by Luz not only brings forth lost nature and the past world that is no more; it also 

serves to illuminate the dreams Luz has about her life:  

Yet Luz yearned for menagerie, left the windows and doors open day and night to 
invite it, even when Ray complained about the dust, even when he warned that the 
Santa Anas would drive her insane. Maybe true, for here was this varmint scurrying 
in her head. Here, finally, was a brave creature come down to commune in the house 
that wasn’t theirs – it didn’t belong to anyone – and what had she done? Booted the 
little fellow in the gut and locked him away. (GFC, 7.) 

The past that is gone is intertwined with the future that is dreamed of, or in 

hauntology terminology, the revenant and the arrivant are folded together in the 

present moment, challenging its formation. Luz’s dreams of a menagerie represent a 

colonial view of nature that can be captured, imprisoned, and laid out to be enjoyed 

at one’s leisure, a true objectification of nature that is not supported by reality. Nature 

in Luz’s dreams is lush and tropical, an Edenic paradise that California may once 

have been but has now turned “reptilian, primordial” (GFC, 13). While Luz wants 

to be the kind of person who values nature and all life, her actions and reactions 

reveal that what she is telling herself is mostly stories that do not really conform with 

reality. In a way, then, the prairie dog is an intrusion that cuts through those stories 

and narratives, and this theme of narrative intrusion is repeated in many other ways 

throughout the novel. One example of narrative intrusions can be seen in the many 

lists that continuously break the narration and emphasise the folding of different 

time periods in the present moment or serve as an intrusion of the past and the 

future in the present. 
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4.3.2  Lists as Narrative Intrusion 

Like we saw in Chapters 3.1.3 and 3.1.4, apocalyptic narratives, like literature in 

general, often employ repetition in different forms to emphasise important aspects 

of the narrative. In apocalyptic narratives, lists often depict the readiness of 

characters in the face of the new world, like in Summer of the Apocalypse where the 

narration lists the items Eric, the main character, takes with him on his journeys. 

Listing things or items in the diegetic world also foregrounds the theme of witnessing 

that is prevalent in apocalyptic narratives when the main character serves as the focal 

point for the novel. At the beginning of Gold Fame Citrus, lists also serve as 

expositional devices through which the past can intrude the present moment. An 

example of this can be seen with the prairie dog that Luz punts into the library. In 

the end, Luz asks Ray to take care of it and he ends up killing the animal. The killing 

of the animal brings Luz’s own past and her previous identities to the surface: 

She wept briefly for the creature, and then at great length for all her selves in reverse. 
First for Luz Dunn, whose finest lover and best friend was a murderer and perhaps 
always would be, then for Luz Cortez, mid-tier model spoiled then discarded. 
Emancipated at fourteen, her father’s idea, something he’d prayed on, amputated 
from him and from child labor laws. Then, finally and with great relish, she wept for 
Baby Dunn. Poster child for promises vague and anyway broken, born on the eve of 
some symbolic and controversial groundbreaking ceremony, delivered into the 
waiting blanks of a speech written for a long-forgotten senator. (GFC, 10.) 

The repetitive mourning of Luz’s previous different identities is connected with an 

exposition about the past of the diegetic world in general. The narrative proper is 

disrupted by different news headlines of past newspapers: 

GOVERNOR SIGNS HSB 4579; 

EVERY SWIMMING POOL IN CALIFORNIA TO BE DRAINED BEFORE 

BABY DUNN IS OLD ENOUGH TO TAKE SWIMMING LESSONS 

BABY DUNN STARTS KINDERGARTEN TODAY WITHOUT 

GREEN FIELDS TO PLAY IN. 

 

LAST CENTRAL VALLEY FARM SUCCUMBS TO SALT; BABY DUNN, 18, 
NEVER AGAIN TO TASTE CALIFORNIA PRODUCE. 

BERKLEY HYDROLOGISTS: 

WITHOUT EVAC BABY DUNN WILL DIE OF THIRST BY 24. 
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Now Luz was twenty-five and hung up on the logistics. (GFC, 11.) 

The quoted passage illustrates an example of the many lists that disrupt the novel’s 

narration as well as the different modes of discourse ranging from the news headlines 

above to a US Government questionnaire, to a fictional bestiary with pictures of 

animals, and to a transcript of a mental health prison report. While these kinds of 

breaks in narration may at first seem to offer an authorial description of certain 

events, like the news headlines, which can be considered a reliable source of 

information about the diegetic world’s past, they actually enforce the fictional status 

of these discourses and the myriad ways in which different situations can be narrated. 

For example, Jan Alber (2016, 343) notes that lists serve three different functions in 

postmodern narratives: they have “a metafictional or self-reflexive function”, they 

highlight “the limits of our compulsive need to impose order on chaos”, and they 

“celebrate variety and plurality by illustrating that individual entities cannot (or 

perhaps rather should not) be forced into a rigid system of order”.  

Following Alber’s functions, the listing of news headlines can be seen as a kind 

of double metafictional ploy where the narration arranges headlines that create a 

narrative resemblance between Luz’s growing up and the deteriorating climate 

catastrophe in California. The list also then serves as the second of Alber’s functions 

by highlighting both the need for a narrative coherence – that is, the reader’s desire 

to know the diegetic world and to create a coherent history of that world – in the 

novel, but also reflects the need for a certain kind of journalism that connects wider 

events to personal lives and thus creates a more recognisable and relatable news 

coverage; a theme that resurfaces later in the novel. Especially the comparison 

between the last headline that declares that Baby Dunn will die at the age of 24 

without an evacuation to the statement that Luz is now 25 and “hung-up on 

logistics” points to the dramatising side of telling about something. The lists, then, 

are not authorial interferences in the narration, but instead breaks or intrusions into 

the narrative sequence (Contzen 2016, 325) that are still part of the narrative. As 

Stephen A. Barney notes: “[w]e distinguish between a story or narrative and a list 

embedded in the story. A list is extruded from some principle and it intrudes into 

the story. Hence lists resemble other intruders in stories.” (In Richardson 2016, 327–

328.) The intrusiveness of the news headlines can be seen as the past arriving and 

surviving in the present moment, leaving the different identities of Luz Dunn 

scattered in the present moment. The list of headlines featuring Luz as a temporal 
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reference point also projects the future for the reader that is the past for the fictional 

characters, a setting that is quite common in speculative fiction works.  

Even though Luz, and to extent the diegetic world, is introduced through these 

lists, in the diegetic world it is Ray that makes lists and not Luz:  

He did not live a day without a list; Luz had never made a list a day in her life – their 
shtick. His lists went:  

- matches 

- crackers 

L 

- water 

Or 

- shitting hole 

- garage door 

L 

- water 

[--] 

Or, often, only: 

L 

- water. (GFC, 18–19.) 

These lists are exemplary of how much better Ray is at surviving in the new world 

than Luz. Just like the lists in Summer of the Apocalypse, the lists here depict Ray’s 

survival skills and how he understands the new world. The lists also reveal that it is 

not Luz who creates the list of headlines or any list in the diegetic world, but the 

narratorial agent who relays information to the reader. The imposed structure of the 

lists and their association to the composed order is linked to Ray – his tendency 

towards order is further highlighted by his past military career. However, even Ray’s 

military career is subjected to different interpretations and stories, as Luz cries for 

the killed prairie dog and mulls over the fact that Ray had, “as part of his vocation, 

killed people”, and her “finest lover and best friend was a murderer and perhaps 

always would be” (GFC, 10). The depiction of Ray’s military career is, however, 

thrown into question after he reveals that he has run away from the army and is, in 

fact, a fugitive. Furthermore, he served as a medic in the army, providing illegal 
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painkillers to wounded soldiers. Again, the narrative provides different ways of 

reading the past and the present, sustaining a certain ambivalence towards a fixed 

interpretation of events. 

The character of Luz serves as a focal point in the novel, and it is on her that the 

different worlds are folded on. She is a character where lists act as intrusions and at 

the same time as methods of expanding her character. As we have seen, compared 

to Ray, Luz is a more erratic, unorganised person, and this division between the two 

is underlined by their names: Luz is the Spanish word for light or brightness, the 

unrestricted phenomenon, whereas Ray is, by definition a smaller part of or ordered 

line of light that radiates from a bright object. Luz’s character is the epitome of the 

conservationist’s narrative, and just like the attempt to save California from the 

drought of droughts, all of Luz’s attempts in life seem to end up in failure or abuse 

– even her desire to become a mother ends in failure. Ray, on the other hand, is 

likened to John Muir, as he “had the blazing prophet eyes of John Muir, and like 

John Muir, war had left him nerve-shaken and lean as a crow” (GFC, 20). John Muir 

(1838–1914) was a renowned nature writer and advocate for nature preservation in 

the United States and he is just one of the historical ghosts that Luz carries with her 

throughout the novel. 

The undefined character of Luz, and by extension humanity, is one of the central 

themes of the novel, as shown already by the tears she shed for her former lives and 

identities. Unlike in Summer of the Apocalypse, where Eric’s personal order of time is 

dislocated by different catastrophes, by the plague and the death of his parents, in 

Gold Fame Citrus, there is no clear moment of dislocation in Luz’s personal experience 

of time. On the contrary, Luz’s experience of time is presented through clear societal 

reference points where her life is tied to the clear progression of the climate crisis. 

However, as the narrative progresses, Luz’s attempt to establish a stable identity for 

herself through different methods – adopting a child, joining a cult, and preparing 

to become the child of the dune sea – can be read as criticism towards both identity 

formation through the different roles humans adapt and relating oneself to historical 

periods and monumental changes.  

The difference between Luz and Ray is further demonstrated in the second 

chapter – nameless like all the chapters in the novel – where they partake in a 

raindance on Venice Beach; Luz “had gotten, even by her own generous estimation, 

righteously fucked up” (GFC, 15) while Ray is “guarding their encampment” (GFC, 

17). Still, it is through Luz that the world of the novel is presented to the reader until 

the last third of the novel, when the point of view changes to Ray for a while. The 
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manic moment of the raindance where “the rhythm was elephantine and simple as 

the slurping valves in the body – an egalitarian tune” (GFC, 15) sets the tone of 

seeing the world through Luz’s eyes. The raindance in the near-empty streets of Los 

Angeles provides a hectic image of the diegetic world: 

Happy day, day of revelry and bash, for money still meant in Los Angeles, even in the 
chaos of the raindance, and – hot damn! – Luz Cortez had earned plenty of it, modeling 
under her mother’s maiden name until her agency fled to the squalid mists of New 
York, and she too old to be begged to follow. 

So vibe on, sister. Shake shake shake. Don’t trip on the fact that even money will go 
meaningless eventually. Don’t go sour simmering on what that money cost you, on 
UV flashes scorching your eyes to temporary blindness or pay docked for time in the 
ER or old men pinching your thighs, your fat Chicana ass [--] But don’t feed the 
negativity, though you were always too flabby, too short, too hairy, too old, too 
Mexican. Ass too flat, tits too saggy, nipples too big – like saucers, one said. Don’t 
start that old loop of, Take your shirt off, and, Turn around, sweetheart, and, Bend 
over, and, Put the worm in your mouth, babe, you know what to do. Don’t get caustic, 
even if you were only fourteen and didn’t know what to do, had never done it before, 
had never even kissed a boy. Don’t stir up the hunger the hunger the hunger. Don’t 
think it was all for nothing. 

Don’t think. Dance. 

Twirl! Twirl!  

Because sweet Jesus money was still money, and wasn’t that something to celebrate? 
For now, enough money could get you fresh produce and meat and dairy, even if 
what they called cheese was Day-Glo and came in a jar, and the fish was mostly 
poisoned and reeking, the beef gray, the apples blighted even in what used to be apple 
season, [--] Hard sour strawberries and blackberries filled with dust. Flaccid carrots, 
ashen spinach, cracked olives, bruised hundred-dollar mangos, all-pith oranges, 
shivered lemons [--] 

The rhythm went manic and Luz collapsed to the silt crust. (GFC, 16–17, italics 
original.) 

The lengthy citation is needed to do justice to the scene where Luz’s character and 

the environment in general are folded tightly together in a list-like narration, where 

the connection between Luz and the environment is taken to another level. Both 

Luz and the environment were a target of the exploitation in the late capitalist system 

that has led to the state depicted in the novel. The aesthetics, both of women and 

produce, are subjected to the governing male gaze, but from a different temporal 

perspective. Where Luz’s body is subjected to the male gaze and exploitation, it is 

done so through a future perspective, where the abuse has not been fully accepted, 
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as epitomised by the narrator’s lines “Don’t think it was all for nothing. Don’t think. 

Dance.” The reader is made aware of the gap between her position and Luz’s, where 

the exploitation is made explicit to the reader but Luz herself has not yet come to 

terms with it. In this way, it can be said that Luz is haunted by the ghosts of the 

future past, where she suppresses a lot about her past. 

The food, however, is haunted by the past and the exploitation of nature. Now 

there is nothing left except artificial food, like Day-Glo cheese and ration colas that 

were “donated because the formula was off, was the rumour” (GFC, 17). The effect 

of branded items in dystopian and apocalyptic narratives has garnered a lot of 

attention in the recent years,87 and their reference can be seen as criticism towards 

our present hyper-consumer capitalist societies. The withered food is the result of 

over-producing aesthetically perfect food, leading to waste and over-use of natural 

resources. It is money that connects both Luz’s modelling career and the last real 

produce and food together, or at least the act of acquiring money. Exploitation of 

both women and nature is justified by greed and the accepted models of gaining 

wealth in the actual world. The exploitation that both Luz and the diegetic world 

have suffered has left scars and marks on the physical landscape of the diegetic world 

and mental landscape of Luz’s mind. These different blemishes then represent the 

instability of the present moment, as it can succumb to the past or to the future at 

any moment. 

The various lists and the list-like narration in Gold Fame Citrus highlight many 

functions of lists in narratives from sharing information to underlining the 

metafictional side of the narrative. As seen above, lists demonstrate the connection 

between Luz and the environment in the novel. In apocalyptic narratives, the lists 

expand the reader’s knowledge about the characters or the diegetic world through 

intrusions or breaks in the narrative proper. There is one more function lists serve 

and that is the monotonous repetition of things or information. This circles us back 

to the homogenising effect of the apocalypse, and how the diegetic world in 

apocalyptic narratives is full of ruins. The repetitive description of buildings that 

have lost their identities as themselves can also be extended to characters in 

apocalyptic narratives, as apocalyptic catastrophe tends to level everything from 

people to material objects. However, there is more to be said about ruins in 

 

87 Especially in the context of Margaret Atwood’s MaddAddam trilogy, see for example, Berthold 
Schoene (2013), Hyong-jun Moon (2014, 100–101) and Ariel Kroon (2015). 
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apocalyptic narratives, and how they fold space and time to cover the old world with 

something new.  

4.3.3  Ruins in Apocalyptic Narratives 

Just like lists serve as an intrusion in the narrative, ruins function as an intrusion in 

the diegetic, concretising the haunting aspect of the world in apocalyptic narratives 

(see Ransom 2014, 315–316). As Paul Dobraszczyk (2017, 95) notes, ruins “bring 

together past, present and future in both the imagined and the ‘real’ city”, 

highlighting the fact that the ruins do not just summon the past that has been, but 

they fold together also the imagined side of the city as well as the perceived ‘real’ 

city. Furthermore, ruins can “express innumerable aesthetic qualities; though many 

of them can be categorised as romantic or sublime, others can be said to primarily 

express the picturesque or haunting” (Whitehouse 2018, 65). The last decades have 

seen a rise in what some researchers call “ruin porn” (Arnold 2015, 336; Lyons 2018, 

1) or “ruin lust” (Dobraszczyk 2017, 1), which is very closely linked to the rise of 

apocalyptic narratives in contemporary Western culture. Siobhán Lyons (2018, 1) 

even claims that “[r]uin porn is the new sublime” in that the depictions of modern 

ruins, the decay of urban spaces, “remind us, in a very sublime way, of the 

inevitability of human extinction, refocusing the terrain of ‘ruin’ away from the 

ancient world and towards the imminent future”. It is notable that modern 

depictions of ruins do not focus on the ruins of ancient civilisations, like Rome, 

Greece, Persia, or Egypt, but on the ruins of our everyday life, like “abandoned strip 

malls, crumbling homes, defunct factories, and vacant lots” (Firestone, Crompton 

and George 2018, 104).88 It is not surprising, then, that numerous apocalyptic 

narratives – movies especially – use a decayed urban environment as the setting for 

the protagonists’ post-catastrophe struggles.  

Ruins are not in any way a new phenomenon, as every city “has always been 

haunted by the prospect of its own ruin” (Dobraszczyk 2017, 3), and the ruins of 

 

88 While a lot of research on urban decay and “ruin porn” focuses on the American landscape or 
“wasted Americana” (Firestone, Crompton and George 2018), which quite often represents Detroit 
as a symbol for “the social and environmental consequences of industrial and urban decline in North 
America” (Arnold 2015, 335), two of the most famous “dead cities”, those of Pripyat in Ukraine and 
Varosha in Cyprus (Bobraszczyk 2018, 96), are in Europe. Similarly, it was London that was depicted 
as the ruined capitol of the world in the Romantic period (Dobraszczyk 2017, 23–26), and the problem 
of urban decay is not limited only to American cities; it is a global problem.  
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Roman and Greek civilisation inspired the Romantic-period poets like Shelley, Keats 

and Spenser (see Helfer 2012). However, there is an evident shift in the functions of 

ruins in contemporary culture, where the ruins are not the markings of a long-gone 

civilisation but a contemporary reminder of loss and change in the world, and they 

serve to depict the future decline that is to come. Here, then, we can once again see 

the difference between the Derridean arrivant and revenant, the haunting from the past 

and the reverie of the future that are folded into different urban ruins. Ruins fold 

the materiality of the world into the imagination by being the ghostly apparition from 

the past – or the future – that arrives from somewhere but is at the same time not 

moving. The ruins are not natural in that they have a human hand on them, and it 

opens the possibility of alternative and imaginative histories to be read from and 

onto them. As Paul Dobraszczyk (2017, 12–14) notes about ruin exploration – a 

form of urban exploration that focuses mostly on abandoned and ruined locations – 

and ruin explorers, who are “drawn to the rich historical association of ruins, they 

resist being told how to interpret them”. The ruins always blend the historical facts 

and the viewer’s own imagination in the act of interpretation, thus creating a kind of 

excess in meaning. Therefore, it is more productive to approach the ruins as 

something that has gained something, even if it is a negative trait: a factory building 

that is no longer operating has indeed lost the work done in it, but it has gained more 

from the possibility of interpretation that those who gaze upon the ruins bring to it.  

In the same vein, the nearly abandoned city of Los Angeles in Gold Fame Citrus is 

not only devoid of life, or emptier in the sense that is has lost all life that it previously 

contained as the new situation of the city is folded on top of the old stories lived by 

Luz and Ray. It is telling, then, that the past is haunting a certain location at the 

beginning of Gold Fame Citrus, mainly that of the mansion where the shadow of the 

starlet lingers in Luz’s mind. As the narration continues from the opening line, the 

house is revealed to be an abandoned mansion with an outdoor pool, a library, and 

many other materialistic artefacts that the previous owner had left behind. Among 

other theorists, Gaston Bachelard (2014 [1959], 1, –3, 18–20, passim) has stressed 

the importance of the home, and as Paul Smethurst (2000, 44) notes, in Bachelard’s 

seminal work The Poetics of Space “houses and their rooms, drawers and chests are 

elevated from their status of everyday objects to become externalised representations 

of human space, with their analogues in natural space, and connected to a cosmic 

whole”. The connection between the house and the cosmic whole can be read from 

the opening line of Gold Fame Citrus as a representation of nature exceeding human-

set boundaries, but even more so, the connection comes from the empty items that 
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Luz and Ray find in the mansion. They are reminiscent of the old world, of the past 

that is evoked through these items as well as the dreams and aspirations of the 

fictional characters. Different memories of characters or embedded narratives 

expand the past time horizon while the narrative progression itself expands the 

future-oriented time horizon. In apocalyptic narratives that are focused mainly on 

transition and change, references to the past serve an important point in grounding 

the change. 

As the narrative moves forward and Luz, Ray and Ig attempt to cross the 

Amargosa dune sea in order to reach the dream-like safety of the Eastern United 

States, the dune sea itself seems to offer visions of the future to Luz. At one point 

she dreams that she is hiking with Sacajawea and William Mulholland, evoking the 

regional past of the south-western United States, but later still she has a dream about 

the possible future of the Amargosa dune sea, where the Yucca Mountain is used as 

a nuclear waste depository by the United States government. Keeping with the 

ambiguous reading of the novel, the dream chapter is framed by Luz falling asleep 

while “the places beneath the dune sea told their stories” (GFC, 217). Luz dreams of 

a small community outside Yucca Mountain and how they find an old man who 

resembles a humanoid mole with “puckered skin and long, translucent, prehensile 

whiskers” (GFC, 218) consulting a binder given to them by the US Department of 

Energy. But, as before in the novel, the authorial text does not offer certain answers 

but only more questions: “We have questions the binder cannot answer: Is a mole 

man not a man? How many times did the US Department of Energy say ‘wasteland’ 

before this became one? How many times will they chant ‘unpopulated’ before we 

disappear?” (GFC, 224.) The dream chapter also focuses on the right to define spaces 

and the way it is done by different narratives and discourses. Yet again, the chapter 

also represents a narrative fold where the narration presents the chapter after Levi 

has told Luz his theories about the Amargosa dune sea and how the United States 

government intends to nuke the dune sea in order to stop its expansion. The 

narration distributes knowledge to the reader, but it does so in a way that the reader 

cannot be quite sure what to make of the information given to her. Is the dune sea 

actually whispering or singing to Luz? Or is the narration representing the slow 

brainwashing done by Levi and the rest of the colony on Luz? Answers to these 

questions are important, but what is more important is how they highlight the 

process of reading and the spatialisation in the novel, where different places are 

turned into spaces by forces like the Amargosa dune sea, and, vice versa, spaces are 

turned into places by actions and narratives. Interestingly, the dream chapter also 

proposes that history in the diegetic world has not stopped or reached any dead end, 
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that the Amargosa dune sea is not the end of everything. It is one expression of the 

continuation of historical time, of the possible futures waiting ahead. The novel’s 

world is not a historical dead end, a last stop before human extinction, but just a 

moment in time. The diegetic world is in ruins, even if the narrative does not 

represent the whole diegetic world but a small section of it, highlighting the local 

side of the apocalypse in Gold Fame Citrus. Next, we must turn our focus to the actual 

production of new spaces in Gold Fame Citrus, as we discuss the semi-mystical 

Amargosa dune sea in more detail. 

4.4  Dreamlike Spaces and Spaces for Dreaming in Apocalyptic 
Narratives 

Until now, we have seen how in Gold Fame Citrus the post-catastrophic world of the 

novel is constructed through the defamiliarised city of Los Angeles, which is haunted 

by spectres from the past and future, as well as the Amargosa dune sea, which is 

haunted both by the past and the future in the form of stories. Aside from haunted 

places, the apocalyptic catastrophe creates places where humans are forced to dream 

differently. For example, the mansion where Luz, Ray and Ig live at the beginning 

of the novel can be seen as a place that expands the present moment by inviting 

ghosts (the historical characters or Luz as the ghost of the starlet) but it also expands 

it through dreaming. Gaston Bachelard (2014 [1959], 20) notes that “the house 

shelters daydreaming, the house protects the dreamer, the house allows one to dream 

in peace”. The protection of the house, shelter, or home provides people a chance 

to live at once in the present but also in the past and the future. Just like Luz is able 

to live through her own past, the present that is and the present that could have been 

in the mansion. Luz’s semi-successful modelling career never took her to the heights 

of Beverly Hills, but it could have. Modelling and a successful career in the 

glamorous Los Angeles could have given it to her, or else it was a false promise given 

to her by those who ended up exploiting her. In that sense, her trying on all the 

clothes of the mansion’s previous owner, the anonymous starlet, has the effect of 

material excess evident in most apocalyptic narratives, but also a fulfilment of a 

possible future for her. She is living the life she could have had. 

The opening of the novel is, then, haunting on more than just one level, as the 

space presented at the beginning of the novel are revealed to consist numerous layers 

of actual and imagined spaces. In Bachelard’s reading, people experience the house 
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“in its reality and in its virtuality, by means of thought and dreams” (Bachelard 2014 

[1959], 21), which comes close to what Lieven Ameel (2013, 47) notes about “the 

experience of space” that is “about complex and constantly unfolding dynamics”, 

and part of these dynamics is “constituted by the complex interplay between worlds 

that could have been (counterfactual elements in the literary novel) and the actually 

lived space in a given novel”. The experience of space is, then, a complex issue where 

the reader, or viewer, is presented differently layered and folded spaces in a single 

spatial frame. What has been, what could have been, what is, and what could 

eventually be are all simultaneously present in the experience, as are the different 

perspectives of the sender (narrator, author, director, artist, or all of them at once) 

and those of the viewer’s perspective and experience.  

This kind of fast-changing, interwoven landscape of both inner and outer 

experience –with a ghost-like nature – calls upon the concept phantasmagoria, itself 

defined as “a constantly shifting scene that is colorful or bizarre” (Garner 2016, 688). 

The term phantasmagoria has its roots in nineteenth-century magic-lantern shows 

(Cohen 2004, 204), where “a movable magic lantern called a phantoscope [--] 

projected for its spectators a parade of ghosts” (Cohen 1989, 90). Phantasmagoria is 

probably most intimately connected to the work of Walter Benjamin, as it offered 

him “a thoroughly archaeological way to depict the persistence of the irrational in 

modern life” (Cohen 2004, 205). For Benjamin, the phantasmagoria is the dream-

like veil pulled over the eyes of consumers so they are “unable to wake up to their 

desires” (Pile 2005, 20), but it is also a specific place where a kind of communal 

dreaming can happen, like the World Exhibition, where “[t]hey open a 

phantasmagoria which a person enters in order to be distracted” (Benjamin 2002 

[1972], 7).89 The phantasmagoria for Benjamin was, however, also an analytical 

concept (Pile 2005, 20) that he used to foreground “the difference between 

mystifying and critical (illuminating) phantasmagorias” (Cohen 1989, 90). The 

phantasmagoria is, then, connected to the created illusion but also to understanding 

the dynamics behind the illusion, the dynamics of creating a dream-vision on a 

societal level. Steve Pile (2005, 3) notes that the phantasmagoria “describes and 

experience of movement, of a procession of things before the eye. In other ways, it 

 

89 Phantasmagoria in Benjamin’s work is a fluid concept that underwent several interpretations, which 
can be seen in his two essays, “Paris, the Capital of the Nineteenth Century” first published in 1935 
and then as a revised version “Paris, Capital of the Nineteenth Century” in 1939. Benjamin borrowed 
the concept of the phantasmagoria from Karl Marx and his theory of commodity fetishism (Markus 
2001, 15; Cohen 2004, 205).  
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invokes the importance not only of what can be seen, of the experience of the 

immediate, but also of life beyond the immediately visible and tangible.” The 

phantasmagoria is seeing things that are in front of the viewer, and things that are 

not, that are hidden from the eye, like the machinations of a magic lantern that 

produces the ghost-like images. 

Similarly, it is not surprise that the concept of the phantasmagoria has been used 

to describe cities as entities (Kaika 2005, 27–35; Pile 2005). However, what I am 

more interested in here is the connection the phantasmagoria has to the imagination, 

which can be seen “as a kind of ghost-seeing” and even a rational language that is 

imbued with “supernaturalism” (Castle 1988, 29–30). In a way, every apocalyptic 

narrative is a phantasmagorical presentation of the world where the dead – those 

who have already died and those who will, according to the narrative, die – haunt 

the world in a colourful and often bizarre spectacle. However, beyond the spectacle 

of destruction and death, which according to Susan Sontag is one of the reasons for 

the popularity of apocalyptic narratives, since they “normalize what is 

psychologically unbearable, thereby inuring us to it” and offer “fantasy where one 

can give outlet to cruel or at least amoral feelings” (Sontag 1965, 42, 45), there is a 

disruptive and challenging side to an apocalyptic narrative that questions the 

relationship between humanity, civilisation and nature. An apocalyptic narrative is a 

projected magic-lantern show as it depicts various catastrophic spectacles,90 but it 

also foregrounds the dynamics behind the creation of an apocalypse space, or how 

the spectacle is created. 

In Gold Fame Citrus, this catastrophic spectacle is the Amargosa dune sea, which seems 
to exhibit ghost-like features itself. The Amargosa dune sea is not, however, a 
spectacle of destruction but a place where people can dream a different world. Even 
the city of Los Angeles at the beginning of the novel exhibits phantasmagorical traits 
as the narrative juxtaposes the past, present and future of the city in Luz’s mind. The 
strangeness of these differing places in the novel is further highlighted when Luz, Ray 
and Ig decide to leave the city and cross the Amargosa dune sea in the hope of 

 

90 Susan Sontag (1965, 45) also notes the “lure” of end of the world movies that can depict a fantastic 
image of empty cities, or a “fantasy of occupying the deserted city and starting all over again–Robinson 
Crusoe on a world-wide scale.” It does seem that apocalyptic movies, or disaster movies with 
apocalyptic themes, are relying heavily on the spectacle of destruction. Movies like When Worlds Collide 
(1951), Independence (1996), Deep Impact (1998), or Armageddon (1998) bring forth a destruction on an 
epic scale whereas narratives like Gold Fame Citrus do not necessarily depict the destruction itself but 
focus on the complex relations before and after the catastrophic destruction. 
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reaching St. George and a contact that Lenny set up with them. On their way out of 
the city, they witness the border of the dune sea that has already reached the city 
limits:  

Luz studied the mountains ahead, watched the sunset coloring them as the things 
gone from them: lilac, plum, lavender, orchid, mulberry, violet. Pomegranate, one 
of the last to go. John Muir had written how when we try to pick out anything by 
itself we find it hitched to everything else in the universe. Above those spoilt 
purple mountains materialized a glowing wedge of light, whiter than the sun, thin, 
blurred, and radiant. Snow, Luz thought, unable to stop herself. [--] But there was 
nothing cool or blue or airy about this calcium-colored crust capping the range. 
It throbbed with heat, glowed radio-active with light. “What is that?” just as the 
answer came to her. 

Ray said it. “The dune sea. The Amargosa.” 

“It’s that close?” They were barely beyond the city. 

Ray shook his head. “It’s that big.” 

This knocked Luz off balance: The dune was not atop the empurpled range before 
them but beyond it, beyond it by miles and miles. The white was not a rind of ice, 
not a snowcap, but sand piling up inland where the Mojave had been. (GFC, 84–
85.) 

The gleaming, radiating dune sea has reached the city limits, covering lands under it, 

and it is the first thing that Luz and Ray witness after they leave Los Angeles. The 

dune sea, while it has been mentioned and talked about by the characters earlier, is 

not some apocalyptic space in the distance; rather, it is a totalising landscape that 

asserts itself before Luz, Ray and Ig, who have to travel across it. It is not just part 

of the landscape or part of the new natural surroundings; it is the form of nature that 

dominates the area around Los Angeles. Later in the novel, the sequence of events 

is interrupted by a chapter that tries to give an explanation for the Amargosa dune 

sea: “From space it seems a canyon. Unhealed yet scar-tissue white, a wound yawning 

latitudinal between the sluice grafts of Los Angeles and the flaking, friable, half-

buried hull of Las Vegas. A sutureless gash where the Mojave Desert used to be.” 

(GFC, 113.) When I state the chapter tries to give an explanation for the dune sea, it 

is not that the narrative fails to give an explanation, but that it cannot give a totalising 

description of the dune sea, so it circumnavigates it, giving different descriptions of 

it from different points of view. The chapter is constructed, like the novel itself, from 

different discourses ranging from authorial narrational voice and the panoramic view 

offered by satellite imagery to a press conference where the reporters interview the 

Needles Dozen, some of the last people to evacuate the Mojave Desert:  
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Question: Did they realize that the dune now behaved more like a glacier, albeit a 
vastly accelerated glacier? Question: Where they aware that geologists had ascertained 
that the base of the dune – the foot, they called it – was rock? That it carved the land 
more than covered it? Question: Did they wish to comment on the fact that the 
buildings they envisioned, in which they had spent the entirety of their short lives – 
their homes, say, or their twelve-step club – had already been crushed, were now but 
fossil flecks in banded sandstone? (GFC, 119.) 

The dune sea does not so much cover as carve the land. Instead of concealing the 

existing nature under it, the dune sea is implied to change the very fabric of the 

world, creating a preternatural landscape that is slowly but surely swallowing the old 

world. The monumental change that the space of the novel is going through takes 

place both on the outside – as in people’s perceptions and memories of the space – 

and inside, changing the very structures of the landscape by grinding the old world 

away. But as with so many things in Gold Fame Citrus, the final nature of the dune sea 

is left ambiguous. The danger of crossing the dune sea becomes apparent to Luz and 

Ray, as they try to drive across the desert in the starlet’s Karmann Ghia whose “A/C 

had quit outside Santa Clarita” (GFC, 81). The highways they drive along turn out to 

be riddled with sinkholes, so they are forced to try to drive off-road. During their 

journey, Luz confronts the ghosts of people whose biographies she took with her 

from the starlet’s library: “In the womb of a dream Luz is hiking along a rocky ridge 

with William Mulholland and Sacajawea through no country she’s ever seen” (GFC, 

89). It is just one of the dreams and/or hallucinations that the characters witness in 

the desert, and another way for the novel’s narration to destabilise the coherence of 

the narrative and the ontological status of the diegetic world. 

Luz, Ray, and Ig’s journey ends in the middle of the Amargosa dune sea as they 

run out of gasoline and Ray decides to leave Luz and Ig to wait in the car while he 

goes looking for help. Marooned in the desert, Luz confronts the totalising and 

hallucinatory presence of the dune sea, which casts doubt on the very fabric of 

reality. Already at the beginning of their journey, Luz, Ray and Ig witnessed the 

mirage of the dune sea as they stopped to marvel at “an immense forest of silver 

yucca” (GFC, 84) only to discover that the trees have died because of the drought, 

leaving behind a “papier-mâché forest” of ghost trees. Similarly, when waiting for 

Ray to return, the colony – a group of people living in the Amargosa dune sea and 

led by a self-proclaimed prophet Levi – save Luz and Ig from dying and invite the 

two to live among them. The members of the colony believe in the preternatural 

status of the dune sea, living in a quasi-utopian society with the belief that the dune 
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sea provides them with what they need. Almost as proof, Luz finds an abandoned 

mall outlet that has emerged from under the sand: 

She opened her eyes and looked not at the sun, rising, but at the structures on the 
horizon below. A mirage, surely, but a queer one: dollhouse silhouettes, gingerbread 
houses all in a tidy row. She squinted harder against the sun, thinking she was maybe 
cracked up after all. NORTH POLE OUTLETS, a sign reassured her. (GFC, 176.) 

The sporadic uncovering of the mall provides Luz and the others in the colony with 

a rare moment of abundance in the middle of the inhospitable desert wilderness. 

Normally, they are forced to relocate their camp every day to prevent the dunes from 

swallowing them. The scene is familiar in many apocalyptic narratives, where the 

protagonists are able to enjoy a moment of luxury in the middle of the post-

catastrophic world. In Mary Shelley’s The Last Man, the four survivors of the plague, 

Lionel, Adrian, Clara and Evelyn find shelter and joy in Milan, where they “made 

laws for [them]selves” and spent their days wandering “through the palaces, in search 

of pictures or antiquities” (Shelley 2004 [1826], 344). In H. G. Wells’ The War of the 

Worlds, the nameless protagonist meets the Artilleryman in the post-invasion world 

– after spending two weeks in the coal cellar hiding from the Martians – and with 

whom he spends the evening drinking champagne, playing games and smoking 

“some excellent cigars” (Wells 2012 [1898], 124). In Gore Vidal’s Kalki, the five last 

survivors take shelter first at the White House, then some of them move to live in 

luxurious hotels, gathering the things they need from all over the city. In Cormac 

McCarthy’s The Road, the father and son find an old bomb shelter full of food and 

supplies. In other texts, like George Stewart’s Earth Abides, Pat Frank’s Alas, Babylon, 

Richard Matheson’s I Am Legend, Stephen King’s The Stand, Robert McCammon’s 

Swan Song, and James Van Pelt’s Summer of the Apocalypse,91 the old world’s material 

goods can still be found here and there, ready to be exploited by the protagonists. 

These moments of excessive joy found in apocalyptic narratives represent a 

momentary haven, an oasis in a desert, a respite that offers a possibility for the future. 

Even though in these cases the material objects of the pre-catastrophe world evoke 

the past world and the loss of something bigger than anything personal, there is a 

difference in how these artefacts create a possibility for action in the post-

catastrophe world.  

 

91 Although, as shown in the previous chapters of this work, Van Pelt’s novel employs both a near and 
a further time period temporality to the apocalyptic catastrophe. 
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Take, for example, Shelley’s The Last Man and George Stewart’s Earth Abides. 

Whereas Shelley’s novel focuses heavily at the beginning on the life of the novel’s 

protagonist, Lionel Verney, and to those close to him, human extinction seems 

inevitable as the plague ravages the Earth for a number of years. The decline of 

civilisation and different countries is far from the near-instantaneous death of the 

human race that is so often represented in later apocalyptic narratives, for example 

in Earth Abides. As discussed earlier, the novel begins with the protagonist, Ish, 

isolating in a small mountain cottage because of a snake bite, and as he his slowly 

healing, an unknown disease kills most of the humans on Earth, leaving only a few 

survivors here and there. The wealth of the world, however, has not vanished and 

even after over twenty years since the plague, Ish and his sons are able to find a Jeep 

and bring it back to life for Ish’s sons’ expedition to the east coast. The material 

objects are there to be salvaged and put to another use. In Earth Abides, the remains 

of the pre-catastrophe world are there to continue the existence of the human race, 

albeit in a lesser form.92 The ability to salvage the necessary things and supplies from 

the world allows Ish, and the novel, to focus more on his desire to bear witness to 

“what will happen in world without man and how” (Stewart 1999 [1949], 35). As he 

was always a socially awkward researcher, in a world without humans, Ish’s 

“weakness had become strength. It was as if there had been a blind man in a world 

suddenly bereft of light. In that world, those with seeing eyes could only blunder 

about, but the blind man would be at home, and now instead of being the one who 

was guided by others, he might be the one to whom other clung for guidance.” 

(Stewart 1999 [1949], 36–37.) The theme of power and seeing are evident in Earth 

Abides, where Ish is now able to bear witness to larger things in the world. Similarly, 

while staying in Rome, Lionel Verney, the last man, ponders the future of the world: 

 

92 One of the themes in the novel is scientific knowledge and understanding, as Ish is a highly educated 
man and he fears that the following generations will not be educated enough to understand the world. 
He tries to teach them algebra and arithmetic, but the generations are separated by a vast gulf of 
knowledge: “But as he looked at [his sons] now, Ish felt very far from them, even though his 
connection by family was as close as could well be. Though he was only some twenty years older, still 
he seemed separated from them by centuries. They had not known the Old Times, and so they could 
not look forward much and think how things might again be in the future.” (Stewart 1999 [1949], 139.) 
This movement from knowledge to lesser understanding, from civilisation to barbarism, is a common 
theme and trope in apocalyptic narratives, but there is more to it than just a reversal of progression, 
or a dystopian and bleak future for humanity. I will return to this question in Chapter 5. 
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Yet, will not this world be re-peopled, and the children of a saved pair of lovers, in 
some to me unknown and unattainable seclusion, wandering to these prodigious relics 
of the ante-pestilential race, seek to learn how beings so wondrous in their 
achievements, with imaginations infinite, and powers godlike, had departed from their 
home to an unknown country? 

[--] No one has entered Rome. None will ever come. (Shelley 2004 [1826], 372.) 

In both novels, the main protagonist is set on seeing what happens in the world, 

even though they do not think, or know, if there is a future for humanity. In Stewart’s 

novel, there is a clearer indication that the human race will continue in some shape 

or form, while in Shelley’s novel this idea is presented in a dream-like wish. However, 

in both novels, as well as in many other apocalyptic narratives, it is the act of seeing 

that is emphasised: the main character sees both the possible future and the past that 

led to the present moment. The position of the viewer is one who can see both the 

ruin and the preceding glory and function of the world, how it used to be, but also 

from a safe position, unaffected by the change. 93 In Gold Fame Citrus, the Amargosa 

dune sea serves as a catastrophe that illuminates the faults in the world: “In retreat, 

the stalwarts of Needles comforted themselves by categorizing the dune sea as a 

natural disaster, though by then it had become increasingly difficult to distinguish 

the acts of God from the endeavors of men” (GFC, 120). The novel is not really 

about the apocalyptic catastrophe itself, the Amargosa dune sea, nor about how or 

why the dune sea came to be. The novel offers possible answers and theories, but it 

never tries to expand on these possible reasons. Even the characters in the novel are 

not really interested about the origin of the dune sea. In fact, most apocalyptic 

narratives are not about the catastrophe itself but how it affects the diegetic world.  

The destruction in the diegetic world (the abandoned Los Angeles and its 

surrounding regions) reveal the fractures in the diegetic world and by extension 

makes the reader question the coherence of the actual world. It is doubtful that an 

entity like the Amargosa dune sea could come to be in the actual reality, but the 

desertification caused by the climate change does pose a threat to various regions 

around the world. Therefore, it is not the Amargosa dune sea that the reader focuses 

on, but on the abandoned cities and people that are left at wake of the dune sea. The 

fractures that the novel foregrounds pose questions like: could cities like Los Angeles 

and Las Vegas be abandoned in the actual world as well? Is it possible that a natural 

 

93 It is partly the fascination towards the act of witnessing the decline of civilisation, or urban decay, 
that drives urban and ruin exploration and powers the last man trope (Dobraszczyk 2018, 106–111). 
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disaster of such a magnitude as the Amargosa dune sea could be swept under the rug 

and the world would continue to turn as nothing special had happened?  
In this way, apocalyptic narratives do resemble horror stories, as they represent 

horrific and terrifying phenomena from a safe distance (Sontag 1965, 45; Pippin 

2002, 4). The phantasms of the apocalypse are kept at arm’s length. In George 

Stewart’s Earth Abides, the main character is locked in a remote mountain cabin when 

the world ends, in Pat Frank’s Alas, Babylon, the narration of the novel is restricted 

to a small town in Florida, and only at the end of the novel is the outcome of the 

nuclear war between the United States and the Soviet Union revealed. In Cormac 

McCarthy’s The Road, the cause or the actual form of the apocalyptic catastrophe is 

never revealed but only hinted at through the main characters’ memories – creating 

a temporal distance to the destruction – and in Margaret Atwood’s Oryx and Crake, 

the main character is sealed off from the world and the end is broadcast to him 

through a television, creating a spatial distance from the destruction. Even in 

Stephen King’s The Stand, which shows the end of the world and the mayhem that 

the virus outbreak causes, the destruction is distanced. All the main characters are 

isolated from the destruction, either by a temporal, spatial, or ethical distance, as the 

characters are separated from the panicking mass. Equally in Gold Fame Citrus, the 

apocalyptic catastrophe itself is held at the background where it is affecting the lives 

and actions of the characters, but it is never brought to the forefront of the narration. 

It does, however, reveal the dynamics of the spectacle. The spectacle is the magic 

lantern show that the reader must interpret to see the processes behind it. One such 

a line of interpretation is the dreams and dreaming that characters, like Luz, do. Be 

it either about the past that was, or the present that could have been, or the future 

that might come to be, dreaming illuminates the change that has taken place in the 

diegetic world and how it has changed the behaviour in the diegetic world. 

As this chapter has shown, the Amargosa dune sea in Gold Fame Citrus – and the 

whole diegetic world of the novel – can be read as an apocalyptic space that is in the 

process of becoming. The world of the novel is not only filled with objects from the 

old world or vast empty spaces devoid of humanity; it is also filled with new ways of 

seeing both things and places. This also extends both to the characters in the diegetic 

world as well as to the reader, and these two perspectives do not have to – and in 

fact rarely do – align. In Gold Fame Citrus, the ontological status of the diegetic world 

is not as stable as in, for example, George Stewart’s Earth Abides, and it is impossible 

to state what exactly is true and really happening in the novel. The different historical, 

mythical, scientific, journalistic, and propagandist narratives are fused together, 
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creating a fictional world whose ontological status remains enigmatic to the very end 

of the novel. This is, however, the very point of the novel I would argue, as it 

embodies the idea that different spaces do not contain stable or lasting identities but 

are subject to radical apocalyptic catastrophes that alter those spaces as well as the 

human processes of defying and renegotiating different spaces. It is through 

different phantasmagorical spectacles that these catastrophes are revealed to be 

fractures in the diegetic world that the characters and/or the reader can follow and 

through which the reader can interpret the dynamics of the catastrophe. The 

apocalyptic space is not, then, haunted only by emptiness and loss, but different 

dreams of characters about the world, how it was, how it could have been, and how 

it might be in the future. 

In this section of my work, we have seen that the apocalyptic space exhibits 

various characteristics, ranging from the sublime features from near-endless surfaces 

to post-catastrophic wildernesses or desert landscapes, and to empty space ranging 

from cities to whole worlds. Among the defining features of apocalyptic space are 

the apparent emptiness of space, empty cities, and landscapes that nature has 

reconquered as human civilisation retreats after an apocalyptic catastrophe. 

However, as I have argued, the apocalyptic space is not actually empty; it is full of 

spectral meanings and spatial folds that fold the pre- and post-catastrophic worlds 

on top of each other. Gold Fame Citrus exemplifies the phantasmagorical apocalyptic 

space by representing how the Amargosa dune sea constantly creates a new 

landscape in the diegetic world by both covering and revealing the old world. Aside 

from the physical transformation of space in the diegetic world, the novel lays out 

the different rhetorical and narrative techniques used to name and thus define 

different spaces and effectively create a new place from more abstract places. Gold 

Fame Citrus then highlights the dynamic aspects of apocalyptic space, its constant 

becoming through folding, unfolding, and refolding. However, there is more to be 

said about how the apocalyptic space folds around the characters’ actions in the 

diegetic world, and this interconnection between movement and space is the topic 

of the next chapter of my work. 

 



168 

 

5  FOLDED SPACE 

Space covered is past, movement is present, the act of covering. (Deleuze 1997 [1983], 
1.) 

In the womb of a dream Luz is hiking along a rocky ridge with William Mulholland 
and Sacajawea through no country she’s ever seen, and though Mulholland has on 
inappropriate footwear and spiny somethings are everywhere, they are making good 
time. (GFC, 89.) 

In the previous chapters, I outlined the apocalyptic space through the concepts of 

the sublime, fantastic, hauntology, and phantasmagoria. I proposed that in 

apocalyptic narratives, an apocalyptic catastrophe causes an uncontrollable change 

where place – that is separated from space by being endowed with meaning and 

value (see Tuan 2002 [1977], 6; Westphal 2011, 5) – is turned into space. An 

apocalyptic catastrophe is then a deterritorialization that can be understood as 

“radical displacement” (Kaplan 1996, 87). Most commonly associated with 

apocalyptic aesthetics are “landscapes where the once well-maintained constructions 

of humankind have become decayed carcasses where only the memories of 

civilisation dwell” (Firestone, Crompton and George 2018, 103). Those memories 

of civilisation, however, inundate apocalyptic narratives and it is the folding of the 

past and the future of the diegetic world into the present moment that is at the core 

of apocalyptic narratives. One way to emphasise the past in apocalyptic narratives is 

to subvert the civilisation–nature order, where once dominant humanity is thrown 

at the mercy of nature (Moon 2014, 5–6). This subversion is usually depicted as the 

overgrowth of nature in urban areas; metropolises succumb to vegetation, like in 

Richard Jeffries’s After London (1885), where the UK capital is covered by a 

poisonous swamp. This kind of subversion of power relations is usually followed by 

humankind’s regression to an earlier stage of historical progression following the 

disappearance of societal structures. The apocalypse is seen as a catalyst that reverses 

the movement of history, and apocalyptic narratives are seen as criticism of a model 

of progressive history founded on the positivist philosophy of the Enlightenment 

era (Heffernan 2008, 4; Pitetti 2017, 438; De Cristofaro 2018a, 243). The problem 
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with this model, where progress is criticised by regression, is that time, space, and 

reality are compressed into two dimensions, either moving forwards or backwards. 

The effect from this becomes apparent when we consider that we tend to speak 

about time and progression through spatial metaphors (Morson 1994, 17–18), and if 

language both represents and recreates reality, there is a threat of oversimplifying 

complex issues. 

That is why I have defined the apocalypse in this work as an event that has already 

happened and is still yet to come, and an apocalyptic narrative as a narrative that tries 

to describe this event by depicting the violent transition in the diegetic world. In this 

section of my work, I will focus on the different movements in and of space in Claire 

Vaye Watkins’ Gold Fame Citrus, as well as the characters’ trajectories and paths 

(Dannenberg 2008, 65; Ameel 2013, 56–57) in and through the diegetic world. As in 

the earlier quote, where Luz is standing in the middle of a strange landscape with 

Sacajawea and William Mulholland, there are references to physical movements 

through the act of hiking and Mulholland’s shoes, but more importantly, as 

Sacajawea and William Mulholland are both prominent historical figures in 

constructing and settling the western coast of the United States, there is also the 

historical movement that is intertwined with the dream-like sequence in the novel, 

which takes place in the future. These kinds of complex spatial folds are quite 

common in different dystopian and apocalyptic narratives, but there is more to 

analyse in the way that these ebbs and flows of movement in an apocalyptic narrative 

construct a historical movement that, I argue, is always forward directed. 

Continuing my analysis of Claire Vaye Watkins’ Gold Fame Citrus, I will analyse 

the Amargosa dune sea as a sudden, uncontrollable expansion of apocalyptic space 

– one that deterritorialises the world, leaving people to reterritorialise it again – and 

as a metaphor for complex historical folds. There are numerous symbolic folds in 

Watkins’ novel, one being Luz’s attempt to travel from the west coast to the east 

coast and being accompanied by the ghosts of Sacajawea and William Mulholland. 

Yet, curiously, the Amargosa dune sea itself can be read as a historically backwards 

folded image. During the nineteenth century’s great westward expansion, it was the 

lush nature and the promised riches of California that drove the settlers west 

(Perrault 2017, 15). The harsh and vast desert landscape of the south-west, however, 

challenged the notion that the whole continent was an Edenic garden, and the 

promising land was turned into a battleground for survival (Haynes 2013, 7). As we 

have noted earlier, among all the different vistas in the United States, it is the desert 

that became the symbolic landscape of America. In the previous centuries, there was 

also the concept of the Great American Desert, a land west of the Mississippi 
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(Gersdorf 2009, 34; Vandermeer 2012, 13) that was later divided into four distinct 

deserts: the Great Basin, the Mojave, the Sonoran and the Chihuahuan Desert. In 

Gold Fame Citrus, these four deserts are once again joined to create the Amargosa 

dune sea. The former images of western America and the old myths of the one big 

desert transpire as some temporal movement in the novel is folded backward. 

I will address the topic of historical reversal, or different historical folds in 

apocalyptic narratives, in Chapter 5.1. As I have argued, the description of historical 

reversal does not adequately describe the complex temporal and spatial relations of 

different places in apocalyptic narratives. For example, if we read the Amargosa dune 

sea as a reversal of history in that it creates the Great American Desert in Gold Fame 

Citrus, the reversal is symbolic and metatextual, as it draws the reader’s attention to 

the previous depictions and narratives of the actual world and to how these 

narratives are used to define different places. Folding different spaces on top of each 

other creates ambiguous spatial identities that are always in flux, where the past and 

the future collide in the present moment. To examine this kind of complex folding 

in apocalyptic narratives, I will compare Gold Fame Citrus to J. G. Ballard’s apocalyptic 

novel The Drowned World (1962), which represents a similar kind of symbolic reversal 

to a previous historical period. However, whereas Ballard’s novel represents a global 

reversal, the reversal in Watkins’ novel is more local and concentrated on the south-

western United States. 

In this kind of folded spatial environment, it is the movement of the characters 

and their interaction with their surroundings that partly define the space. In Chapter 

5.2, I will analyse the diegetic world of Gold Fame Citrus through the movement of 

characters using Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari’s (1987 [1980], 474–476, passim; 

see also Kurikka 2015; Ameel 2020a) concepts of smooth and striated space. There 

is no absolute striated or smooth space (Deleuze and Guattari 1987 [1980], 474), and 

they should be viewed as poles on a scale. We can, however, note that striated space 

is more governed, and the movement is ruled by predetermined points of origin and 

destination, while in smooth space the movement and travelling is more creative and 

freer. In apocalyptic narratives, the movement of characters is partly defined by the 

post-catastrophic world and reciprocally the movement helps to define the post-

catastrophic world. In Chapter 5.3, I will examine how all these different spatial 

practices define the apocalyptic space and how Gold Fame Citrus foregrounds the 

creation of new places through actions perpetrated by the characters and the stories 

they pass on.  
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5.1  Reversed Progression and De-evolution 

The passing of this point is thus an irreversible act, contrary to what Canetti seems to 
hope. We shall never get back to pre-stereo music (except by an additional technical 
simulation effect); we shall never get back to pre-news and pre-media history. The 
original essence of music, the original concept of history have disappeared because 
we shall never again be able to isolate them from their model of perfection which is 
at the same time their model of simulation, the model of their enforced assumption 
into a hyper-reality which cancels them out. We shall never again know what the social 
or music were before being exacerbated into their present useless perfection. We shall 
never again know what history was before its exacerbation into the technical 
perfection of news: we shall never again know what anything was before disappearing 
into the fulfilment of its model. (Baudrillard 1994, 6.) 

The apocalyptic space is near endless, stretching as far as the eye can see, 

transforming the world into something unrecognisable to the diegetic personas. It is 

a combination of sublime distances and unrecognisability that provokes a deep 

existential dread in the viewer – both the fictional and actual reader – folding both 

the past and the future onto the present moment through representations of ghosts 

and spectres. But the apocalyptic space cannot exist in nature as such; since its 

inherent state is transformation and change, it must come to the world like the 

Amargosa dune sea in Gold Fame Citrus, as an intrusion. In Watkins’ novel, the dune 

sea threatens to cover the whole south-western United States under the unstoppable 

march of sand dunes. The Amargosa dune sea is becoming in effect the perfect 

American landscape by its sheer dimensions: “widest dune in North America, tallest 

dune in North America, largest dune in the Western Hemisphere” (GFC, 118). 

Although the Amargosa dune sea can be read as a return to a mythical American 

past in the form of the great American desert, it is still a space that comes from 

somewhere to cover the existing world.  

There is an inherent paradox in an apocalyptic world that is going forward in time 

but that simultaneously seems to be regressing backwards (see Albright 2009, 149; 

Green 2016, 749; Tate 2017, 98; De Cristofaro 2018a, 247). This theme is most often 

associated with the critique of the historical project of the Enlightenment era, which 

was picked up by the positivist philosophy of science in the nineteenth century and 

carried into the twentieth century by the modernist philosophy of science. In this 

project, time and history were seen as moving inevitably forwards, improving human 

living conditions and life in general. Universal progression was a force of nature that 

was propelling humanity towards a better tomorrow, a better future. The belief in 

the emancipatory power of history encountered quite serious challenges in the 
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twentieth century as the two World Wars, the Holocaust, and numerous other 

genocides – for example, in Cambodia, Kosovo, and Rwanda – questioned the 

notion of universal progression.94 As Andreas Huyssen notes, when the idea of the 

inevitably better tomorrow failed, the cultural gaze seems to have shifted towards 

the past, looking for a better yesterday. However, at the same time “modernity’s 

engine of the future, namely technological development, continues at its accelerated 

pace” (Huyssen 1995, 9), ushering us towards a techno-utopia, creating a paradoxical 

temporality where the technologically improved tomorrow clashes with the repeated 

images of the past; the past perfected by the latest technology. There is a similar kind 

of complex temporal movement happening in apocalyptic narratives, where both the 

disastrous future and the nostalgic past clash in a post-catastrophic world. For 

example, in Claire Vaye Watkins’ Gold Fame Citrus, this movement is represented on 

the spatial level where, for example, the once verdant Southern California and Los 

Angeles have gone “reptilian, primordial” (GFC, 13) and where the Great American 

Desert, the idea that the whole of the south-western US was covered by one giant 

desert, becomes a reality. More often this kind of return is represented as a “temporal 

inversion [--] where the future is often represented as a dystopian return to a past 

stage of human civilization” (De Cristofaro 2018a, 247). I argue, however, that this 

phenomenon is better approached through the concept of the fold, which does not 

separate between the temporal and spatial but sees them as seams of a fold. There 

are not only complex temporal relations in this kind of reversal; there are complex 

spatial and social relations in question as well. 

This kind of return to a primordial and mythical landscape is quite often present 

in a more subdued way, often represented as a reversal of power relations between 

nature and humankind, or as a reversion to barbarism in human society. A notable 

exception is J.G. Ballard’s The Drowned World, where solar activity melts the polar 

icecaps and drowns all the cities of the world, forcing humanity to relocate to the 

Polar Regions, the only safe landmass left.95 Here, it is necessary to analyse in more 

 

94 In the 21st century, the rise of extremist movements in global politics that challenge basic human 
rights, like the far-right political movements and autocratic leaders, pose a challenge as well to the 
narrative of universal progression. 

95 The Drowned World is the second novel in Ballard’s Apocalyptic Quartet (see Gomel 2010, 124, 137; 
Lehman 2018, 163), which also includes The Wind from Nowhere (1961), The Burning World (1964) – later 
republished as The Drought (1965) – and The Crystal World (1966). 
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detail Ballard’s novel to better understand the complex temporal and spatial folds in 

Gold Fame Citrus, and especially how history seems to have been reversed in both 

novels on an ontological level that affects the whole world. In Ballard’s novel, 

dramatic climate change has transformed the living conditions of the Earth so much 

that in the year 2145, when the novel takes place, two biologists named Kerans and 

Bodkin have catalogued “five thousand species in the animal kingdom” that have 

not been seen on Earth for thousands of years, and “tens of thousands of new plant 

varieties” (Ballard 1962, 45). This leads Bodkin to theorise that the process of 

evolution, an “avalanche backwards into the past” (ibid., 45) is taking place both in 

the external and internal landscape. It is in this phantasmagorical seascape that the 

main protagonist, Kerans, embarks on a journey towards the mythical beginning, 

represented both by an undersea planetarium-womb and a deep south, where the 

primordial sun is calling him. The apocalyptic event in The Drowned World is “figured 

as a collective return to the womb, the gradual disintegration of the self through 

immersion in the water of time”, and the world has become a place “where the inner 

and the outer landscapes have merged” (Gomel 2010, 141–145). This de-evolution 

is experienced by every character in the novel, albeit at different rates, and just like 

in Gold Fame Citrus, in The Drowned World the world is unfolding into a symbolic 

representation of the past, revealing the inherent truths about the world and 

humanity lying dormant in the human subconscious.  

The figure of the sea is important in both novels, and while in Watkins’ novel the 

sea is made of sand rather than water, the Amargosa dune sea acts very much like 

the sea in Ballard’s novel. In both novels, the sea is covering the old world, though 

in Ballard’s novel the process is much further along than in Gold Fame Citrus. As such, 

both novels continue the tradition of Anglophone fiction where “the past and 

history are metaphorically conceived of in terms of the sea” (Rostek 2011, 17). Also, 

in many cultures and religions the sea represents “a space from which the world 

originated” (ibid., 178), which means that the sea represents the mythical past itself 

but also the need that people may have to navigate the past, to make sense of it or 

map it. However, both The Drowned World and Gold Fame Citrus also fold the 

temporality and the spatiality of the world towards the future, combining in the sea 

the past of the world but also its future as the seas threaten to cover the diegetic 

worlds of the novels and become the new landscape of those worlds. 

In both novels, then, it is the buried world of the past as well as the act of covering 

and recovering that buried world that is of the main narrative interest. In The Drowned 

World, the narrative tension is divided between two characters and, by extension, two 

ideologies represented by the biologists Kerans and Strangman, the latter of whom 
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is thriving in the new world by recovering lost items from the bottom of the sea. 

Most of the novel takes place in a lagoon where Kerans and a small team of scientists 

and military personnel have been stationed at the beginning of the novel. The lagoon 

has been built on top of a major European city over the centuries, and though the 

city is later revealed to be London, it makes no difference to Kerans, who wonders 

whether the city once had “been Berlin, Paris or London” (Ballard 1962, 3). Kerans’ 

character represents the willing surrender to the (re)emerging nature that is slowly 

covering the whole Earth. Against Kerans’ stance, the novel introduces Colonel 

Riggs, the leader of the military unit stationed in the lagoon. After the military 

personnel are given orders to return to base in Greenland, Kerans, Bodkins, and 

Beatrice Dahl stay in the lagoon accepting their fate to be absorbed by the new 

nature. The peace in the lagoon is, however, interrupted by the arrival of Strangman 

and his crew as they seek to drain the lagoon to pillage the submerged world for its 

riches. Strangman represents a different attitude towards the new world, elevating 

himself to the status of cult leader, and a collector of arts and riches that is in stark 

contrast to the quiet acceptance of Kerans and the others.96  

Patrick McCarthy (1997, 303) notes that “in The Drowned World we are meant to 

embrace the return to nature, as Kerans does, rather than fighting it, as Riggs and 

(more grotesquely) Strangman do”. McCarthy points to the moment in Ballard’s 

novel where Strangman gives Kerans to his crew to be sacrificed to the sea, and only 

the well-timed return of Colonel Riggs and his soldiers prevents the murder from 

taking place. But as McCarthy (ibid.) notes, “the reappearance of Colonel Riggs and 

his men does not resolve the narrative’s conflict but merely relocates them. Far from 

being associated with the solution, Colonel Riggs embodies the problem.” As 

McCarthy suggests, both Strangman and Riggs are incapable of accepting the new 

world as Kerans is able to do, and that civilisation is not the answer; rather, people 

should find a new way of living in the estranged world. This kind of destruction of 

the past is also evident in Robert Lehman’s (2018) reading of the novel, where he 

proposes that in Ballard’s work the search for the past and origin poses a “literary-

 

96 The dynamics between Kerans and Strangman have been quite often read as an allusion to Joseph 
Conrad’s The Heart of Darkness (1902), where Kerans is Conrad’s Marlow and Strangman, the leader of 
an alligator swarm and “a piratical crew” (Ballard 1962, 100), is Kurtz (Gomel 2010, 141). However, 
Robert Lehman (2018, 168) produces an opposite reading, where it is “Kerans (like Kurtz) who has 
been transformed by this environment. Strangman, on the other hand, is a gatecrasher, like Marlow.” 
For a more in-depth analysis of the different allusions in Ballard’s novel, see McCarthy (1997). 
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historical problem” (ibid., 166) and this is resolved, at least partly, by “dramatizations 

of literary devices” (ibid., 169). In Lehman’s reading, then, the novel is a description 

and analysis of literary modernism but not only as “a particular moment in the history 

of European culture or a particular artistic canon but also, and more radically, a 

ground clearing, a forgetting of the past that is hostile to the production of lasting 

literary works – is hostile, finally, to modernism itself” (ibid., 162). The destruction 

of the omnipresent past in The Drowned World is very similar to the theme of Gold 

Fame Citrus, but there is a clear distinction between the two novels’ take on the 

concept of the world. 

An example of this can be seen when Kerans, when he and others are still guests 

of Strangman, dives to the submerged city of London with the help of Strangman 

and his crew. In the chapter, aptly named The Pool of Thanatos, or The Pool of 

Death, Kerans takes Beatrice’s place, as Strangman wants her to dive to a submerged 

planetarium in London. At the pool of death, Kerans is drawn to the womb-like 

structure of the planetarium and its marvels that are like “the very configuration of 

constellations that had encompassed the Earth during the Triassic Period” (Ballard 

1962, 124). The planetarium at the heart of London and the experience Kerans and 

others are going through is representative of the process of the whole world. The 

blending of the inner and outer sense of the world, as well as the past and the future, 

is a global phenomenon, whereas in Gold Fame Citrus the transformation of the world 

takes place on a more local scale.  

The global–local difference also becomes evident when we consider the origin of 

the transformation in the two novel’s diegetic worlds. In The Drowned World, Bodkin 

seems to have cracked the de-evolution in Ballard’s novel, explaining that “[e]ach 

one of us is as old as the entire biological kingdom, and our bloodstreams are 

tributaries of the great sea of its total memory” (Ballard 1962, 44). As the archaic sun 

transforms the outer world of humans, it also forces humans to go through their 

biological memory, the long-dormant ancestral memories of the species. In Watkins’ 

novel, there is no certain knowledge about the true origin or nature of the dune sea. 

While there is also “the sun of suns” (GFC, 3) in the sky of the diegetic world in Gold 

Fame Citrus, it is not the cause of the apocalyptic transformation in the novel’s 

diegetic world, nor is there a real existential movement towards the subconscious of 

all humanity in the narrative. Rather, the movement in Gold Fame Citrus is towards 

different myths and stories about the existence and birth of California and the United 

States.  

The question becomes foregrounded when Luz confronts the different near-

mythical characters from the past that played a crucial part in the formation of 
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modern California, like Sacajawea, John Muir, William Powell and William 

Mulholland. Another point that foregrounds the historical reversal is the journey 

Luz, Ray and Ig take to find a better life for themselves in the eastern parts of the 

United States, the opposite of the historical trajectory of the American expansion 

westward in the nineteenth century. Just as The Drowned World, according to Robert 

Lehman (2018, 167), is “concerned with literature and concerned with history”, so 

Gold Fame Citrus is concerned with these issues and how to define spaces through 

narratives. The movement from west to east in Gold Fame Citrus is then both a look 

at these narratives themselves and at the different ways these narratives form our 

understanding of different worlds. To fully understand it, it is necessary to analyse 

in more detail the different popular narratives about the settling of the United States. 

For example, Stacy Alaimo (2000, 1–3) has written how the expansionist 

movement was partly fuelled by narratives that depicted American nature as virgin 

land ready for a masculine conquest. The American continent was the Promised 

Land, an Edenic wilderness that could be turned into “source material for economic 

opportunity and prosperity” (Gersdorf 2009, 14). Thus, the settlers “depicted 

American wilderness as a virtual paradise, a commodity-producing warehouse, a 

frightening malevolent entity” (Perreault 2007, 16). The geography of North 

America, however, did not support the idea of the whole continent as the new Eden. 

The Western Plains and especially the arid deserts of the south-west fundamentally 

changed the idea of the land, and the green and lush wilderness became a place of 

battle for survival (Haynes 2013, 7). It was the rich land of California and the west 

coast that fuelled the expansion (Gersdorf 2009, 27), and through the westward 

expansion, the dry wilderness of the desert was, in the end, adopted as “a landscape 

that is one of the most potent symbols representing America and Americanness” 

(ibid.). The desert became the symbolic landscape of America, epitomised in the 

numerous Westerns in the twentieth century. In a way, the Amargosa dune sea can 

be read as historical time folded backwards onto mythical time and the 

(re)emergence of the Great American Desert. The former images of western 

America as one big desert are turning out to be real.  

There are other signs of this kind of backwards folding, namely at the beginning, 

when the narrator introduces the desiccated nature around Los Angeles to the reader: 

Nature had refused to offer herself to them. The water, the green, the mammalian, 
the tropical, the semitropical, the leafy, the verdant, the motherloving citrus, all of it 
was denied them and had been denied them so long that with each day, each project, 
it became more and more impossible to conceive of a time when it had not been 
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denied them. The prospect of Mother Nature opening her legs and inviting Los 
Angeles back into her ripeness was, like the disks of water shimmering in the last 
foothill reservoirs patrolled by the National Guard, evaporating daily. (GFC, 7.) 

The evocation of Mother Nature, the life-giving woman, is another picture that can 

be read as a critique of the American narrative of progression and expansion. Once 

bountiful nature has closed her legs to humanity, forcing people to come to terms 

with a new landscape. The powerful image of nature in the novel, or any image of 

“Mother Nature” for that matter, is significant because, as Catherine Roach (2003, 

8–9) notes, it conveys a certain attitude towards nature in general. As Roach 

demonstrates in her reading of different media texts that portray Mother Nature, the 

attitude towards nature in contemporary culture is ambivalent at best, partly due to 

the “unconscious or semiconscious roots” (Roach 2003, 10) that Mother Nature 

imagery possesses. If California and Los Angeles represent a geographical pinnacle, 

or the end point of American expansion as the Golden Coast in the west, the imagery 

of Mother Nature in Gold Fame Citrus represents the symbolic reversal of the 

American dream. As Ray more than once notes to Luz in the novel, it was the 

wasteful living and dreaming of the impossible that led the world to the point it is at 

now.  

To highlight even further the reversal of time and narratives, the narrator notes 

of Luz’s dreams for a menagerie that “[m]ammals were out” and Los Angeles had 

gone reptilian (GFC, 13), pushing the new landscape further into the mythical past 

akin to Ballard’s The Drowned World. But as I have already noted, it is not the universal 

past of the world or of humankind that is the focus in Gold Fame Citrus, as the 

narration never really ventures to the far reaches of history. The narrative of the 

novel is more concerned about the local legends of California and the United States, 

highlighted by the biographies Luz takes with her when they leave California in their 

attempt to cross the Amargosa dune sea: “[w]hen the clothes were folded and sorted 

he lifted Lewis and Clark and Sacajawea and Francis Newlands and William 

Mulholland and John Wesley Powell from the starlet’s leather satchel” (GFC, 101). 

All the people on the list are in some way linked to the exploration or development 

of the western parts of the United States. Highlighting the feminist reading of history 

of the American expansions and the history of the United States in general, it is 

Sacajawea that emerges from history as a reference point to Luz throughout the 

novel. 

Starting from Lonnie and Rita’s place, where Ray and Luz are trying to find help 

for their escape from California, Sacajawea’s character becomes a clear presence in 

the narrative through three Sacajawea dollars, copper coins that have the image of 
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Sacajawea on the one side and on the other “a bushel of wheat – or maybe arrows?” 

(GFC, 74), which Lonnie uses to perform a reading for their future:  

Their endeavors, [Lonnie] said – meaning, Luz assumed, a looted journalist’s pad, a 
mechanical pencil whose red plastic clip was gnawed and three dollops of copper 
sheathed in brass and stamped with the image of a Shoshone girl kidnapped at twelve 
and wed at thirteen, when a Frenchman won her in a card game – would correct their 
secretmost selves. [--] 

Lonnie shook the Sacajaweas from his hand and let them land noisily on the glass 
coffee table. [--] 

The coins skittered to rest. Two Sacajaweas with two baby Jean Baptistes on their 
backs, and besides them a bushel of wheat [--] 

Ting ting ting. Three Sacajaweas, three lady Salmon-Eaters with three Little Pompeys, 
as Clark had christened him barely born. (GFC, 73–74.) 

The character of Sacajawea – represented on the coin carrying her child, Jean 

Baptiste, on her back – and Luz are contrasted with each other in the novel and by 

Luz herself, as she carries Ig from Los Angeles towards the east. Later, while 

travelling across the Amargosa dune sea, Luz dreams of travelling with Sacajawea 

and William Mulholland. “Sacajawea is a bronze statue on her back and on 

Sacajawea’s back is Jean Baptiste, stillborn, marbled with blue” (GFC, 89). In real 

life, Jean Baptiste did not die as a child, so the dream is not a comparison between 

Luz and Sacajawea’s journeys – and by extension their lives – but it is also a 

foreshadowing of Luz’s own desire to become a mother and her ultimate failure to 

achieve this dream.  

Luz’s character is intertwined both with the present landscape through her role 

as the symbol of the preservationist agenda in her childhood and with Sacajawea as 

someone trying to cross the American wilderness. As I will show in Chapter 5.3, this 

connection to Sacajawea also extends to Luz’s character being the target of mythic 

narratives when Levi attempts to use Luz and Ig as propaganda tools for his own 

goals concerning the Amargosa dune sea. The narration of Gold Fame Citrus, then, 

draws attention to the older narratives of American identity and the American dream, 

but it also points out the contemporary usage of similar narratives. The narrative 

time in the novel folds the mythical past into the present moment, fusing both Luz 

and Sacajawea’s trajectories to the land in order to reveal how these previous 

narratives are formed. 
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However, just like in The Drowned World, the mythical time in Gold Fame Citrus is 

not actually going backwards; it is not erasing time, but just refolding the past and 

the future in a different way. The folding of the different worlds – inner and outer, 

past and future, intra- and extratextual – on top of each other is a more complex 

process than just a reversal of chronology before “a complete cessation of 

temporality” (Gomel 2010, 141). Luz’s movement across the Amargosa dune sea 

does not undo the previous experiences any more than Kerans’ insistence to travel 

south at the end of Ballard’s novel to bear witness to the archaic sun unravels human 

evolution. It is not so much a reversal of time as it is a fixation over the past, the 

drive to uncover that which has been buried while simultaneously keeping some 

parts hidden. This conflict between the rapturous new and the old and traditional is 

not a straight line where there are only two directions – forwards or backwards – but 

these movements are constantly being folded and refolded. For example, it is only 

through the progression of narrative time that the past worlds in these novels can be 

uncovered. This then provides a progressive temporal movement forwards while at 

the same time this movement contains in itself the different time periods, actions, 

and myths that are folded only to be unfolded later on. Like I proposed in Chapter 

4, this kind of excess in time can be approached through Gilles Deleuze’s concept 

of the fold, which connects the inner and outer parts in a continuous movement.  

The movement of different times – e.g. historical, evolutionary, mythical – is quite 

often connected to and represented through the physical movement of fictional 

characters in the diegetic world. Journeys and travels are a stable motif and trope in 

apocalyptic narratives (see Wintle 2013; Skult 2019, 82–83). However, this 

movement is illusionary, as exemplified in Gold Fame Citrus when Luz has settled into 

her new life in the colony that travels the dune sea: “[t]hough it was the colony that 

moved across the desert, the reverse felt true” (GFC, 211). It is necessary to analyse 

different kinds of movements to fully understand how the simultaneous movement 

backwards and forwards in time shapes the apocalyptic space. Moving is not just 

crossing spatial distances; moving itself actively shapes and creates different places 

out of more abstract space, and vice versa, where actualised places become more 

abstract space. 

5.2  Travels in Smooth and Striated Spaces 

There are many ways by which one can travel from one spatial location to another. 

These differences are not tied to the mode of transportation, although even these 
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can affect the travelling and the traveller in many ways. For example, if Luz, Ray and 

Ig had left Los Angeles by private jet, their travel would have been different, but 

then again, so would their state of being travellers. It would not just affect the way 

of moving but the one who moves as well. Yet, the most notable difference between 

these kinds of travels is the necessity for travel, or the willingness to move. As, for 

example, Caren Kaplan (1996, 2) has noted, “[a]ll displacements are not the same”, 

and that there is a clear difference between moving of one’s own free will and on 

purpose and exilic movement that has no clear path and where those who are forced 

to move have, by definition, lost their agency. However, the question of travel is not 

only one of agency; it is intertwined with the question of the space that is been 

travelled through as well as the space of origin and destination. The space covered 

is not just a static background but an entity on its own that changes the person 

moving through it. 

If we consider apocalyptic space as a representation of a failed civilisation and 

society, it is not surprising that apocalyptic narratives are filled with depictions of the 

decay of transportation and the regression of mobility (Kirschbacher 2018, 210–

211): there are unmoving cars filling up the highways and eerily quiet airports. There 

are even clear reversals of traditional tropes of movement and progression, like in 

Steven Spielberg’s movie version of H. G. Wells’s The War of the Worlds, where during 

the alien invasion, the protagonist (played by Tom Cruise) witnesses two symbols of 

demobilisation. First, he and his children experience an aeroplane crashing next to 

the house they are staying in. Interestingly, the movie does not show the downing of 

the plane, but instead the effects of it experienced by the three characters inside the 

house, and it is not until the next morning when the three go outside that they 

witness the devastation left behind as the carcass of the plane fills the entire 

neighbourhood. The second symbol is a burning train passing through, and this time 

the three characters witness the passing of the train as part of a group of people 

trying to escape the invasion. The train, commonly thought of as a symbol of 

modernisation and progress in the early twentieth century (see Boxall 2013, 5), is 

turned into a symbol of destruction and despair that marks the deceleration of 

human progress and the arrival of an even more powerful entity on Earth. The two 

most prominent symbols of movement and modernity, the train and the aeroplane, 

are both destroyed in the first half of the movie, foregrounding the fragility of the 

contemporary culture in the face of an alien invasion. 

While travelling is a common trope in apocalyptic narratives, the mode of 

movement is changed and transformed drastically from more realistic narratives. 
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Since it is the world in apocalyptic narratives that is estranged through extreme 

transition, or by the apocalyptic catastrophes, travels through apocalyptic spaces can 

be viewed as a conquest of the newly lost world. Here, the temporal distance between 

the apocalyptic catastrophe and the new travel is near meaningless, because the 

difference between these two worlds is represented as absolute in meaning; one is 

the referent to the other, and the twisted post-catastrophic world refers to the pre-

catastrophic world in every instance. It seems as if there is nothing original in the 

post-catastrophe world but that everything is a derivative from the earlier stage, 

estranged and twisted so that the only act that the reader can perform is to uncover 

the old world, to read the nostalgic signs from the excess meaning built on to the 

world. Yet, the transformative power of the apocalypse is not just the uncovering of 

the past but the revelation of the shape of the future to come, as the apocalypse both 

has already happened and is still yet to happen. Looking, and indeed travelling, in 

either direction – to the past or the future – inevitably reveals the other as well. It is 

like following the inner lining of the fold to reach the outer part. 

The role of the one doing the travelling is as important as the world, as most 

characters that offer the point of view to the apocalyptic world are impassionate 

observers. Eric in James Van Pelt’s Summer of the Apocalypse, the father in Cormac 

McCarthy’s The Road, Snowman-Jimmy in Margaret Atwood’s Oryx and Crake and 

Toby in Atwood’s sequels The Year of the Flood and The MaddAddam, Lionel Verney 

in Mary Shelley’s The Last Man, the nameless protagonist in H. G. Wells’s The War of 

the Worlds, Ish in George Stewart’s Earth Abides, and any of the main characters in 

Stephen King’s The Stand are all keen on surviving and are rather practical, but they 

are all also curiously inactive agents. None of them possesses any strong or 

revolutionary ideals. They may have strong morals, or they are more practical in their 

survival, but their main function is to serve as a point of access and reference for the 

reader in the apocalyptic world. As I discussed in Chapter 4.2, the protagonist in 

Stewart’s Earth Abides, Ish, may be the embodiment of an observer function, as he 

explicitly assumes the role of a scientific observer: “At least, if he could be no more 

a participant, he would be a spectator, and a spectator trained to observe what was 

happening” (Stewart 1999 [1949], 24). Ish lists the characteristics he possesses that 

would make him a worthy observer in the post-catastrophic world: “Have will to 

live. Want to see what will happen in world without man, and how. Geographer.” 

(Stewart 1999 [1949], 35.) Ish’s list in part portrays the desire to write apocalyptic 

narratives, as they do speculate on what the world would be like if humankind, or 

Western civilisation, was removed suddenly from the Earth. However, even Ish in 

his determination to observe and bear witness to the birth of the new world does 
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not isolate himself completely, as he travels through the United States from San 

Francisco to New York and back. Although he is free to travel at his own pace and 

rhythm, in a nomadic way, Ish is still moving along the lines of the old civilisation, 

following the roads and customs of the highways. In fact, while most characters in 

apocalyptic narratives are travelling, the motives and methods of movement vary 

greatly from exilic diaspora to a mere curiosity to see the world. 

The latter displacement, where one feels to need to see what is happening on the 

other side of the world, is reminiscent of the displacement in modernist literature. 

Where Ish is driven by his intellectual curiosity, the displacement Luz and Ray 

experience in Gold Fame Citrus is more akin to exile and internal migrations in history. 

The world both Luz and Ray knew – even though they might not have felt that they 

belonged to it – is no more, and the empty Los Angeles offers them only a temporary 

respite and a life of struggle. Ray, who is already displaced from his previous life in 

Indiana, as his family could not take care of him and his severely disabled sister, 

never really settled in Los Angeles, as the novel demonstrates with his obsession 

with surfing instead of the important events that are taking place around him (GFC, 

20). Similarly, Luz abandons her life when she decides to stay in Los Angeles with 

Ray, but neither she nor Ray truly give up on living in society, and it is their 

willingness to provide a better life in that society for Ig that prompts them to start 

their journey across the Amargosa dune sea.  

The dune sea in the novel can be read as a literalised idea of smooth and striated 

space proposed by Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari in A Thousand Plateaus (1987 

[1980], 474, passim), and the different ways that the characters in the novel move 

through and across the dune sea exemplify the free and creative movement across 

these spaces. Striated space can be understood as the space of the State apparatus 

(Deleuze and Guattari 1987 [1980], 478); it is governed and controlled space where 

movement takes place between two points. As the opposite of striated space, smooth 

space is defined through creative and free movement, and smooth space cannot be 

divided into clear categories or blocks (Kurikka 2015, 42). If Ish in Earth Abides still 

travelled along the old highway network and followed the rules and norms of travel 

after the near extinction of human life, in Gold Fame Citrus, the movement of Luz 

and Ray in the Amargosa dune sea is no longer constricted. The Amargosa dune sea 

offers a new landscape by covering the old world under the sand and forces people 

to create new ways to move. Just like the rising sea in Ballard’s The Drowned World, 

the Amargosa dune sea challenges old perceptions and ideas of movement and being 

in the diegetic world. However, as there is no pure smooth or striated space (Deleuze 
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and Guattari 1987 [1980], 474), the Amargosa dune sea is not completely free of 

striation, and as we will see, the smooth space calls for striation as much as striated 

space calls to be smoothed. 

Like many Deleuzian formations, the concepts that he writes in collaboration 

with Guattari are rhizomatic in that they do not have a traditional form or 

continuation from one work to another (see West-Pavlov 2009, 171–172), smooth 

and striated space being no exception. At its core, the idea of these two concepts is 

the possibility of movement and a possible way of moving in the world in a novel 

and revolutionary manner. As an example, Deleuze and Guattari demonstrate how 

chess and Go differ from one another not only through the movement of the set 

pieces but how in chess, a “game of State”, all “pieces are coded” and they “have an 

internal nature and intrinsic properties”, whereas Go pieces “are elements of a 

nonsubjectified machine assemblage with no intrinsic properties, only situational 

ones” (Deleuze and Guattari 1987 [1980], 352–353). Smoothness or striatedness is 

not just about space itself but about movement through space (ibid., 482), about the 

process of territorialisation, deterritorialisation and reterritorialisation. In accordance 

with Deleuze’s (and Guattari’s) philosophy of movement, space itself does not hold 

the identity of either smooth or striated space, but it is formed through movement 

and action. 

Deleuze and Guattari (1987 [1980], 480) note that the sea is “the archetype of 

smooth space”, but it is “also the archetype of all striations of smooth space” were 

the striations take place through shipping lanes and different fleets moving. While 

the sea itself as an entity is an archetypical smooth space, the act of navigating and 

drawing up shipping lanes striates it. It has been conquered by the movement of 

different fleets. The striated space is the space of the State, a governing entity that 

constricts movement and thus creates controlled movement which in turn creates a 

certain kind of space. Opposed to the State is the nomadic movement of the war 

machine, which is always external to the State and should not be mixed with the 

military complex (ibid., 354–355).97 The war machine represents free and creative 

movement, unbound by the striated space of the State. It is a traitorous movement 

against “the fixed powers which try to hold us back, the established powers of the 

 

97 Deleuze and Guattari note that the relationship between the war machine and State apparatus is 
complex, and that “[w]hat complicates everything is that this extrinsic power of the war machine tends, 
under certain circumstances, to become confused with one of the two heads of the State apparatus 
[the magician-king and the jurist-priest] . Sometimes it is confused with the magic violence of the State, 
at other times with the State’s military institution.” (1987 [1980], 354.) 
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earth” (Deleuze 1987 [1977], 40), or “a creative line of flight, a smooth space 

displacement” (Deleuze and Guattari 1987 [1980], 422–423). The connection 

between smooth space and deterritorialisation or line of flight98 is the chaotic 

movement that challenges long-held notions of space. As Bertrand Westphal (2011, 

52) notes: “[t]hese discharges of chaotic energy [or line of flights] function to 

evacuate all stable identity from the territory”. The space is not stable, nor does it 

hold in itself the identity of smoothness or striation, but it is produced by movement 

that is continuous, resulting from the fact that there are no absolute categories of 

smooth or striated space, as “the two spaces in fact exist only in mixture: smooth 

space is constantly being translated, transversed into a striated space; striated space 

is constantly being reversed, returned to a smooth space” (Deleuze and Guattari 

1987 [1980], 474).  

For Deleuze (1987 [1977], 36–37), the theme of escape and traitorous movement 

is especially prevalent in American literature in the writings of Herman Melville, 

Henry Miller and Jack Kerouac. For example, Tamsin Lorraine (2005) has expanded 

on Deleuze’s writing on how Melville’s Moby Dick (1851) can be read through the 

idea of captain Ahab’s obsession to hunt the white whale as Ahab’s becoming-whale 

that leads him to “second-guessing the movements of one whale in order to enact 

his revenge” (Lorraine 2005, 164). Ahab is the becoming-other, in his instance a 

whale, so fully that his being in the world is affected, and Ahab’s thinking starts to 

mimic that of the whale he is hunting. Lorraine (ibid., 167) notes how the whale 

hunting in Moby Dick “constitutes a multiplicity of men, ships and sea, that for the 

most part operates in smooth space. Unlike ships or planes with specific destinations 

and set schedules, the whaling ships of Nantucket deliberately cruise some of the 

most isolated waters of the globe in pursuit of the whale oil”. While Deleuze and 

Guattari argue that the sea was one of the first smooth spaces to be striated, the sea 

does not hold the identity of striated space but is subject to voyages outside shipping 

lanes. The voyages from Nantucket do not follow striated lines but neither do they 

 

98 While Deleuze and Guattari introduce the line of flight and deterritorialization as different concepts, 
they often present them as interchangeable: e.g. “following a line of flight or deterritorialization” (1987 
[1980], 252) ,“its line of flight or of deterritorialization” (ibid., 283), “A becoming is neither (ibid., 293). In 
the conclusion of A Thousand Plateaus, they note that deterritorialization is “the operation of the line 
of flight” (ibid., 508). 
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subvert them, as the two spaces are intertwined and mixed in the journeys. The 

becoming-whale of Ahab is a radical new direction that is fuelled by his obsession to 

find the white whale, providing a new line of flight for Ahab that undoes older 

models of action. 

In Gold Fame Citrus, it is Luz’s becoming-mother that creates a new trajectory that 

enables the reader to analyse the different aspects of the fictional space in the novel 

as well as her character. Luz first sees Ig with a group of people at the raindance 

festival at the beginning of the novel, and from the beginning she is convinced of 

the maliciousness of the group and the importance of her actions: 

Yes, but it was also true that some evil was going down there and Luz knew she was 
the only one who could see it. For the first time in her life, she was absolutely essential. 
“I am acutely engorged with purpose,” she whispered. [--] 

[Luz] was spellbound by the group’s filth and their relentless youth and their drug-
depleted gazes – indeed, the more she watched them the more they embodied stories 
she’d heard of vile things happening in the Valley. Traffickers charged quadruple for 
children, and many hosts refused to take them, so toddlers were left to cook in cars, 
older kids locked in the apartments parents fled. Or the children became the currency. 
These tales, along with the group’s obvious and unforgivable neglect of the child, 
confirmed for Luz their malevolence. (GFC, 38.) 

Not only is Luz finally “engorged with purpose” for what seems to be the first time 

in her life, she is also sure that Ig is going to become a victim of abuse: either the 

group is going to mistreat her and leave her behind, or they are going to sell her. This 

scene expresses how Luz sees the world, and how other people are moving in it and 

the world is affecting their actions, and it also informs her own actions. The scene 

finally leads Luz and Ray to kidnap Ig from the group and take her to the mansion, 

only to realise that they cannot stay in California anymore and must attempt to cross 

the Amargosa dune sea. This is, however, the moment when Luz realises her 

potential; she is full of purpose to protect Ig. This moment is connected with her 

thinking that she can see something more compared to other people – she can see 

the true nature of the vileness of the group. However, there are also pre-existing tales 

about the world and other people that shape Luz’s perception of the situation, and 

I will return to this point in the next chapter. 

On one level, the Amargosa dune sea can be read as deterritorialised smooth 

space that is opposed to the striated space of civilisation, the new unmapped 

landscape that is forcefully changing the diegetic world against the backdrop of the 

old and dead world. On another level, we can see the totality of transformation that 

the dune sea embodies is not an inherent identity that the space possesses but that 
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is bestowed upon it. To analyse this process of spatial identity in apocalyptic 

narratives, it is necessary to examine narratives that foreground this process more 

than others: zombie apocalyptic narratives. In zombie narratives, the post-

catastrophic spaces are recognisable because they highlight the different possibilities 

of movement in the post-catastrophic world.  

This difference of movement is a central theme in Colson Whitehead’s zombie 

novel Zone One (2011).99 Like in most zombie narratives, in Whitehead’s novel the 

world is divided between safe and unsafe zones; those controlled by humans and 

those controlled by zombies, though in Whitehead’s novel the zombies are never 

called zombies but skels and stragglers. The skels are a more akin to traditional 

zombies, as they are the undead caused by a plague: “There were you standard-issue 

skels, and then there were the stragglers. Most skels, they moved. They came to eat 

you – not all of you, but a nice chomp here or there, enough to pass on the plague. 

[--] The stragglers, on the other hand, did not move.” (Whitehead 2011, 55.) Skels 

are then the undead most readers recognise from myriad zombie movies, the 

estranged human that runs, or trudges, towards the human characters. 

Whitehead’s novel takes place some years after the first appearance of skels in the 

diegetic world, and the subsequent collapse of human civilisation. The novel traces 

the life of the main character, Mark Spitz, through flashbacks, but the narrative 

“now” in the novel is focused on human efforts to take back New York City and 

consolidate the eponymous Zone One in Manhattan. Whitehead’s novel 

foregrounds how creating new places in the post-catastrophic world is as much 

about physical conquest as it is about narratives about the place one hopes to build. 

For example, Leif Sorensen (2014, 561; passim) has noted the diverging discourses 

in Whitehead’s novel, where the rebuilding of American society after the initial 

zombie invasion is conducted as much as a “public relations stunt” (Whitehead 2011, 

257) where “new language seeks to rebrand the survivors’ everyday reality by 

replacing phrases like ‘extinction, doomsday, end of the world’ with a futuristic 

 

99 As part of a movement in the last decade where contemporary novels combine genre fiction with a 
“high literary” style (Lanzendörfer 2016, 2–3), Whitehead’s novel has gained attention in academia. 
The novel has been read as a post-racial allegory (Hurley 2015; Heneks 2018) as well as a critique to 
the late-capitalist economy (Sollazzo 2017) and a reworking of the old zombie genre and a challenge 
to future-oriented temporality (Sorensen 2014). Other notable works of such genre-blending are 
Margaret Atwood’s Oryx and Crake, Cormac McCarthy’s The Road and Kazuo Ishiguro’s Buried Giant 
(2015). 
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language of hope, rebirth, and reconstruction” (Sorensen 2014, 563–564). At the end 

of Zone One, the barricades that humanity has erected around the eponymous Zone 

One in New York City collapse – and around the world, as later reports seem to 

indicate – as skels seem to amass a final attack against humanity. As the hordes of 

skels run amok on the streets of New York, the narration transforms the invasion 

into an analogy: 

Their mouths could no longer manage speech yet they spoke nonetheless, saying what 
the city had always told its citizens, from the first settlers hundreds of years ago, to 
the shattered survivors of the garrison. What the plague had always told its host, from 
the first human being to have its blood invaded, to the latest victim out in the 
wasteland: I am going to eat you up. (Whitehead 2011, 252.) 

The plague and the subsequent war against the undead are not just about 

humankind’s survival but about an existential threat to the way life should be lived. 

The plague is not something completely new or novel to humankind, but it is a new 

actualisation of forces that have been present in human life from the beginning: a 

loss of identity and agency in front of a larger entity. The zombie invasion, or more 

accurately, the plague that spreads through the skels, is a similar, uncontrollable 

expansion of estranged space as the Amargosa dune sea is in Gold Fame Citrus. It 

pushes humanity from its once-owned places and transforms the places into a post-

catastrophic space where the past and the present are folded in together so that the 

future can flow from it. However, there is more to be said about the smooth and 

striated space in apocalyptic narratives and how these different spaces are defined by 

movement. 

Writing about another zombie novel, World War Z (2006) by Max Brooks, Petter 

Skult (2015, 109) has noted that Deleuze and Guattari’s concepts of smooth and 

striated space can be utilised in the reading of zombie narratives, where they are 

associated with “striated ‘safe zones’ versus smooth, zombie-controlled space” that 

effectively collapse the two spaces so that “striated space (i.e. places) belong to the 

State, while smooth space is the territory of the nomad; in other words, the civilized 

versus the barbaric”. While I do agree with Skult that Deleuze and Guattari’s theories 

can offer a lot in the study of apocalyptic narratives, I disagree with the premise that 

striated space is connected to civilisation and smooth space to zombie-controlled 

space. In fact, I would argue that the opposite is true. If striated space is connected 

to State apparatus sedentary spaces, then the zombies in their attempt to homogenise 

the world actually represent this force more than the active novelty of the nomadic 

war machine. In zombie narratives, it is humanity that is forced to have the creative 

movement where points are subordinated to trajectories (Deleuze and Guattari 1987 
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[1980], 380, 478), as they are removed from their past restrictions and refrains, old 

rhythms and schedules, trying to prevent the State from appropriating them. 

We can approach this question through Richard Jeffries classic apocalyptic novel 

After London, which Petter Skult (2015, 109) also references in his article. In Jeffries’s 

novel, most of the people inhabiting England have disappeared – whether they have 

died or simply left for some reason is a mystery to the narrator, who lives in a future 

where nature has reclaimed the world. The narrator confesses that when it comes to 

past events, “nothing is certain and everything is confused”, but what is certain is 

that something did happen and that “the rich and upper classes made use of their 

money to escape”; those “left behind were mainly the lower and most ignorant” 

(Jeffries 2015 [1885], 24–25). Because of this, the world has regressed and ancient 

cities, like London, have been abandoned because they have become uninhabitable 

due to toxins. The narrator then proceeds to describe different groups of people 

living presently in England, and one of them is the Bushmen, “who live wholly in 

the woods” (ibid., 29): The description of their way of life is of interest here: 

Roaming to and fro without any apparent aim or object, or any particular route, they 
fix their camp for a few days wherever it suits their fancy, and again move on, no man 
knows why or whither. It is this uncertainty of movement which makes them so 
dangerous. To-day there may not be the least sign of any within miles of an enclosure. 
In the night a “camp” may pass, slaughtering such cattle as may have remained 
without the palisade, or killing the unfortunate shepherd who has not got within the 
walls, and in the morning they may be nowhere to be seen, having disappeared like 
vermin. (Jeffries 2015 [1885], 31.) 

The description of the Bushmen embodies the nomadic movement that Deleuze and 

Guattari write about, especially since the Bushmen are not an group with clear 

hierarchical structures or governing bodies. The group of Bushmen, and the camp, 

is led by a master, but the camp “has no law, no established custom; events happen, 

and even the master cannot be said to reign” (ibid., 31). There is a danger of 

exoticising a different group of people and homogenising a certain racial response in 

the post-catastrophic world,100 but the notion of barbarism versus civilisation that 

seems to be a central theme of many apocalyptic narratives, at least on some level, is 

not really productive in my opinion. While it can be argued that the Bushmen in 

Jefferies’s novel have regressed to barbarism, the civilisation of the State apparatus 

 

100 See Chapter 3. 
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in the novel is questioned as well, as Jefferies describes how the new nobles, the 

ruling class of people who stayed behind, had effectively turned all of the citizens to 

slaves. Only the nobles are allowed to read and write – a trope that has become a 

typical feature in contemporary dystopian literature where language and books 

especially are part of the control regime – while the poor people in the novel can be 

sentenced to slavery for any transgression without an option the regain their 

freedom.  

The nomadic war machine in Deleuze and Guattari’s theory represents freedom 

of movement, unboundedness and active resistance to the State, which is 

represented by the Bushmen’s anarchic movement and governance. Yet, as it has 

become clear, nomadic movement and smooth space are not identities that certain 

spaces or people have, but are rather connected to a way of movement, and it is 

always mixed with striated, sedentary space. So, rather than assigning nomadic 

identity to the Bushmen in Jefferies’s novel, it is more fruitful in my opinion to see 

them as assemblages that bring forth the different striations and smoothnesses in 

apocalyptic narratives. Similarly, in Gold Fame Citrus, it would be a mistake to equate 

the Amargosa dune sea as a pure smooth space that is creating new spaces for 

creative movement.  

This kind of movement or non-movement in space comes close to the movement 

of the colony in Gold Fame Citrus: “[t]hough it was the colony that moved across the 

desert, the reverse felt true. It wasn’t long before the swimming pool oasis left them 

– save for the water they drained from it, and the chairs, ropes, sheets of fiberglass, 

peels of tin and other salvageables they pried from it” (GFC, 211). The movement 

of the colony is blurry, reactionary and bound to the ever-shifting dunes that open 

and close the past for them, offering glimpses of the past world and some material 

goods that they can salvage. There are no physical points or locations between which 

they are moving, only the free movement in the new space of the dune sea. However, 

on another level, the movement of the colony is not free but dictated by Levi, the 

leader of the colony and a self-proclaimed dowser, a person who can sense water 

underground. It is not, however, his dowsing abilities that bring water to the colony, 

as it is revealed that Levi and Nico – his associate in the colony and an ex-soldier – 

have raided Red Cross relief convoys in order to obtain water for the colony. In a 

way, then, the colony does move from point to point, or with a constrictive motive, 

as they are trying to fulfil Levi’s megalomaniac ambitions to conquer and claim the 

Amargosa dune sea. To move in the new landscape of the dune sea is then to control 

it, mould it to fit the dream Levi has of the new landscape. The colony’s movement 

is neither purely nomadic nor sedentary, but as Deleuze and Guattari (1987 [1980], 
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474) note, there is no pure smooth space or pure nomadic movement; the two are 

always mixed with striated space, always intertwined with each other.  

Instead of the old civilisation–barbarian dichotomy, it is more promising to 

approach the apocalyptic narratives from the creative movement–sedentary scale 

that Deleuze and Guattari provide, especially when approached as a scale and not a 

fixed category of identity. How does this, then, affect the reading of Gold Fame Citrus 

and the Amargosa dune sea, or apocalyptic spaces in general? For one, it does 

provide a model to examine the local-global scale of the apocalyptic event. Quite 

often, the apocalyptic catastrophe is presented as a near-instantaneous happening 

that takes place everywhere at the same time, turning the whole planet into a 

homogenous post-catastrophic world. In Earth Abides, the plague wipes out 

humanity rather evenly, leaving a few survivors here and there. Similarly, in The Stand 

death is quite ubiquitous, killing a large percentage of people everywhere. In J. G. 

Ballard’s The Drowned World, the transformation of the Earth is a global, ubiquitous 

change that affects all people, though to a varying degree and speed. Even if there 

are other places in the world of the narrative that are presumably not touched by the 

apocalyptic catastrophe, they are legends and myths circulating in the diegetic world 

as a rumour, as is the case in Paul Auster’s In the Country of Last Things, or Jim Crace’s 

The Pesthouse. They are hypothetical constructs, utopian visions in a bleak world. It 

can be argued that this is the case in Gold Fame Citrus as well. The promise of the east 

coast is a utopian dream because the narrative never moves away from the Amargosa 

dune sea. Nevertheless, the world is clearly divided between different regions of 

progression, for a lack of a better word, where people are divided into different 

groups. 

The clearest example of this comes when Ray is found by the US army that is 

patrolling at the Amargosa dune sea. The soldiers take Ray to a holding facility, an 

abandoned mine that “was in fact not one mine but a daisy chain of smaller mines” 

where “individual mines had been bored out, linked together in a three-hundred-

mile maze” (GFC, 253). Ray is taken into the mine through Clay Castle, which is 

“William Randolph Hearst’s uncompleted winter villa” (ibid.), linking the evacuation 

holding centre to another Californian myth.  In the Limbo Mine, as the underground 

detention facility is called, Ray is confronted mostly by Latinos held in the cells:  

Ray recalled one of Lonnie’s conspiracy theories: bus-loads of Mojavs arriving in the 
evac camps whiter than when they’d set out [--] When Amnesty International 
confirmed the evac camps contained “thirty-one percent fewer people of Mexican 
and Central American descent than the population of pre-evacuation California,” the 
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governor’s office issued a statement. A simple explanation, the press secretary said, 
migrant farm workers went home when drought hit, a victimless ebb in a lagging job 
market, simple depression arithmetic. Ray saw now how many had in fact been 
deposited here, in Limbo Mine, and in its innumerable sibling facilities. Los detenidos 
fantasmas – the ghost detainees. (GFC, 254.) 

The post-catastrophic world still contains non-governmental actors like Amnesty 

International, but the world is not an equal place. As Ray later finds out, some of the 

detainees were in fact born in the Limbo Mine, revealing that some of the detainees 

have been there for decades, effectively turning them into prisoners whose freedom 

of movement has been taken from them by the government. In the detention centre, 

Ray and Sal, Ray’s cellmate and a native Limbo Miner, watch TV most of the day, 

following different reality TV shows and the celebrity gossip that fill the airwaves: 

Ray and Sal howled during Laughing Gas, a raunch-com about dentists innovating a 
myriad of ways to violate their unconscious patients, but only occasionally chuckled 
through two late-night shows whose topical opening monologues they never quite 
followed, and whose guests’ patter made them feel like disappointments, for the stars 
beseeched them to go see movies they never would. [--] Ray often fell asleep during 
these interview portions, or during the sketch comedy show that followed, soothed 
to sleep by canned laughter. (GFC, 257–258.) 

The apocalyptic catastrophe that has forced the evacuation of California and the 

detention of a large group of people in underground facilities has not been a 

totalising catastrophe that would change the whole of Western society. Even the 

evacuation of Los Angeles and presumably Las Vegas, the two cities most often 

associated with the American Dream, has not altered the world completely as there 

are clearly some parts of the United States that are still operating under late-capitalist 

logic. Not even the drought of droughts, the apocalyptic becoming and ever-growing 

Amargosa dune sea are able to balance the scales and produce totalising 

homogeneity. 

It would be easy to ascribe the movement of the diegetic world in Gold Fame Citrus 

towards a universal barbarism, a regression of universal human value in a world 

where societal structures have failed and humanity at large is facing an existential 

threat. However, as I noted earlier, Gold Fame Citrus does not represent a universal 

apocalyptic event – although the emergence of the Amargosa dune sea could become 

universal given enough time – but rather it represents a varied and local response to 

threats that we understand as apocalyptic. The rapid climate change in the novel 

creates a phantasmagorical landscape, a totally new space that defies earlier 

understandings of and about the south-western regions of the United States. This 
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ambiguous new space then brings forth the different processes humans use to turn 

a more abstract space into a more understandable place, mainly through acts of 

narrations about that place that in turn guide the behaviour and movement of people 

in the place. There is, then, no objective apocalyptic space per se, as there are no 

absolute and unchangeable spatial identities but processes that create places from 

more abstract spaces. The apocalyptic space is a space that is created by and supports 

certain kinds of actions, mainly ones that are radically redefining said space. The 

apocalypse, as a narrative, is equally about dominance over the world and revealing 

the hidden and divine truth. Or, more succinctly, they are the same thing from a 

different perspective. There is still one part of this spatial process that needs to be 

reviewed with more care, and that is the role of spatial metanarratives – or how 

characters talk about space – in apocalyptic narratives. 

5.3  Narrating the Apocalyptic Space 

As we saw in the previous chapter, there are different groups of people living in 

varying degrees of comfort and misery in the diegetic world of Gold Fame Citrus. 

Some are thriving, while some are merely surviving. Just like Luz and Ray at the 

beginning of the novel, most people who stayed in California after the evacuation 

cannot hope to achieve a better life any more. Some people, mostly from Latin 

America, are held in an underground detention facility that is close to a depiction of 

dystopian authoritarian governance. What is of interest to me here, however, is Ray’s 

experience when he is first taken into the Limbo Mine: “Ray recalled one of Lonnie’s 

conspiracy theories: bus-loads of Mojavs arriving in the evac camps whiter than 

when they’d set out” (GFC, 254). Both the narration of the novel and Ray’s 

perception of the Limbo Mine is filtered through Lonnie’s conspiracy theory, which 

acts as a framing narrative that depicts events from a closely selected perspective. 

What Ray sees is not given as it is, but through a perspective already influenced by 

the secret knowledge of a conspiracy theory that at its core assumes its holders know 

more about the outside world than most people (Fenster 2008, 23). In this way, Gold 

Fame Citrus foregrounds the production of spaces and places through previous 

narratives and how the attitude of the perceiver can affect the act of seeing 

something. 

According to Michael Barkun (2003, 3–4) there are three core ideas in every 

conspiracy: 1) nothing happens by accident, 2) nothing is as it seems, and 3) 
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everything is connected.101 The interesting point here is the second characteristic. 

While there is a closer thematic connection between conspiracy theories and 

apocalypticism that consists of the belief in an all-governing plan (ibid., 11), the 

connection between seeing what is present and what is hidden is central to both 

conspiracy theories and apocalypticism.102 Apocalyptic narratives try to reveal 

something relevant about the actual world or society through depicting its downfall 

and the end of civilisation. In Gold Fame Citrus, this revelation is intertwined with 

different narratives that we use in actual reality to define, and thus control, different 

places. Maybe the most paradoxical notion is that in the diegetic world, not even an 

apocalyptic catastrophe, the evacuation of California and the ever-growing 

Amargosa dune sea can stop this process of defining spaces over and over again. 

This theme is highlighted by Levi, who wants to use Luz and Ig as propaganda to 

influence the American people’s thinking about the Amargosa dune sea: 

“We need to offer atonement. Deliver them unambiguous righteousness. We change 
the scenario, get them off the guilt circuit. We can’t drink their guilt. We can’t breathe 
it. We say, ‘It’s okay that you fucked half the country, killed rivers, depleted millennia 
of aquifer, fed arsenic to children and lied about it, forced citizens once again into 
internment camps, let people die in holding pens. It’s okay. It’s actually good – because 
look! You created this magical ecosystem. The way the Ukrainians call Chernobyl a 
national park. You meant to do that, right, America? Well done! Bravo!” [--] 

He paused. “Baby Dunn’s baby. Imagine the attention when she surfaces, here in the 
wasteland, with you, happy – that’s the key –” [--] 

“Think about it. You of all people were brought here. No one survives out there, but 
you did, Ig did. This is Zion, Deseret, the New World’s Holy Land. You see? Ig is our 
baby Moses.” (GFC, 228–229, emphasis original.)  

The comparison between the nuclear powerplant incident in Chernobyl and the 

subsequent desertion of surrounding areas – most notably the city of Pripyat – brings 

forth the notion that there are already in actual reality places that have been 

 

101 As there are many studies focused on contemporary conspiracy theories, I will not focus on the 
nature of conspiracy theories in depth here. For further reading on conspiracy theories, see e.g. Robin 
Ramsay (2001), Michael Barkun (2003), Nicoli Nattrass (2012), Timothy Messer-Kruse (2012) and 
Lance DeHaven-Smith (2013). 

102 See Chapter 5.3. 
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abandoned by people and have gained a semi-mythical apocalyptic reputation.103 

Both the Amargosa dune sea and the Chernobyl incident are, then, portrayed as 

human failures caused by human greed and the over-exploitation of natural 

resources. However, it also highlights the fact that there are places in the world where 

human control of the region has been forcefully removed, meaning that human 

control of the Earth is not universal but regional. There are obviously hubs of greater 

activity, like metropolis cities, but reciprocally there are large regions without human 

activity that were once inhabited by humans. The lived social places are, then, living 

beings in a sense that they are not by default permanent. There is a process of 

spatialisation as we have seen earlier already, but this process then demands an 

ongoing process of making that space into place through narrativisation. Levi’s 

attempt to influence the public image of the Amargosa dune sea is similar to that of 

the American Phoenix’s “public relation stunt” in Colson Whitehead’s Zone One, 

where the appearance of a space is remodelled to the audience in order to create a 

perception of a place that can be inhabited by people.  

Tellingly, Levi’s attempt to create an image of the Amargosa dune sea as an oasis 

of life through images of Luz and Ig is not his first attempt to dominate the imagery 

of the dune sea, nor is it the first time Luz has been used as a propaganda tool to 

define a certain place. Levi’s previous attempts included a fictional bestiary that he 

gave to Luz earlier when he was still convincing her to be part of his colony. In the 

bestiary – represented in the novel as a break from the narrative proper, with pictures 

of the listed animals and Levi’s description of them –animals are listed like the Blue 

Chupacabra, Burrowing Dwarf Owl, Carnivorous Plants, Colossus Vinegaroon, 

Dumbo Jackrabbit, Sand Krill, and Scorpion Bee. The bestiary serves as way to 

represent how Levi sees Luz and Ig as objects to be used in his plans to define and 

control the Amargosa dune sea. However, it also highlights how Luz has already 

been used in a similar way by the officials in California right from her birth: 

“I knew I knew you,” he said, handing her her own birth certificate.  

 

103 The city of Pripyat embodies the post-catastrophe aesthetic on multiple levels, being a city that was 
purposefully built to house the workers of the power plant (Cheney 2007, 107) and which was 
completely abandoned after its evacuation. The combined achievement of building a city with a 
population of over 40,000 people and the trauma of the forceful abandonment of that city because of 
errors in containing nuclear energy encapsulates the apocalyptic tragedy, where humanity faces its own 
inadequateness to respond to and control natural forces.  
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She said nothing. Ig batted at the paper. 

“I remember a photo of you, on the soccer field,” Levi said. 

“‘Field’ is generous.” 

“I remember the caption. ‘Baby Dunn at a Californian Soccer Clinic.’ The picture was 
all over the news when I was in college. We did a unit on you in my English class. 
‘Visual Rhetoric in Politics.’” He laughed. “Can you believe it? That’s what we were 
doing then. Making posters. I wrote a paper about you. ‘Angelic Symbols in the 
Secular Media’ or something. I said the picture was persuasive because you looked 
like you were about to cry. (GFC, 188.) 

Even though Levi is making fun of his studies at the university in another time 

period, what he is planning to do is exactly the same, a glorified poster even if it is 

in the form of a video. It is even the same motif, as he intends to show Luz – Baby 

Dunn – and Ig as the angelic childs of the dune sea. Even if Levi wants to separate 

himself from the previous period of his life, his actions are still the same. Like Levi, 

Luz’s role is also the same: she is forced to be a propaganda tool used by politicians 

to advance their own agendas. The circularity of both Levi and Luz’s lives re-

enforces the folding of different layers of time and space in Gold Fame Citrus. Time 

is on the one hand represented as progressing linearly – the Amargosa dune sea the 

unstoppable mark of change in the diegetic world – but at the same time it is also 

very much circular – the inescapable repetition of exploitation in Luz’s life.  

The ambiguity of telling stories is highlighted in the narration of the novel itself 

when Ray, after wandering in the desert sea for days, finally reaches the colony. 

There, he confronts Luz and Levi, and the dual nature of Levi– whether he is a 

prophet or a criminal – is dramatised as the narration breaks into two: 
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He’s a scientist, a naturalist. But 
those words are so deficient. You 
know that sense we always had 
that we were missing something? 
That there was something 
fundamentally wrong in the way 
we approached the natural world? 
You said that, once. The 
Amargosa looks barren but it’s 
teeming with life. He’s the reason 
all these people are here. Why they 
came and why they stay. He keeps 
all of us alive. He finds water… 
ephemeral rivers, nearly 
instant…the equivalent of coral 
reefs. He’s…touched. You know I 
scoff at this as much as you do, but 
it’s true…He’s walked through 
some dark spaces to get where he 
is…learned to listen to the rocks 
and sand and earth…the uranium 
spoke to him. In a hundred years 
we’ll have a completely different 
understanding of the natural 
world, thanks to him. He’s like 
Darwin, or Lewis and Clarke…a 
seismic shift in the way we 
understand the environment… 
blending the spiritual and the 
natural. Everything’s connected 
and he can feel the strings. I feel 
drawn to him, I guess, since you’ve 
been gone…made me grow in 
ways I didn’t know I could. 
Tenderhearted… demanding… 
Yucca Mountain… Operation 
Glassjaw… A prophet, I guess I 
would say. It’s like the world is 
bigger because of him–he can see 
in a different way–like you! 

 

Citizens, I come to you today from 
the Mojave Desert. Behind me lies 
the Amargosa Dune Sea, the only 
known landmass of its kind, what 
geologists call a pseudo-
spontaneous phenomenon, a 
superdune, a symbol of the 
drought that has wrecked the 
American West. It has collapsed 
agri-business as we know it, 
sending millions of refugees, 
known colloquially as Mojavs, 
fleeing the Southwest, desperately 
seeking shelter – and resources. 
It’s a landscape we all recognize, 
emblematic of a drama each of us 
is familiar with. But could this 
superdune be hiding a secret?… 
some call him a dowser, some call 
him a visionary, others say he is a 
fugitive who may even have access 
to nuclear weapons… He is believed 
to have fled here, to the Amargosa 
Dune Sea, though how he might 
survive here remains a mystery… a 
whistler-blower to some, to others 
a disgruntled employee…accused 
of stealing state secrets… accused 
of polygamy…linked to the 
disappearance of a female 
coworker… train bombing in 
Albuquerque… extremist radical 
views…ransacking aid convoys… 
Sunday Java unearthed this 
exclusive photo in which we see 
the burnt frames of two lorries 
belonging to the Red Cross…Or is 
he, as some say, a prophet, 
possessed of a rare gift much 
needed in this barren, blighted 
wilderness? (GFC, 283–284, 
emphasis original.) 
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The first quotation is Luz’s dialogue about Levi, while the second quotation is Ray’s 

memory of a TV show he saw in the detention centre in Limbo Mines. The differing 

narratives about Levi are further contrasted with the earlier stories about Sacajawea 

through Luz’s comparison of Levi to Lewis and Clarke. Levi is represented as a 

dominating, masculine figure, a cult leader who provides a conscious-altering root to 

his followers, like Luz, that bends their concept of reality, forcing others, in this case 

mostly women, to submit to his will. The echoes from history – represented through 

allusions to Sacajawea, to Luz’s previous life and Levi’s time at university – all 

foreground the core of the process of spatialisation in apocalyptic narratives, creating 

new meanings for different spaces and places. As the diegetic characters in the novel 

perform these acts of creation, the narration itself reveals these processes to the 

reader. 

There is, however, another kind of seeing that seems to cut through these 

processes of definition in the novel, a purer seeing that is not being cloaked by mind-

altering drugs or conspiracy theories. It is the mystic nature of the Amargosa dune 

sea that seems to defy any easy definitions. The mystic nature of the dune sea 

becomes apparent when Ray finally escapes the Limbo Mine after weeks of 

imprisonment arising from the cave into the desert: 

He heaved himself against the hatch, hulked his puny mass against it [--] heaved 
himself again up and out into flames. 

They went only to his eyes, his eyelids gone translucent for all the protection they 
brought. His eyeballs boiled on in their sockets even with Ray’s palms pressing the 
magma from them. Beneath him was not ash but dust, scorching all the same, the sun 
of suns branding his larval, cave-paled skin. (GFC, 267.)  

The sun burns Ray, marking him and giving him “his new sight” (GFC, 267) that 

allows him to see the world anew: 

The dune tugged him. His world was a photo negative of itself, a kind of heat vision 
except the world was all heat. As he walked, purples and oranges came onto the scene, 
first faint at the borders, then lurid. Colors he’d not seen in a long time somersaulted 
across his field of vision [--] He knew these colors to be unreal – symptoms of a 
shorted-out ocular nerve, a spent rod or cone, a fried disc somewhere – but still, they 
were company. He would find Luz and describe all this to her, she who had always 
been so hungry for color. (GFC, 268.) 

The colours, however, are real, as they guide him through the vast dune sea directly 

to the colony and to Luz. There is something mystical then about the Amargosa 

dune sea, but it is not Levi or even Luz who witnesses this but Ray, who does not 
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really even believe in the Amargosa dune sea or its mystical powers. Ray’s new sight 

is a dramatisation of an apocalyptic vision in the novel, his ability to see something 

that is not evidently present in the world for others is what separates most 

protagonists in apocalyptic narratives from other characters: they can observe and 

see the world not necessarily as it really is, but instead they can see something that 

others cannot see. No matter how much Levi or the others in the colony want to see 

the dune sea as a magical new landscape, they must resort to tricks and propaganda 

to create an illusion of the new landscape to the wider audience. The emergence of 

Ray from the dune sea that had supposedly claimed him, as Levi attested to Luz, is 

an act that cuts through Levi’s stories but also through Luz’s self-deceit, as it leads 

her to give Ig to Dallas: she realises that she is not fit to be a mother. To see through 

or lift the veil to see what is really there is the etymological root of the apocalypse, 

and it is exactly this gift that separates Ray from Luz and the others. The theme of 

vision and seeing is, however, larger than can be addressed here, and I will return to 

it in Chapter 6. 

Before that, we must summarise the discussion about apocalyptic space. As we 

have seen in this section of my work, there is no clear spatial identity that can 

designate that a space is apocalyptic. Rather, the apocalyptic space should be seen as 

a continuous spatial process where a once clearly defined place is estranged through 

an apocalyptic catastrophe by adding apparent emptiness and absence. The 

apocalyptic world is going through a dramatic change and it expresses different 

actualisations of the apocalyptic event in the form of different catastrophes. In Gold 

Fame Citrus, the most obvious expression of the apocalyptic event is the Amargosa 

dune sea that is slowly but surely covering the whole of the south-western United 

States under it, literally transforming the diegetic world into a new landscape. 

However, the novel contrasts this first to other similar kind of expansions of alien 

landscapes, like the city of Los Angeles or spaces of modernity in general. This 

critique is brought forth by comparing Luz, the central character, first to the land 

itself in California, and later to Sacajawea and other historical characters that hold a 

notable position in the formation of the modern south-western USA. The various 

narratives about the American expansion westward, cultivating land and controlling 

the different narratives that help to define different spaces, create the 

phantasmagorical landscape of the novel: on the one hand, it foregrounds how 

central it is to the control of something – be it a real place, rhetorical sphere or even 

a colony – to define it from a position of power. On the other hand, the novel 

exposes the different narrative methods by inviting the reader to examine these 
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textual resources and noting how the defining of any place is a perpetual process. 

These processes then reveal the vision behind the text, the world as it is seen. 
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III  VISION IN EMILY ST. JOHN MANDEL’S STATION 
ELEVEN  
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6  WITNESSING THE END OF THE WORLD  

6.1  Seeing the End  

Until now, I have analysed the temporal and spatial aspects of apocalyptic narrative, 

the two lines that usually represent the what and how of the apocalyptic destruction 

in apocalyptic narratives. This last section of my work focuses on the third inherent 

feature of an apocalyptic narrative – that of vision. In religious apocalyptic texts, 

vision is a need to “interpret and assign significance to our experience of history” 

(Zamora 1989, 3), and it lifts the veil before the coming end and “indeed, catalogues” 

(ibid., 10) the coming destruction. The apocalypse is the revelation, the vision of the 

end of the world that is given to the prophet by a divine source. In contemporary 

apocalyptic narratives, the apocalyptic vision can be seen as the use of apocalyptic 

imagery, the common tropes of decadence and destruction, but it is also a vision of 

the actual reality that is behind the text, the part of the world that needs to be 

transformed by the apocalyptic catastrophe.  

If we understand the apocalypse as a Deleuzian “virtual event” (1994 [1969], 1–

3, 100) that has already happened and at the same time is still to come, we are in a 

unique position to lay bare the bones, so to speak, of visions in these narratives. 

When we approach the apocalypse from the perspective of the virtual event, it gives 

us an opportunity to examine both the visions of the coming apocalypse as well as 

the apocalypse that has already taken place without us having to call upon different 

prefixes to the word apocalypse. In a broader sense, the vision can be divided 

between what is seen, an image, and what is not seen, an imagination, and the 

relationship between these two is important (Willis 2011, 4–5). A vision then, 

especially in relation to the apocalypse, is both an interpretation that the seer makes 

about the state of the world, and a modified utterance of that perception with its 

own intents. As I already demonstrated in Chapters 4 and 5, the apocalyptic narrative 

is never just a depiction of the end of the world, since it cannot be the end of the 

actual world; it is always an act of creation and destruction of the diegetic world. To 

destroy the world, then, the apocalyptic narrative first must describe the world, and 

to describe the world, it must see the world.  
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In addition to describing and seeing the world, the third side of the apocalypse is 

that in order to destroy it needs to create. To announce the destruction of the world 

there must be a knowledge that the person, a seer, who utters the prophecy of the 

end must have acquired it from somewhere. This knowledge is acquired from a 

divine source, as is the case in many ancient prophecies like in the Revelation of St 

John, or in an epiphanic moment when a character gains a new sense of awareness 

(Beja 1971, 25), or else it comes from an understanding of the facts and evidence 

that is represented to the reader in a detective-like explanation. A moment of clarity 

in apocalyptic narratives lifts the veil and reveals the world to the viewer. The ability 

to see something for what it is and how it is connects the apocalypse to conspiracy 

theories, but in this chapter the focus is more on the act of seeing through the 

perceived veil of lies and on how characters express what they see, how the narration 

represents what the characters see, and how the narrative represents these visions.104  

The propensity to declare perceived truths about the world is not a contemporary 

phenomenon; it has roots that begin from the very earliest literary traditions. The 

prophetic texts in the Bible serve as a good starting point. There are many 

overlapping features in the Jewish prophetic and apocalyptic texts in the Bible, but 

they are commonly seen as separate literary genres (see Leigh 2008, 5–6; Collins 

2016, 2–3). In both texts, there are visions received by a seer from a divine source, 

but prophetic texts are usually seen relating to a national crisis of the Judean 

kingdom, whereas apocalyptic narratives are cosmic in scale, revealing the ultimate 

truth about the cosmos (O’Leary 1994, 5–6). Still, as religious apocalyptic texts are 

seen to develop from the Jewish prophetic texts and share many of their formal 

characteristics, it is important and revealing to study the differences and similarities 

between the two genres.  

 

104 Conspiracy theories (see Chapter 5.3) quite often proclaim to possess an insider’s view of the world 
(Barkun 2003, 7) and the true knowledge of how things are connected and how they work. It is an 
ability to see beyond the surface dynamics to the internal machinations of the world. The apocalyptic 
rhetoric, as shown, for example, by Stephen O’Leary (1994, 6) and Michael Barkun (2003, 2), share 
numerous similarities with conspiracy theory rhetoric, mainly in the act of seeing. The understanding 
of what happens “behind the veil” changes somewhat between the millennial belief in the apocalypse 
and conspiracy theories, but most often there is a shared belief in a Manichean war between good and 
evil. For example, the rise of the Holy War conspiracy theory has gained popularity in 2020 and 2021, 
where some people have become convinced that the former US president Donald Trump is part of a 
conspiracy that will see the coming of a war where Jesus Christ will lead his followers against the rest 
of the world. This kind of belief system combines conspiracy theories like QAnon with spiritual 
warfare narratives. 
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The traditional Christian interpretation of the Bible has emphasised the fulfilling 

side of the New Testament, meaning that the Old Testament and its content is 

allegorical to the events in the New Testament (Tambling 2010, 15). This reading, 

first proposed by St Paul, distinguishes “between the letter and the spirit” (ibid., 16) 

paving the way for literal, allegorical, tropological and anagogical readings of the 

Biblical texts. This leads to two interesting points. First, it explains the myriad ways 

that the Book of Revelation is read, though the “fantastic images” (Huber 2007, 1) 

in the book have played a significant part in it as well. If allegory is understood as 

Jeremy Tambling (2010, 3) proposes, as “putting of thing [--] in terms of another”, 

then we are at the very heart of poetic language and the interpretation of said 

language. To put a thing in another way requires an ability to see the first thing and 

have a vision of how you want to express it, effectively creating something new in 

the process. In apocalypticism, a worldview where the history of the world is 

perceived through apocalyptic transformation, the vision of the future in mind quite 

often dictates the way the past and present are perceived and represented. It is one 

way to give time its perceived direction. 

As time can move in only one direction, and if we accept the idea that the past 

subsists in the present à la Henri Bergson’s durée or Gilles Deleuze’s repetition, then 

the past needs to be vanquished in and by the present moment. The revolution of 

the present from the past is connected later to the Renaissance period and to the 

three eras of Western history – Antiquity, the Middle Ages and modernity – 

(Calinescu 1987, 20–21) where the previous historical period is described as dark or 

reactionary. This process of renewal and progression, breaking from the past and 

tradition, is at the very core of modernism (Berman 2010, 30) and its complex 

underpinnings of progress and aesthetics. Matei Calinescu (1987, 14–18, passim) 

offers an interesting take on progress and decline in his reading of the metaphor 

STANDING ON THE SHOULDERS OF GIANTS. As Calinescu (1987, 13, 

emphasis original) notes, “[a]lthough the idea of modernity has come to be 

associated almost automatically with secularism, its main constitutive element is 

simply a sense of unrepeatable time”, which leads to complications when regarding 

progress in time. To start off, the phrase to stand on the shoulders of giants was 

originally in the form “dwarfs perched on the shoulders of giants” (Bernard of 

Chartres in Calinescu 1987, 15), which leads to the dilemma that links “progress and 

decadence” together as modern people “are more advanced but at the same time less 

deserving than their predecessors” (ibid., 16). The present moment in history is then 

always seen as less deserving than the past, it is always decadent and corrupt, almost 

calling for an apocalyptic catastrophe to purify the present moment.  
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Stephen O’Leary (1994, 13) notes that the “apocalypse seeks to situate its 

audience at the end of a particular pattern of historical time”. The apocalyptic 

narrative is at a junction of time, more often at the verge of a new and better time, 

but always on the threshold of a new era. The question of seeing the world is then 

tied intimately to the question of time and history, or how the world is progressing 

through time. It is also tied to the question of the observer: who sees the world, and 

in what light? In apocalyptic narratives these questions are also linked to the role of 

humanity: are humans responsible for the destruction of the world? Can humanity 

stop the destruction? Is the future a utopian paradise, dystopian nightmare or the 

complete extinction of the human race?  

To approach these themes, in Chapter 6.1 I will focus on the literary tradition of 

seeing otherworldly objects and truths in apocalyptic narratives. In Chapter 6.1.1, I 

will analyse the different prophet characters in contemporary apocalyptic narratives 

and how the world is represented in their prophecies. In Chapter 6.1.2, I will focus 

on the different ways of seeing that which is beyond everyday life, like the 

phenomenon of second sight and the uncanny in apocalyptic narratives. In Chapters 

6.1.3 and 6.1.4, I will examine the role of the last witness in apocalyptic narratives 

and how characters experience moments of revelation and epiphany in apocalyptic 

narratives. Chapter 6.2.1 focuses more on the theme of the interpretation of the seen. 

In Chapter 6.2.2, I will examine how many apocalyptic narratives represent the past 

in the form of archives or museums. Chapter 6.2.3 in turn focuses on different 

visions of the future that apocalyptic narratives construct through these different 

techniques of interpreting and archiving the past and the present. 

The case study for this section of my work is Emily St. John Mandel’s Station 

Eleven, which has garnered a favourable reception from both academia and the wider 

audience. The novel has been described as post-apocalyptic (Hicks 2016, 25; 

Caracciolo 2018; 2021; De Cristofaro 2018b; Edwards 2019, 161) as well as an 

apocalyptic narrative (West 2018) and a post-catastrophic narrative (Tate 2017, 132–

133). The problem of defining St. John Mandel’s novel is exemplary of the larger 

discussion of labelling end-of-the-world narratives, but the problems seem especially 

relevant in relation to Station Eleven. The novel, narrated by an unnamed third person 

narrator, depicts stories of numerous characters before and after a catastrophic 

outbreak of the Georgia Flu – named after the country where it was first recorded – 

that ends up having a 99% mortality rate. The characters all share a connection 

before the outbreak through the actor Arthur Leander, who is performing a 

Shakespeare play at the beginning of the novel in Toronto and suffers a fatal heart 
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attack during the play. In the audience, there is the paramedic Jeevan, who later in 

the novel is revealed to have been a paparazzo and entertainment journalist who had 

interviewed Arthur seven years earlier. Also, playing a small part in the play is a young 

girl named Kirsten, who survives the flu and is the central character in the post-

catastrophe world. The other focal characters are Clark Thompson, Arthur’s oldest 

friend, and Miranda Carroll, his first ex-wife. The narration of the novel constantly 

jumps between the pre- and post-catastrophe world in a non-linear fashion, 

following the character’s lives in the pre- and post-catastrophe world. Even though 

Arthur is the pivotal character in the novel, the reader does not have access to his 

point-of-view until the very end of the book, when the narration returns to the night 

of his death, completing the temporal loop.  

The narrative structure of the novel alternates between the pre- and post-

catastrophic worlds, as the different storylines crisscross between these two time 

periods (see Caracciolo 2018, 229) motivated by different accidents and objects 

represented in the novel. One such connecting line throughout the novel is a comic 

book called Station Eleven that Miranda is drawing in the pre-catastrophic world. At 

the end of the novel, she gives the few finished issues to Arthur, who in turn gives 

them to Kirsten and to his son Tyler. While there is no clear temporal logic in the 

way that the pre-catastrophic sections of the novel are organised, and the whole 

organisation of the novel may seem random at first, there is a surprising number of 

revelations and meanings given in Station Eleven that connect the different storylines. 

As I will demonstrate in the following chapter, not all of them – in fact rather few – 

are connected directly to the apocalyptic catastrophe, but they do provide a way to 

see the larger whole, the connections in the diegetic world and especially the place 

of literature – and art more generally – in it. To fully explain this argumentation, it is 

necessary to first examine the tradition of seeing in literature, starting from the 

prophet character in contemporary apocalyptic narratives, and then moving on to 

different ways of seeing in these narratives. 

6.1.1  Prophets in Apocalyptic Narratives 

The prophet has been a stable trope throughout the history of the apocalyptic 

narrative tradition. In both Jean-Baptiste François Xavier Cousin de Grainville’s The 

Last Man (Le dernier homme, 1805) and Mary Shelley’s The Last Man (1826), there is a 

frame-narrative of how the narrative proper came to be told by the narrator; in 

Grainville’s text, the narrator looks for “a solitary cavern” near the ruins of Palmyra 
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that is “believed to be the abode of death” (Grainville 2002 [1805], 1). In the cavern, 

the narrator finds a spirit that shows through an enchanted mirror the journey of the 

last man. In Shelley’s novel, the frame-narrative involves the narrator’s trip to Naples 

where s/he finds the cave of Sybil and the Sibylline leaves:  

On examination, we found that all the leaves, bark, and other substances, were traced 
with written characters. What appeared to us more astonishing, was that these 
writings were expressed in various languages: some unknown to my companion, 
ancient Chaldee, and Egyptian hieroglyphs, old as the Pyramids. Stranger still, some 
were in modern dialects, English and Italian. (Shelley 2004 [1826], 3.) 

Besides the frame-narrative and some premonitions and visions in the narrative 

proper, there is also an “impostor-prophet” (Shelley 2004 [1826], 308) in Shelley’s 

novel who incites a group of plague survivors into a religious frenzy and who has a 

future vision of the world himself: 

But he was instigated by ambition, he desired to rule over these last stragglers from 
the fold of death; his projects went so far, as to cause him to calculate that, if, from 
these crushed remains, a few survived, so that a new race should spring up, he, by 
holding tight the reins of belief, might be remembered by the post-pestilential race as 
a patriarch, a prophet, nay a deity, such as of old among the post-diluvians were 
Jupiter the conqueror, Serapis the lawgiver, and Vishnou the preserver. (Shelley 2004 
[1826], 308–309.) 

The scene takes place in Paris, where the main character, Lionel Verney, and his 

friends have led people from England to escape the plague. A hypocritical or power-

hungry prophet who tries to shape the post-catastrophe world in his image is more 

prolific in twentieth- and twenty-first-century apocalyptic narratives.105 Another 

prophetic character seen quite often in contemporary apocalyptic narratives is the 

mad scientist, who has seen the coming destruction but is laughed at and ridiculed 

 

105 This can be seen, for example, in St. John Mandel’s Station Eleven, Robert McCammon’s Swan Song 
(1987) and in the apocalyptic movie Book of Eli (2010). In these narratives, the prophet is represented 
as someone who uses religion and the Bible in general as a tool to gain political power in the post-
catastrophic world by uniting desperate people under his vision. 
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by society (see Gomel 2010, 118–121).106 There are, however, more assertive prophet 

characters as well, who do not seek to gain power but to guide and counsel the main 

characters. A prototypical wise prophet, because she is first of all wise and not selfish, 

can be seen in the Matrix trilogy (1999–2003), where the character aptly named the 

Oracle gives the main character, Neo, the advice he needs so he can fulfil his destiny. 

In Station Eleven, Clarke is arguably the closest to this kind of benevolent sage at the 

end of the novel when he shows Kirsten the electric lights in the distant horizon and 

guides her future journeys.107 These character types can be seen originating from the 

earliest religious prophetic literature. I will not examine in detail the formal 

characteristics of religious prophetic texts, but it is necessary to go over the rough 

form of the tradition of prophetic literature, especially in relation to seeing and 

receiving visions.  

The Christian apocalyptic texts are seen as a literary tradition that evolved from 

the older Jewish prophetic texts like the Book of Daniel (Sweeney 2005, 239; 

McEntire 2015, 193). While these two traditions, the prophetic and religious 

apocalyptic, do share many similar textual features, like visions of the end and the 

fall of empires, there are also notable differences. One of the main differences 

between these two traditions is the source of the received vision. For example, John 

J. Collins (1979a, 10–11; 1979b, 29) and other authors of a special issue of Semeia – 

which set out to “identify and define a literary genre ‘apocalypse’” (Collins 1979a, 1) 

– concluded that in the Christian apocalyptic texts, the revelation or the vision is 

mediated through an otherworldly creature, usually an angel or Jesus Christ. A 

religious apocalyptic text “always involves an otherworldly mediator and a human 

 

106 Elana Gomel (2010, 119) uses Woody Harrelson’s character Charlie Frost in 2012 (2009) as an 
example, as Charlie is a conspiracy theorist whose beliefs coincide with an actual apocalyptic 
catastrophe in the diegetic world. Another example can be seen in the disaster movie San Andreas 
(2015), where Paul Giamatti’s character, Dr Lawrence Hayes, is a scientist who is predicting a large 
earthquake caused by the movement of the San Andreas Fault. A third example can be seen in the 
disaster movie Core (2003), where Delroy Lindo’s character, Dr Edward Brazzelton, is represented as 
an eccentric but ingenious scientist who can build a vehicle to travel to the Earth’s core. 

107 This type of character is close to the helper that Vladimir Propp (1968, 83) introduces in his 
extensive study of different characters and their functions in Russian folktales. As Propp notes, “[o]ne 
of the most important attributes of a helper is his prophetic wisdom: the prophetic horse, the prophetic 
wife, the wise lad, etc.” (ibid.). The helper function is present quite often in the wise-prophet character 
as well, but in apocalyptic narratives the wisdom is more often ethical – what is a good, proper way of 
living compared to the corrupt nature of the impostor-prophet characters, who use excessive religious 
discourse to affect the people around them. 
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recipient – it is never simply a direct oracular utterance by either heavenly being or 

human” (ibid., 9). In earlier prophetic texts, the prophet received his visions 

unmediated and the visions where then transcribed. 

Another important distinction between these two traditions is the scope of the 

vision. Whereas the earlier Jewish prophetic texts tended to portray and depict events 

regarding the kingdom of Judah and Jewish exiles in different time periods (McEntire 

2015, 7–8), the apocalyptic texts depicted an eschatological end of this world and the 

existence and arrival of another world or afterlife (Collins 1979a, 7). Even in the 

Book of Daniel, and Daniel is the most apocalyptic prophet in the Old Testament, 

there is “a blatantly political and nationalistic agenda which it conveys with religious 

language concerning divine action on behalf of the righteous at the end of time” 

(Sweeney 2005, 249). However, as seen in Chapters 4 and 5, the concept of the world 

is ambiguous at best in narratives about the end of the world. As Elizabeth Rosen 

(2008, xxii–xxiii) has noted, the scale of the destruction in apocalyptic narratives is 

vague when a village or a community can represent the whole world. Similarly, if we 

approach the Bible as literature, the Judean Kingdom could be read as representing 

the whole world in the older prophetic texts. Still, there is a theme of cosmic 

judgement and destruction in the Christian apocalyptic texts that is not so explicitly 

present in the Jewish prophecies. This can be attributed to the role of the prophet in 

these two literary traditions. 

As most prophetic texts are concerned with a certain present crisis, the position 

of the prophet has been seen as traditionally divided along the central/peripheral 

and cult/radical axes (McEntire 2015, 15–17), and often those prophets who were 

seen as being at the periphery of political power used a language that “reflects the 

frustration and dissatisfaction” (Sweeney 2005, 239) of a small, oppressed group. As 

Mark McEntire (2015, 17) notes, these categories can be divided into 

“establishment” and “anti-establishment” categories. The former group, which 

include prophets like Isaiah and Haggai, “gets to speak directly to the king and seems 

to have an official role in the political process” (ibid., 63). The ambiguous role of the 

prophet continues later in Christianity, as, for example, Dale Martin (2012, 352) 

notes that John the Seer – not to be confused with John the Apostle – has a political 

agenda to influence his contemporaneous Christians with the Book of Revelation 
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and to write against the teachings of St Paul.108 The control of the past and the 

ushering of the new age is the central theme in the Book of Revelation, and the new 

age is tied to the image of the New Jerusalem at the end of the book, but there are 

more intricate images of renewal in the text as well. As Lynn Huber (2007, 95, 113–

115, passim) notes, the nuptial imagery in the Book of Revelation reveals more about 

the renewed connection between God and the Christian community than the 

ascension of the New Jerusalem to Heaven. According to Huber, the Book of 

Revelation connects the Christian community with the New Jerusalem and with the 

bride of Christ, embracing a new way of being: “[t]he text uses the language of 

physical movement to encourage the audience to ‘move’ into a new state of existence 

– the new Jerusalem, which is the Lamb’s bride. The audience is beckoned to become 

the city and the bride.” (Ibid., 177) John the Seer can then be read to challenge both 

Roman rule and the older churches in Christendom from a peripheral position from 

where he advocates his own interpretations of the Bible. There is, then, an inevitable 

connection between a prophetic vision and power politics in the older prophetic 

texts. 

There is also a prophet character in Station Eleven, and as an ominous sign he is 

spoken about before he appears in person: “‘There’s a prophet,’ Kirsten said,’” (SE, 

55, emphasis original). This happens at the beginning of the novel’s post-

catastrophic storyline, where Kirsten is an adult and travelling with the Travelling 

Symphony, a theatre group performing Shakespeare’s plays and musical shows in the 

towns and villages through which they pass. The prophet in the novel is not, then, 

introduced through his visions or oracles; the first things Kirsten – and the reader – 

are made aware of about the prophet are his sexual transgressions and the fear that 

he has instilled in the hearts of the people living in St. Deborah by the Water, a town 

where the Symphony stops to perform. The prophet in the novel is introduced in an 

ominous way, as his presence in the town is linked to Kirsten’s friend’s disappearance 

from the town some time before the Symphony arrived.  

Later, when the Travelling Symphony has performed its show in the town, the 

prophet emerges from the audience and gives a speech to the people gathered to see 

the play after the show has ended: 

 

108 This is evident from the beginning of the Book of Revelation, as the text addresses the seven 
churches of Ephesus, Smyrna, Pergamum, Thyatira, Sardis, Philadelphia and Laodicea, of which some 
were “important for the ministry of Paul” (Martin 2012, 355).  
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“The flu,” the prophet said, “the great cleansing that we suffered twenty years ago, 
that flu was our flood. The light we carry within us is the ark that carried Noah and 
his people over the face of the terrible waters, and I submit that we were saved” – his 
voice was rising – “not only to bring the light, to spread the light, but to be the light. 
We were saved because we are the light. We are the pure.” Sweat ran down Kirsten’s 
back under the silk of the dress. The dress, she noted absently, didn’t smell very good. 
When had she last washed it? The prophet was still talking about faith and light and 
destiny, divine plans revealed to him in dreams, the preparations they must make for 
the end of the world – “For it has been revealed to me that the plague of twenty years 
ago was just the beginning, my angels, only an initial culling of the impure, that last 
year’s pestilence was but further preview and there will be more cullings, far more 
cullings to come.” (SE, 60–61, emphasis original.) 

The visions and the speech of the prophet offer a rather clichéd version of the 

doomsday prediction; the comparison of the flu pandemic to the Biblical flood is a 

trope used, for example, in Margaret Atwood’s The MaddAddam trilogy. It is telling 

that the narration of the novel cuts away from the prophet’s speech to Kirsten’s 

internal voice and to the rather mundane and even foul mental image of Kirsten’s 

unwashed stage costume while the prophet “was still talking about faith and light 

and destiny, divine plans revealed to him in dreams”. Already in this scene, the 

prophet and Kirsten are set against each other, and it serves as an anticipation for 

the later confrontation between these two characters. 

The character of the prophet is further questioned after he makes a request to the 

Symphony to leave one of the younger women to become his wife, a request that 

the Symphony leader rejects and hastens the Symphony to leave the town. From the 

start, the prophet in Station Eleven clearly belongs to the imposter-prophet tradition 

in apocalyptic narratives, as he is introduced as an opportunistic man who is 

gathering himself a harem. What is interesting about Station Eleven is, however, that 

the prophet is not only a prototypical prophet in the narrative, but his story is 

interwoven into that of Kirsten’s journey and the other characters as well. 

The prophet’s story begins later in the novel, when the narrative focuses on Clark 

Thompson and how he got stranded on the Severn City Airport with other people. 

Among those people is also Elizabeth, an ex-wife of Arthur Leander, Clark’s old 

friend and the pivotal character in the novel, and Tyler, Arthur and Elizabeth’s son. 

After the plague has decimated the world, Clark finds Tyler reading to an aeroplane 

full of dead people outside the airport: 

“‘Therefore in one day her plagues will overtake her,’” he said to the plane as Clark 
approached. He paused and looked up. “Do you hear that? Plagues. ‘One day her 
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plagues will overtake her. Death, mourning, and famine. She will be consumed by 
fire, for mighty is the Lord God who judges her.’” 

[--] 

“There’s no one in there.” But of course there was. Clark was chilled in the sunlight. 
The plane remained sealed, because opening it was a nightmare no one wanted to 
think about, because no one knew if the virus could be contracted from the dead, 
because it was as good a mausoleum as any. He’d never been this close to it. The 
plane’s windows were dark. 

“I just want them to know that it happened for a reason.” 

“Look, Tyler, some things just happen.” This close, the stillness of the ghost plane 
was overwhelming.  

“But why did they die instead of us?” the boy asked, with an air of patiently reciting 
a well-rehearsed argument. His gaze was unblinking. 

“Because they were exposed to a certain virus, and we weren’t. You can look for 
reasons, and god knows a few people here have driven themselves half-crazy trying, 
but Tyler, that’s all there is.” (SE, 259.) 

The text that Tyler reads in the scene is from the Book of Revelation and it is later 

revealed that Tyler grew up to become the prophet that Kirsten and the others meet. 

As I noted earlier, Clark can be read as a prophet-like character at the end of the 

novel, when he is an old man providing Kirsten a direction on her journey. The scene 

between Tyler and Clark can therefore be read as a clash of two opposing views: 

Clark embodying the random, meaningless events that constitute life and create new 

possibilities as opposed to Tyler’s guided and providential vision of events. The 

prophet Tyler is not an empty character like in Mary Shelley’s The Last Man, where 

the prophet’s role is to represent the illogical actions of some against the rational 

behaviour of the main characters. Similarly, in H. G. Wells’ The War of the Worlds, the 

science-minded protagonist is coupled with a curate, a weak-minded servant of God 

who succumbs to madness during the invasion and almost ends up killing himself 

and the nameless protagonist. In Station Eleven, Tyler is a more rounded character, 

and while he does represent the violent logic of apocalyptic belief (see De Cristofaro 

2018b, 7–8), his is also one storyline that is interconnected to all the others in the 

novel. Tyler’s character in the post-catastrophic world is, like many prophet 

characters in apocalyptic narratives, a thinly veiled criticism of organised religions, 

which is further emphasised by his comparison to Clark, who represents a rational-

minded approach to things, symbolised later by his Museum of Civilization. Another 

sign of the critical stance towards the religious reading of apocalypticism comes 
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when Kirsten sees Tyler dying near the Severn City Airport and finds in his bag a 

“copy of the New Testament, held together with tape. Kirsten opened it to a random 

page. It was nearly illegible, a thicket of margin notes and exclamation points and 

underlining.” (SE, 303.) Such an annotated Bible is a common trope in apocalyptic 

and other narratives where the madness of a character needs to be emphasised.  

The character of Tyler is then the epitome of seeing the world in the wrong way 

and the apocalyptic catastrophe that has transformed the diegetic world. His 

response is to try to impose order through violence on the world, whereas Clark 

represents the more sanguine attitude of accepting that there is no way to control 

everything. An apocalyptic catastrophe can be a fluke accident, like Clark argues, and 

it does not have to hold any greater meaning in itself, and the apocalyptic catastrophe 

itself is not a sign that would define the future.  

There is, however, more to the character of Tyler than his comparison to Clark. 

As, for example, Andrew Tate (2017, 136) has noted, Tyler’s character is compared 

and connected to Kirsten as well. This is done first by the titular comic book, Station 

Eleven, that Kirsten also finds in Tyler’s possessions after his death, but more notable, 

as Tate (ibid.) points out, is their similar age: “he’d once been a boy adrift on the 

road, and perhaps he’d had the misfortune of remembering everything” (SE, 204).109 

Tyler is then not only a comparison between the compulsive need for order and 

acceptance in the randomness of life; he is also one possible reaction to an 

apocalyptic catastrophe and a way to live in the post-catastrophic world. To fully 

understand this comparison, it is necessary to examine the ways of witnessing the 

apocalyptic world. 

6.1.2  The Last Witness  

We can identify two main types of witness-characters in apocalyptic narratives: first, 

there are those who survive the destruction of the world and carry their memories 

of the world with them – like Eric in Summer of the Apocalypse or Luz in Gold Fame 

Citrus. The second group are those characters who do not remember the old world 

but are fascinated by it and are determined to find out something about the lost 

 

109 For a more detailed discussion about the connection and comparison between Tyler and Kirsten, 
see Chapter 6.2.1. 
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world. These characters serve as a surrogate readers like in detective fiction, where 

the detective’s companion serves this role.110 What the witness-character sees, and 

more importantly how they interpret what they see and how the narration represents 

their interpretation, creates the vision of the world, the theme behind the narrative. 

The narration and the narrator can confirm the interpretation or the vision of the 

world that the witness-character has, or they can challenge and even ridicule it. An 

example of the latter can be seen in the earlier scene, where Tyler was giving his 

speech to the audience in St. Deborah by the Water. In the middle of his speech, the 

narration cuts to Kirsten thinking about how her stage clothes smell. It is through 

the interaction between what the characters see and how the narrator represents 

them that informs the reader how to make her interpretation about the diegetic 

world and the role of humanity in it: is the world beyond salvation, what caused the 

apocalyptic destruction, and what, if anything, does the apocalyptic event in the 

diegetic world inform the reader about actual reality? 

In Station Eleven, these two types of witness-characters are represented by Kirsten 

and Clark. The present moment in the post-catastrophic world of the novel, the Year 

Twenty as the narration indicates, is mediated mainly through Kirsten’s perspective. 

It is through her that the reader learns about the post-catastrophic world: “We stand 

it because we were younger than you were when everything ended, Kirsten thought, 

but not young enough to remember nothing at all. Because there isn’t much time 

left, because all the roofs are collapsing now and soon none of the old buildings will 

be safe. Because we are always looking for the former world, before all the traces of 

the former world are gone.” (SE, 130.) It is through her travels and movement, her 

introspection, that the post-catastrophic world of the novel is made familiar to the 

reader.  

Clark, on the other hand, represents the historical movement in the novel as it is 

from his perspective that the twenty years from the plague to the present moment 

in the post-catastrophic world is represented: “The first winter in the Severn City 

Airport” (SE, 242), “By Day Eighty most of the people who’d arrived without 

English were learning it” (SE, 252), “The silence of Day One Hundred” (SE, 254), 

“By the end of Year Fifteen there were three hundred people in the airport, and the 

Museum of Civilization filled the Skymiles Lounge” (SE, 258). Whereas Clark has 

spent all the years after the plague at the Severn City Airport, Kirsten’s character has 

 

110 See Chapter 2.1.3. 
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kept moving the entire time, seeing the change taking place in the world. First, right 

after the plague, she was on the run with her older brother until his death, after which 

she joined the Travelling Symphony. It is Kirsten’s ability to move and see different 

parts of the post-catastrophic world that connects her to the tradition of observer 

protagonists in apocalyptic narratives. Starting from Mary Shelley’s The Last Man, the 

main character in the novel is the one through whom the world is opened to the 

reader. In Shelley’s The Last Man, it is Lionel Verney who goes to Constantinople to 

bring back Raymond, who is fighting with the Greeks in the Greek-Turkish war, and 

it is from this journey, when Raymond and the Greeks conquer Constantinople, that 

the plague descends upon the world. In the post-plague world, Lionel, as the titular 

last man, acts as a witness for the events that follow. 

Similarly, in H. G. Wells’s The War of the Worlds, the nameless protagonist serves 

both as a point-of-view character as well as the character whose scientifically oriented 

mind provides commentary to, for example, the mismatch between the Martian and 

human military capabilities, and the strength of mind compared to those of the 

curate and the Artilleryman – the first one being described as weak minded and the 

latter as nothing but a dreamer. In Nevil Shute’s On the Beach (1957), Peter Holmes 

acts as the Australian point-of-view character while Dwight Towers, the commander 

of a submarine in the United States Navy, serves as a second point-of-view character. 

These two characters serve interesting positions as the whole world, except for 

southern Australia, has been destroyed in a nuclear war. As the radioactive cloud is 

moving southward, the last vestiges of civilisation are trying to live out their final 

days as normally as possible. In the novel, Holmes and Towers provide two different 

readings. Holmes represents the pre-catastrophic period where the destruction of 

the world is still coming. Towers, on the other hand, represents the post-catastrophic 

position, as the United States has been destroyed in the war, since their 

reconnaissance mission in the novel reveals that there is no life to be found on the 

west coast of the United States. Shute’s novel, then, literalises in a way the duality of 

the apocalypse as something that has already happened and is still becoming, leaving 

people in the middle trying to ground their existence to different referents. There is, 

however, a clear difference between Holmes and Towers and, for example, Kirsten 

in Station Eleven, mainly that Kirsten has lived almost her entire life in the post-

catastrophic world:  

There were countless things about the pre-collapse world that Kirsten couldn’t 
remember – her street address, her mother’s face, the TV shows that August never 
stopped talking about – but she did remember Arthur Leander, and after that first 
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sighting she went through every magazine she could find in search of him. She 
collected fragments, stored in a ziplock bag in her backpack. [--] “You’re like an 
archeologist,” Charlie said, when Kirsten showed her findings. Charlie wanted to be 
an archeologist when she was little. (SE, 40–41.)  

Even though Kirsten was not born into the post-catastrophic world, she has spent 

most of her life in it, so her movement in the post-catastrophic period reflects the 

way of living in that world. Kirsten is an interesting character in that she stands 

between the pre- and post-catastrophic worlds. She can remember some parts of the 

pre-catastrophic world, but not all of it. An example of this is given at the beginning 

of the novel when Kirsten, Alexandra and August – two other members of the 

symphony – had met an inventor in the previous town where the Symphony had 

stopped, and the inventor had shown them a rigged electrical system: “a stationary 

bicycle that when [sic] pedalled vigorously could power a laptop” (SE, 38). The jerry-

rigged electrical system represents the inventor’s dream of reconnecting to the 

Internet, which has become a long-lost myth in the post-catastrophic world. The 

moment in front of the laptop, however, reveals something more to the reader:  

In Traverse City Kirsten had stared at the This webpage is not available message on the 
screen. She didn’t seriously believe that the inventor would be able to find the 
Internet, but she was fascinated by electricity. She harboured visions of a lamp with 
a pink shade on a side table, a nightlight shaped like a puggy half-moon, a chandelier 
in a dining room, a brilliant stage. The inventor had pedalled frantically to keep the 
screen from flickering out, explaining something about satellites. Alexandra had been 
enraptured, the screen a magical thing with no memories attached. August had stared 
at the screen with a lost expression. (SE, 39.) 

The difference between the reactions of the characters is telling. Whereas the 

inventor is represented in a comical light as he keeps frantically pedalling to keep the 

electricity on, Alexandra’s enrapture is wishful dreaming without any concrete 

connection to the past, and August is lost in the memories of all the technologies 

lost in the plague. Kirsten is the only one who seems realistically enchanted by the 

scene, meaning that she is not so much taken by the computer screen or the 

possibilities it represents, but by the fact that the inventor could produce electricity 

in the first place. The computer screen has made the inventor and Alexandra think 

of a wishful tomorrow and bound August with the sorrow of the lost yesterday. 

Kirsten sees a possible illuminated future: electricity can bring “a chandelier in a 

dining room, a brilliant stage”. The character of Kirsten is both entangled in 

witnessing the post-catastrophic world, but she is also not as bound to the pre-
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catastrophic world as some of the other characters, like August. That is not to say 

that Kirsten’s character is completely free of feelings of loss and nostalgia: 

The pleasure of being alone for once, away from the clamour of the Symphony. It 
was possible to look up at the McDonald’s sign and fleetingly imagine, by keeping her 
gaze directed upward so that there was only the sign and the sky, that this was still the 
former world and she could stop in for a burger. (SE, 49.) 

However, there is a difference in how Kirsten relates towards the diegetic world, and 

to the past and the future, as well as to objects in the diegetic world compared to 

many other characters in the novel. For example, Martin Paul Eve (2018, 16–17) and 

Pieter Vermeulen (2018, 16–18) have noted that St. John Mandel’s novel is full of 

beautiful objects and that objects tend acquire beauty in the novel’s post-catastrophic 

world after “they do not function and/or they can no longer be manufactured” (Eve 

2018, 16). As Vermeulen (2018, 17) notes, “[b]eauty, it seems, is premised on scarcity; 

it only emerges when we acknowledge the finitude of things”. The loss of the pre-

catastrophic world gives the novel its distinct nostalgic feeling that many researchers 

have noted (see Tate 2017, 132; Caracciolo 2018, 229; De Cristofaro 2018b, 14; 

Vermeulen 2018, 18–19). Still, as Matthew Leggatt (2018, 9–10) has shown, there is 

also a strong theme of resetting and rebuilding society and creating something new 

in the novel, and I argue that Kirsten embodies both of these potentially conflicting 

attitudes.111 Kirsten is near-obsessed with Arthur Leander as he is one of the last 

things she remembers from the pre-catastrophic world (SE, 41), but she does not 

remember the first year in the post-catastrophic world (SE, 195). However, Kirsten 

is very well aware of how the past can be archived and what power it holds. One of 

the intersecting storylines in the narrative is an interview conducted by a librarian 

called François Diallo with Kirsten. At the end of the interview, Kirsten refuses to 

answer a question on the record about how she had to kill two men in self-defence:  

“If you don’t mind me asking, why didn’t you want the last part recorded? It isn’t the 
first time I’ve heard confessions of this nature.” 

“I know,” she said. “Almost everyone in the Symphony…but look, I collect celebrity-
gossip clippings.” 

 

111 The theme of creating something new in the novel is also tied to the theme of performing 
Shakespeare’s plays versus creating new art in the diegetic world. I will address this theme in more 
detail in Chapter 6.2.2. 
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“Celebrity gossip…?” 

“Just about that one actor, Arthur Leander. Because of my collection, the clippings, I 
understand something about permanent records.” 

“And it isn’t something you want to be remembered for?” 

“Exactly.” She said. (SE, 267–268.) 

Kirsten is not, then, only a witness character, but an archivist as well because she 

understands how something about the past is recorded in writing and language. 

Kirsten’s character is a witness who sees behind the social interactions and customs 

of the world and can compare the present to the world before, and who believes in 

the survival of the archive and its meaningfulness in the future. A witness character 

like this is close to the modernist trope of the flâneur112 and the ironic walk he takes 

across the modern new city of the nineteenth century. The importance of the flâneur 

to my research is his actions or functions in the new urban environments of city 

streets. Merlin Coverley (2012, 75) notes that while Charles Baudelaire, the most 

famous author to write about the flâneur, “was describing the flâneur, [he] was to act 

as a witness to his demise; his is not a portrait of the future but rather a nostalgic 

depiction of a way of life about to be swept away forever. The flâneur is, then, not so 

much a man of his time as a man out of time, a symbol of a bygone age.”113 This is 

the crucial connection between the flâneur and the witness-character in apocalyptic 

narratives; they are always somewhat detached from the world observed. Both 

 

112 The character of the flâneur is found in different writings in the 19th century, but traditionally it is 
connected to the new urban environments of late 19th century and especially to the city Paris (Wilson 
2001, 75). The flâneur, or “the leisurely but vigilant urban stroller” (Wrigley 2014, 1), “went into the 
street in search of satisfaction for his overdeveloped sensibilities” (Shaya 2004, 47) and was thus not 
only an observer but a critic, “a gastronome, a connoisseur, and idler, an artist” (ibid.) and the one 
who knew the city of Paris the best. What is important about the trope of the flâneur is his interaction 
with the new urban environment of the 19th century and the detached sentiment through which he 
observes the new urban environment and the new commercial spaces of the city. 

113 The displaced position of the flâneur in both time and space may have figured in the continuation 
of his character in a certain type of writing that emerged in the fin de siècle period both in journalism 
and in literature: “[u]rban industrial life generated a demand for new forms of writing – the feuilleton, 
the magazine article. It gave birth to a new kind of literature, a journalistic record of the myriad sights, 
sounds and spectacles to be found on every corner, in every cranny of urban life. [--] It was an 
inquisitive, anecdotal, ironic, melancholy, but above all voyeuristic literature.” (Wilson 2001, 77.)  
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Kirsten and Clark are seeing the present world and the past in different obsolete 

objects and books, but more importantly, they can also imagine a possible future: 

When Kirsten thought of the ways the world had changed in her lifetime, her 
thoughts always eventually circled back to Alexandra. Alexandra knew how to shoot, 
but the world was softening. There was a fair chance, Kirsten thought, that Alexandra 
would live out her life without killing anyone. She was a younger fifteen-year-old than 
Kirsten had ever been. (SE, 133.) 

Kirsten is a character that can understand the change that is taking place in the world 

as it is softening. She provides an opportunity for the narrator to reflect on the 

difference between the pre- and post-catastrophic worlds, to examine the fragile 

connection between the seen and the imagined (Willis 2011, 4–5). Kirsten offers a 

hopeful view of the world that is at the same time realistic in the diegetic world, 

meaning that she has had to live through worse times, so she recognises the potential 

change towards the better. She is not represented as an idealist but as a level-headed 

character, which gives more weight to her thoughts and interpretation of the world. 

There is, however, a tone of cultural hegemony and colonialism in Station Eleven 

that challenges the idea that the future would be hopeful for all. One instance of this 

can be seen in the Museum of Civilization, where “civilization” is a singular noun 

(De Cristofaro 2018b, 15; see also Caracciolo 2021, 3–4), even though the Severn 

City Airport is represented as a home to a multicultural group of people (Vermeulen 

2020, 153). Another sign are the plays of William Shakespeare that the Symphony 

performs, and the mark of British colonialism associated with the plays (see 

Thurman 2015, 58; Smith 2016, 298–299). However, as Matthew Leggatt has noted, 

the slogan of the Travelling Symphony, “Survival is insufficient” – a phrase taken 

from the TV-series Star Trek (SE, 119) – points “away from old narratives of 

conquest” and towards the more optimistic exploration of Star Trek (Leggatt 2018, 

18). The visions that Kirsten in particular has of the future world provide a new 

pattern of thought, a Deleuzian line of flight. Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari (1987 

[1980], 9, 21, passim; see also Deleuze 1977, 36) define a line of flight as a 

deterritorialisation, that is in dialectical opposition to territorialisation or an older 

way of connecting two territories. As Russell West-Pavlov (2009, 204) notes: “De-

territorialization does not mean the loss of being, but rather, an acceleration of being, 

a speeding up, a moving away, a chance of being across the threshold of what is 

known at the current time, in the present place, or within the present framework of 

knowledge”. Apocalyptic narratives are not, then, just nostalgic narratives about a 
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loss that an apocalyptic catastrophe brings forth, but they represent a new line of 

flight or deterritorialisation that challenges the prevailing concepts of knowledge and 

modes of being by first literally destroying them and then questioning the very 

reasoning behind them. Contrasted with, for example, the bleak description of the 

post-catastrophic world of Cormac McCarthy’s The Road or the pessimistic end of 

Nevil Shute’s On the Beach, the world represented in Station Eleven is progressive and 

optimistic (Feldner 2018, 166). It is leading up to something and revealing something 

about humanity and its place in the world as it moves along by creating something 

new.  

There is, however, still one aspect of seeing the post-catastrophic world that 

needs to be analysed in more detail, and that is the understanding that comes from 

looking at the world. In religious apocalyptic narratives, the narrative itself was 

considered the revelation of the divine plan or vision, hence the Book of Revelation 

is also known as the Apocalypse of John. In contemporary apocalyptic narratives, 

the narrative itself rarely aims to be the revelation, but acts more as a challenge to 

previously held notions about the world, or belief and ideologies, or even to the 

novel form (Zamora 1989, 4). Still, there is a thematic connection between what the 

character-witnesses see and the vision of the world the novel tries to represent. This 

question between what is seen by the characters in the diegetic world and how it is 

represented in the narration is the focus of the next chapter. 

6.1.3  Revelation, Epiphany and Narration 

We have seen how in apocalyptic narratives, there are characters who see the diegetic 

world in a different light from others. In Station Eleven, Kirsten’s character is the main 

focalising character in the post-catastrophic world. Martin Paul Eve notes that Station 

Eleven, like many apocalyptic narratives, is full of:  

ruined but symptomatic objects that signpost back to the various political contexts of 
the reader’s present with a dramatic irony. Such irony usually centres around the fact 
that these objects function as empty signifiers that future Earth inhabitants cannot 
correctly read while the readers of Mandel’s novel itself know full well for what these 
signifying objects stand. (Eve, 2018, 3, emphasis original.)114 

 

114 According to Eve, the fact that an actual reader can interpret these objects correctly gives the 
readers a “feeling of critical superiority” (Eve 2018, 3), and it is connected to the “critique of the 
present” (ibid., 4), a cultural moment inherent in works of science and speculative fiction.  
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I agree that there are characters in the novel that cannot properly read the different 

objects and phenomena in the diegetic world, but due to her position between the 

pre- and post-catastrophic worlds, I argue that Kirsten represents a character witness 

who can read these empty signifiers better than others. However, Eve’s notion about 

the difference between the way the characters and readers interpret the novel’s 

diegetic world does raise an issue between what the characters see and how it is 

represented in the narration of the novel. To examine the dynamics between these 

two, I will analyse in more detail the revelatory and epiphanic moments in Station 

Eleven and how they are narrated. At the end of this chapter, I also examine how 

some of the empty objects in the novel create an misé en abyme kind of reflection, 

where a part mirrors the whole of the novel’s structure (see Dällenbach 1989 [1977], 

35).115 

To start from a revelatory moment in the novel’s beginning, we can examine the 

moment when Jeevan finds out that the plague is going to be a lot worse than anyone 

has imagined. After Jeevan has left the theatre where Arthur dies, he gets a phone 

call from his friend Hua who works at the emergency room in a local hospital: 

“I’m saying you should leave now. Or if you can’t leave, at least stock up on food and 
stay in your apartment. I have to make some more calls.” He hung up. The night 
doorman turned a newspaper page. If it had been anyone other than Hua, Jeevan 
wouldn’t have believed it, but he had never known a man with a greater gift for 
understatement. If Hua said there was an epidemic, then epidemic wasn’t a strong 
enough word. Jeevan was crushed by a sudden certainty that this was it, that this 
illness Hua was describing was going to be the divide between a before and an after, a 
line drawn through his life. (SE, 20, italics original.) 

Jeevan gets the call from Hua the same night Arthur dies on the stage. The moment 

is a revelatory moment for both Jeevan and for the reader because when Jeevan is 

“crushed by a sudden certainty” that this moment is going to divide his life between 

a before and an after, so the reader learns something about the form of the novel, 

mainly that it is divided into two time periods. The moment described here is 

epiphanic in the sense that it structures time and gives the character access to 

eternity, to the moment outside clock time (Nichols 1987, 24–25). The moment 

 

115 The concept of misé en abyme is more complex than just a part that mirrors the whole work; it can 
refer to more complicated duplications of a part of the work and the whole work (see Dällenbach 1989 
[1977], 35). 
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Jeevan understands what Hua’s phone call means, he also structures his whole life 

around that moment.  

Morris Beja (1971, 15) notes in his seminal work Epiphany in the Modern Novel that 

“we should not confuse epiphany with revelations which, however sudden, are 

simply results of direct statements”. An epiphany is “a sudden spiritual 

‘manifestation’ – a showing forth, an illumination, a revelation” (ibid.) that is brought 

about by a mundane object or an event, but it is not, as Beja notes, caused by a direct 

statement from another character. Epiphany in literature is most often associated 

with modernist literature, and especially the works of James Joyce (see Beja 1971; 

Nichols 1987, 1–2), but its earliest usage in Western literary tradition is often linked 

to William Wordsworth’s “spots of time” where the “past does not simply become 

present; it finds itself remade” (ibid., 68–69). There is, then, a clear connection 

between an epiphanic moment and the organisation of time in any literary work. As, 

for example, Sandra Humble Johnson (1992, 65) notes, “[e]very epiphanic moment 

necessarily alters time, writers instinctively suggesting a realignment of temporality 

as they cross the ‘border’ into the centre of the illumination.” Morris Beja (1971, 18, 

emphasis original), however, defines epiphany as “a sudden spiritual manifestation, 

whether from some object, scene, event, or memorable phase of the mind – the manifestation being 

out of proportion to the significance or strictly logical relevance of whatever produces it.”116 But even 

in Beja’s definition, there is a sense that the epiphanic moment organises a larger 

whole, and because literary works are inherently temporal artefacts – in both their 

organisation and themes – the larger whole also encompasses a model for temporal 

organisation. This is what happens in the revelatory moment in Station Eleven when 

Jeevan finds out that the plague is going to be much worse than anyone previously 

thought. The moment divides his life into two separate time periods that also 

informs the reader of the organisation of the novel.  

There is, however, a difference that needs to be addressed here between the 

revelatory moment in Station Eleven and the epiphanic moment in modernist 

literature. As the Wordsworthian “spots of time” suggest, an epiphanic moment in 

modernist literature is directed towards the past. As Nichols (1987, 25) notes: “[o]ne 

of the most common forms of epiphany involves [--] restorative acts of memory. 

Memory combines with a present perception to produce a heightened sense of the 

significance of a specific image.” Similarly, Beja (1971, 25) notes that in a 

 

116 Beja does, however, note that time is an important part in the epiphany, and, for example, separates 
the “retrospective epiphany” from “the past recaptured” (Beja 1971, 15). 
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retrospective epiphany “an event arouses no special impression when it occurs, but 

produces a sudden sensation of new awareness when it is recalled at some future 

time”. In apocalyptic narratives a revelatory moment can inform the past, but most 

often, like in the case of Jeevan, it illuminates the present and the shape of the future. 

The world is going to change, but there is no certainty into what.  

An example of this happens at the end of Station Eleven when Kirsten finally 

reaches the Severn City Airport after the death of Tyler. Kirsten is introduced to 

Clark, who takes her up the air traffic control tower: 

“I’ll show you. James, may we borrow the telescope?” James moved the tripod over 
and Clark peered through, the lens aimed just below the dim spot in the sky. [--] 

He stepped back. “The telescope’s focused,” he said. “Don’t move it, just look 
through.” 

Kirsten looked, but at first she couldn’t comprehend what she was seeing. She 
stepped back. “It isn’t possible,” she said. 

“But there it is. Look again.” 

In the distance, pinpricks of light arranged into a grid. There, plainly visible on the 
side of a hill some miles distant: a town, or a village, whose streets were lit up with 
electricity. (SE, 311.) 

The end is literally an illuminating moment that connects to the earlier account, when 

Kirsten dreamed of different lamps on a side table, or “a chandelier in a dining room, 

a brilliant stage” (SE, 39), and while Kirsten herself does not achieve these things in 

the narrative, the sight of electrical lights is a sign that it is possible. The telescope 

works as a metaphor for seeing in time, as it brings distant objects closer, and the 

spatial distance is transformed into a temporal one in the scene. What Kirsten sees 

is not reality for her, or for anyone at the airport, yet, but they have seen that electrical 

lights are possible. The answer awaits them in the future when they have crossed the 

spatial distance between the airport and the illuminated town. Again, the revelatory 

moment in the novel does not structure the past, nor does it reveal anything new 

about the old world, but it does structure the post-catastrophic world of the novel 

and the future of that world. If Jeevan’s moment of revelation at the beginning of 

the novel was that the world is going to change, Kirsten’s moment at the end informs 

the reader, who remembers Jeevan’s thought, that the future is hopeful in the diegetic 

world. The world is literally illuminated by lights once again. 
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The hopeful end of Station Eleven does not come out of nowhere in the novel. As 

many researchers have pointed out, Station Eleven is a rather optimistic apocalyptic 

narrative (Feldner 2018, 166; De Cristofaro 2018b, fn8). Caroline Edwards (2019, 

160) has noted that Station Eleven belongs to a literary tradition that she calls “pastoral 

post-apocalypse” where the “portrayal of nature [--] is far remove[d] from dystopian 

depictions of mushroom clouds or the post-apocalyptic life of brute survival”. In 

Station Eleven there are “numerous examples throughout the novel of the beauty of 

this depopulated pastoral post-apocalyptic world” (ibid., 161). The world of the 

novel is emptier, but more beautiful, as it is full of beautiful objects. This is important 

to note because the two lines – the beautiful objects and a revelatory moment – 

intersect in two glass objects, a paperweight Kirsten is carrying with her and a snow 

globe that Clark is admiring in the Museum of Civilization.117 The paperweight 

Kirsten is carrying with her is “a smooth lump of glass with storm clouds in it” and 

it “was of no practical use whatsoever” (SE, 66), but still she carries it with her 

because of how beautiful it is. As the novel progresses, the reader learns that the 

paperweight was first purchased by Clark to give to Arthur as a present, but in the 

divorce, Miranda takes it from Arthur and gives it back to Arthur the day he dies. 

Arthur, however, does not want it back so he gives it to his then-girlfriend, Tanya, 

who in turn gives it to Kirsten. The story of the paperweight is not told in this order, 

but as the narration of the novel itself jumps back and forth between the two time 

periods, so the journey of the paperweight is told in a non-linear fashion, starting 

from Kirsten receiving it from Tanya after Arthur has died (SE, 15) and ending with 

 

117 The paperweight Kirsten carries with her can be read as an intertextual reference to George Orwell’s 
Nineteen Eighty-Four (1949), where the main protagonist, Winston Smith, buys a “round smooth thing 
that gleamed softly in the lamplight [--] What appealed to him about it was not so much its beauty as 
the air it seemed to possess of belonging to an age quite different from the present one. [--] The thing 
was doubly attractive because of its apparent uselessness, though he could guess that it must once have 
been intended as a paperweight.” (Orwell 1949, 95) Aside from the actual object, and its apparent 
beauty and uselessness, the object is also a plot device as Winston later rents a room from the upstairs 
of the shop and places the paperweight there: “It was as though the surface of the glass had been the 
arch of the sky, enclosing a tiny world with its atmosphere complete. He had the feeling that he could 
get inside it, and that in fact he was inside it, along with the mahogany bed and the gateleg table and 
the clock and the steel engraving and the paperweight itself. The paperweight was the room he was in, 
and the coral was Julia’s life and his own, fixed in a sort of eternity at the heart of the crystal.” (Ibid., 
147) In the end, when Winston and Julia are caught in the room, the paperweight is thrown against 
the hearthstone, and the “fragment of coral, a tiny crinkle of pink like a sugar rosebud from a cake, 
rolled across the mat. How small, thought Winston, how small it always was!” (Ibid., 233.) 
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Arthur giving it to Tanya (SE, 321). The other beautiful object to be considered here 

is a snow globe:  

Clark had always been fond of beautiful objects, and in his present state of mind, all 
objects were beautiful. He stood by the case and found himself moved by every object 
he saw there, by the human enterprise each object had required. Consider the snow 
globe. Consider the mind that invented those miniature storms, the factory worker 
who turned sheets of plastic into white flakes of snow, the hand that drew the plan 
for the miniature Severn City with its church steeple and city hall, the assembly line 
worker who watched the globe glide past on a conveyer belt somewhere in China. 
Consider the white gloves on the hands of the woman who inserted the snow globes 
into boxes, to be packed into larger boxes, crates, shipping containers. Consider the 
card games played below decks in the evenings on the ship carrying the containers 
across the ocean, a hand stubbing out a cigarette in an overflowing ashtray, a haze of 
blue smoke in dim light, the cadences of a half dozen languages united by common 
profanities, the sailors’ dreams of land and women, these men for whom the ocean 
was a grey-line horizon to be traversed in ships the size of overturned skyscrapers. 
Consider the signature on the shipping manifest when the ship reached port, a 
signature unlike any other on earth, the coffee cup in the hand of the driver delivering 
boxes to the distribution centre, the secret hopes of the UPS man carrying boxes of 
snow globes from there to the Severn City Airport. Clark shook the globe and held it 
up to the light. When he looked through it, the planes were warped and caught in 
whirling snow. (SE, 255.) 

Mark West (2018, 20) has noted the clear interconnection of this scene with global 

capitalism, and he shows convincingly how St. John Mandel’s novel reflects on the 

actual global financial collapse of 2008 (ibid., 15–16; see also De Cristofaro 2018b, 

16–17). Also, Marco Caracciolo (2021, 8) notes that “St. John Mandel displaces [--] 

wonder from the object itself to its material history, which straddles continents and 

the temporality of catastrophe (because the snowball is a relic of prepandemic 

times).” While these readings do offer an interesting take on the snow globe, Martin 

Paul Eve (2018, 20, emphasis original) notes the synecdochical nature of the object: 

“[i]f the comic books in Station Eleven serve as synecdochal nods to the many science 

fiction genres to which the novel pays homage, then here we are given a microcosm 

of our world; a space that is ‘like a planet,’ only smaller, as any synecdoche would be 

(‘a little planet’ or a snow globe).” Instead of as a synecdochal nod, I would read the 

description of the snow globe as a double illuminating moment, a mise-en-abyme. 

First, we have the notion that Clark appreciates all beautiful objects, or all objects in 

the post-catastrophic world, and he is moved by the objects because of all “the 

human enterprise each object had required”. For Clark, the beauty is in the object 

and the labour behind it, but for the reader this scene reveals more as it points to the 
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web of actions that was required for the snow globe to reach the Severn City Airport. 

The speculation behind the snow globe’s past is connected to the novel’s form, 

where the different storylines of the various characters intersect. It creates a vision 

of an artistic whole, an image of the world. Diletta De Cristofaro (2018b, 22) notes 

that Station Eleven “leaves readers with the sense of possibility, an open and unwritten 

future that challenges the closure and determinism of the sense of an ending”, but I 

would argue that Station Eleven actually (re)constructs a rather coherent picture of the 

world through these kinds of illuminated moments where characters experience one 

thing, but it reveals even more to the reader. The novel foregrounds, as Martin Paul 

Eve (2018, 22–23) notes, different readings of objects but also of moments and ways 

of seeing the world.  

There is more to be said about interpretation and the reading of different 

moments in Station Eleven, but before that, it is necessary to summarise the findings 

on vision so far. As different examples from Station Eleven show, there are 

illuminating instances in the novel that offer new insights and understandings to the 

point-of-view characters. Jeevan, Clark and Kirsten all have a talent for seeing more 

than the other characters in the novel. They all see the possibilities that are opening 

up at different moments, or it is through them that the novel’s narration foregrounds 

the different possibilities. These kinds of insights are quite common in apocalyptic 

narratives and it gives them a neo-Romantic sense. As Sandra Humble Johnson 

(1992, 2, passim) notes in her study of literary epiphany in Annie Dillard’s fictional 

and non-fictional works, Dillard is a neoromantic as her uses of literary epiphanies 

create illuminating moments, and “the illuminated moment has the potential to 

steady a wobbling universe”. The epiphany, or the illuminating moment of revelation 

in apocalyptic narratives, offers just the same effect, a coherent picture of the 

apocalyptic catastrophes and times surrounding these catastrophes. Apocalyptic 

narratives by default address issues such as human existence, meaning in society and 

human behaviour, and the individual’s survival during a catastrophe, and they are 

thus connected to wider Romantic themes, but taking a cue from Johnson (ibid., 56), 

these narratives also produce “a highly structured and unified art piece” as seen with 

narratives like Summer of the Apocalypse, Gold Fame Citrus, Oryx and Crake, The Road and 

Zone One. All these narratives consist of a complicated temporal structure similar to 

Station Eleven. Nevertheless, the parallel storylines and jumps between the pre- and 

post-catastrophic worlds do not create unstructured or illogical narratives – quite the 

opposite, in fact. This kind of temporal manipulation is one of the hallmarks of the 

twenty-first-century novel, or as Peter Boxall (2013, 9) notes: “[t]here is a persistent 

fascination with the shifted temporality that characterizes the new century, with a 
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time that passes in a way that we cannot quite capture, that eludes our narrative 

grasp”. Time is out of joint nowhere as badly as in apocalyptic narratives, where both 

the individual and the collective experience of time is distorted, but the artistic 

creations of these narratives still create a coherent image through the characters’ 

attempt to make sense and piece together the different strands. In events where a 

fictional character is left without the full meaning of an instance, like Kirsten 

wondering who the prophet was, the reader is made aware of all the interconnected 

lines between the different objects and/or characters. 

While there might not be an ultimate explanation or a final revelation at the end 

of an apocalyptic narrative, the narrative itself constructs a possible way to perceive 

reality. Apocalyptic narratives are in themselves Deleuzian lines of flight that 

deterritorialise the old and dogmatic image of thought. Apocalyptic narratives 

provide a way to see both the past and the future, the two sides of an apocalyptic 

event, in a new way. An apocalyptic narrative structures the past world in a certain 

fashion as well as the future that flows from the past. In Station Eleven, this is visible 

both in Kirsten’s witnessing the softening of the post-catastrophic world, and in her 

thinking that the younger girl, Alexandra, may not have to kill anyone in her life. Not 

only is Kirsten’s vision of the world hopeful in the diegetic world, but it is mirrored 

throughout the novel’s narration and form, and thus it is also a critique of pessimistic 

depictions of dystopian futures in many other apocalyptic narratives, like in Cormac 

McCarthy’s The Road, where humanity has succumbed to barbarism and cannibalism. 

This, then, leads us to the larger question of vision in apocalyptic narratives, the 

representation of the future of the diegetic world. 

6.2  Seeing the Future  

6.2.1  Interpreting the World Through Other Texts 

I have already discussed the fragmentary nature of form in Station Eleven and how 

this fragmentation is mirrored in different objects and their narration. The other side 

of this fragmentation is the overall interpretation that any reader makes of a literary 

artefact, especially in cases like Station Eleven where the novel itself foregrounds 

reading and interpretation (see Eve 2018). In this chapter, I will analyse the various 

intertextual relations to William Shakespeare’s plays that are performed and 
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rehearsed in the novel and the eponymous comic book Station Eleven, and I will 

consider how these different textual references inform the interpretation of the novel 

as a whole. Since I have already discussed at length the different intertextual relations 

that any apocalyptic narrative has to the wider apocalyptic literary tradition,118 I will 

not be focusing on these questions in this chapter.  

The grouping of these two concepts, the fragmentary nature of the narration and 

the different intertextual relations in Station Eleven, is not entirely accidental or 

arbitrary since there is a sense of inclusion between the two. Intertextuality is often 

understood as “a mosaic of quotations”, as proposed by Julia Kristeva (1980 [1969], 

66).119 Kristeva based her theory on the work of Mikhail Bakhtin, especially Bakhtin’s 

concept of dialogism (Allen 2011, 38), and she has remained a central figure along 

with other post-structuralist theorists like Roland Barthes and Jacques Derrida (cf. 

Mai 1991, 33). As in many post-structuralist theories, Kristeva’s idea of a text as a 

field containing connections to myriad different texts results in a reading that 

“becomes a process of moving between texts” (Allen 2011, 1) without any clear 

meaning behind any single text. Reading any apocalyptic narrative is then a reading 

of the whole apocalyptic literary tradition and its influence on the narrative and other 

networks of meaning brought by the narrative. Aside from apocalyptic tradition, the 

most obvious intertextual connection in Station Eleven is William Shakespeare’s plays, 

especially King Lear and A Midsummer Night’s Dream. Arthur Leander, the pivotal 

 

118 See Chapters 2 and 3.  

119 The field of literary research focusing on different intertextual relations in literature is too vast and 
detailed for me to go into here. For example, Pekka Tammi has written extensively about the concept 
of subtext that comes from Russian formalism, especially from Kiril Taranovsky’s studies of Osip 
Mandelstam’s poetry. The concept of subtext is problematic, as it can be used as an analytical tool 
where the meaning of literary devices in one text is only activated when the reader becomes aware of 
its connection to a previous literary text. However, as Tammi notes, it is rarely the case that a literary 
device would not have a function without a tacit knowledge of its connection to another literary text 
(Tammi 2006, 63). Tammi also notes that subtext can work as a tool for the interpretation of the poem 
in the reading process, or it can used to map out the text that may have inspired the text. The latter 
does not necessarily give anything new to the reading process or the interpretation of the single text, 
but it may provide a lineage and the literary inspirations of the writer. While the concept of subtext 
might be helpful in some aspects of my work, its reliance on the structuralist theory of literature makes 
it unnecessarily difficult to apply without an in-depth discussion on the theory of intertextuality, which 
is not my focus here. For more on intertextuality, see Michael Riffaterre Semiotics of Poetry (1978), 
Gérard Genette Palimpsests: Literature in the Second Degree (1997), Linda Hutcheon A Poetics of 
Postmodernism (1988), Stephen Hinds Allusion and Intertext (1998), Mary Orr Intertextuality (2003) and 
Marko Juvan History and Poetics of Intertextuality (2008). 
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character in the pre-catastrophic world of Station Eleven, is an ageing actor playing 

king Lear when he dies at the beginning of the novel, and later, in the post-

catastrophic time period, Kirsten and the other members of the Symphony are 

practising King Lear while travelling, but they perform A Midsummer Night’s Dream at 

the first town in which they stop in the novel. This choice, according to Philip Smith 

(2016, 294), “heralds the possibility of rebirth” because King Lear and Hamlet are 

decidedly apocalyptic plays, but A Midsummer Night’s Dream is a “movement from 

tragedy to supernatural comedy” (Tate 2017, 135) that signals a more hopeful tone 

in the narration and in the diegetic world when “the evening calls for fairies” (SE, 

44). 

Shakespeare’s plays are elevated to a special position in the novel, as the 

Symphony has decided to perform only Shakespeare’s plays in the post-catastrophic 

world: 

The Symphony performed music – classical, jazz, orchestral arrangements of pre-
collapse pop songs – and Shakespeare. They’d performed more modern plays 
sometimes in the first few years, but what was startling, what no one would have 
anticipated, was that audiences seemed to prefer Shakespeare to their other theatrical 
offerings. (SE, 37–38.) 

Pestilential, a note in the text explains, next to the text word contagious, in Kirsten’s 
favourite of the three versions of the text that the Symphony carries. Shakespeare was 
the third born to his parents, but the first to survive infancy. Four of his siblings died 
young. His son, Hamnet, died at eleven and left behind a twin. Plague closed the 
theatres again and again, death flickering over the landscape. And now in a twilight 
once more lit by candles, the age of electricity having come and gone, Titania turns 
to face her fairy king. (SE, 57.) 

The latter example goes further than an intertextual reference to Shakespeare’s plays, 

creating an analogical connection between the post-catastrophic world and a 

previous historical era in the actual world, signalling a return to the premodern stage 

of world history (see Maurer 2019, 33–34; see also Smith 2016, 291; Vermeulen 2018, 

20–21).120 One of the clearest intertextual connections in the novel is Shakespeare’s 

King Lear – more precisely between Arthur and Lear and the theme of heritage. The 

central themes of King Lear are the succession and the herald of new time, presented 

by the old King Lear dividing his kingdom between his daughters should they profess 

 

120 For a more detailed discussion of this kind of temporal reversal, see Chapter 5.1. 
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their love for him. As the two first daughters declare their love for their father – 

though falsely – they are given half of their father’s kingdom and the youngest 

daughter, Cordelia, is banished for not pleasing her father with her declarations of 

love. As the play progresses, it becomes clear that the older daughters have lied, and 

it is Cordelia who is the worthy heir to the throne. This theme of worthy heritage is 

echoed in Station Eleven in Tyler and Kirsten – Arthur’s only son who becomes the 

prophet in the post-catastrophic world and a child actress who continues to perform 

Shakespeare in the Symphony. Throughout the novel, Kirsten is described as being 

quasi-obsessed with Arthur, as she collects any newspaper articles she can find about 

him in the post-catastrophic world, preserving his memory by creating an archive of 

him. The theme of heritage is then linked to the question of apocalyptic vision, or 

what will the post-catastrophic world be like, and who will be worthy to rule it.  

The theme of heritage is underlined at the end of the novel when Arthur gives 

both Tyler and Kirsten a copy of Station Eleven, a comic book his ex-wife Miranda 

has made: 

“I have a present for you.” He felt a little guilty as he handed [Kirsten] the Dr. Eleven 
comics, because after all Miranda had intended them for him, but he didn’t want 
comics because he didn’t want possessions. He didn’t want anything except his son. 
(SE, 322.) 

The penultimate chapter in the novel that describes Arthur’s last day depicts him as 

an old, regretful man who does not care about his fame or possessions anymore. He 

is willing to pay the student loan of his current girlfriend and give away valuable 

objects that do not hold any meaning for him; he only cares about his son, and 

Arthur plans to move to Israel so he can live close to Tyler. None of Arthur’s plans 

come to fruition, nor do anyone else’s in the novel for that matter, but in the act of 

giving the comic book to Kirsten, Arthur sets the two children symbolically against 

each other. 

The opposition of Tyler and Kirsten comes to a climax at the end of the novel 

just outside of Severn City Airport when Tyler and his men capture Kirsten and 

August. In the subsequent battle, Tyler and his men are killed, leaving Kirsten to 

stand next to Tyler. There, she finds “a page torn from a copy of Dr. Eleven, the first 

page of Station Eleven she’d seen that hadn’t come from her copies of the books” 

(SE, 304). It is never made clear if Kirsten learns that the prophet was Arthur’s son, 

but at that moment on the road, Kirsten embodies the brighter future of the world 

contrasted with the bleak vision offered by Tyler: 
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Who were you? How did you come to possess this page? Kirsten knelt by the prophet, 
by the pool of his blood, but he was just another dead man on another road, 
answerless, the bearer of another unfathomable story about walking out of one world 
and into another. One of his arms was outstretched towards her. [--] 

The prophet was about her age. Whatever the prophet had become, he’d once been 
a boy adrift on the road, and perhaps he’d had the misfortune of remembering 
everything. Kirsten brushed her hand over the prophet’s face to close his eyes, and 
placed the folded page from Station Eleven in his hand. (SE, 304.) 

The narration contrasts the same paths – quite literally – Kirsten and Tyler have 

taken in the post-catastrophic world, as they were about the same age and both 

doomed to walk through the post-catastrophic landscape. Whether it is the blessing 

of forgetting that Kirsten has – as she cannot remember a year that she and her 

brother spent on the road – or something else that separates the two from each 

other, it is quite clear that Kirsten is Cordelia to Arthur’s Lear, the daughter who 

truly respects and loves him by continuing to carry on his name and profession. 

The mesh of fragmented intertextual relations in Station Eleven is highlighted by 

Miranda’s comic book, called Station Eleven, and how the comic book keeps coming 

up in different contexts of the novel. Just as the beautiful objects in the novel’s 

diegetic world are “empty signifiers” (Eve 2018, 3) that require reading and 

interpretation by the fictional characters and by the actual reader, so does the comic 

book Station Eleven because it is never fully explained to the reader. Reading the comic 

book in the novel is similar to reading the post-catastrophic world of the novel where 

the actual reader must create an interpretation, a vision of the world and the comic 

book. The most complete description of the comic book comes at the end of the 

novel from Tyler. Earlier, Miranda gave two copies of her comic book to Arthur, 

who in turn sent one copy to Tyler and later gave another copy to Kirsten. On the 

night he is going to die, Arthur is talking on the phone with Tyler just as the stage 

manager gives Arthur his stage call: 

“Thank you ten. I looked at the comic books,” Arthur said, “but I don’t think I 
completely understood what they were about. I was hoping maybe you could explain 
them to me.” 

“What about them?” 

“Well, tell me about Dr. Eleven.” 

“He lives on a space station.” 

“Really? A space station?” 
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“It’s like a planet, but a little planet,” Tyler said. “Actually it’s sort of broken. It went 
through a wormhole, so it’s hiding in deep space, but its systems were damaged, so 
on its surface? It’s almost all water.” He was warming to his subject. (SE, 324.) 

The scene is a complex one, as it on the one hand shows Tyler as a child who has 

been estranged from his father, but since the scene comes at the end of the novel, 

the reader already knows what will happen to him and how he will die. On the other 

hand, it is Tyler who gives a summarisation of the comic book, so the reader cannot 

be completely sure about the objectivity of the description. There is a more authorial 

description of the comic book at the beginning of the novel given from Kirsten’s 

perspective, but even in these scenes, the interpretation of the comic book is given 

by someone else and the actual reader can never be absolutely sure of the validity of 

this interpretation: 

The comics Arthur Leander gave her: two issues from a series no one else in the 
Symphony has ever heard of, Dr. Eleven, Vol. 1, No. 1: Station Eleven and Dr. Eleven, 
Vol. 1, No.2: The Pursuit. By Year Twenty, Kirsten has them memorized.  

Dr. Eleven is a physicist. He lives on a space station, but it’s a highly advanced space 
station that was designed to resemble a small planet. There are deep blue seas and 
rocky islands linked by bridges, orange and crimson skies with two moons on the 
horizon. [--] A line of text across the bottom of the frame: I stood looking over my damaged 
home and tried to forget the sweetness of life on Earth. (SE, 42, emphasis original.) 

The text at the bottom of the comic book frame creates a clear analogy between the 

two texts, as both deal with characters stuck on a strange world that is separated 

from sweet life on Earth (see Caracciolo 2018, 230; De Cristofaro 2018b, 15; Eve 

2018, 20). Themes of loss, nostalgia, and being stuck are present in both, or, to put 

it another way, these themes are mirrored in the comic book as the novel itself 

progresses. The fictional comic book in the diegetic world creates a clear 

metafictional aspect in the novel (Leggatt 2018, 2), a mise-en-abyme (De Cristofaro 

2018b, 15), but it also creates a metatextual process of reading the novel itself. The 

fragmentary nature of the comic book reflects the disorienting structure of the novel 

where connections between events are not governed only by temporal or thematic 

connections but can be motivated by any number of things. An example of this can 

be seen when Kirsten and August have been separated from the rest of the 

Symphony and they come across an abandoned, and miraculously untouched, house: 

[B]ut first Kirsten lingered for a few minutes in the living room, scanning the 
bookshelves while August searched for a TV Guide or poetry. 
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“You looking for something in particular?” he asked after he’d given up the search. 
She could see he was thinking of taking the remote. He’d been holding it and idly 
pressing all the buttons. 

“Dr. Eleven, obviously. But I’d settle for Dear V.” 

The latter was a book she’d somehow misplaced on the road two or three years ago, 
and she’d been trying ever since to find a replacement. The book had belonged to her 
mother, purchased just before the end of everything. Dear V: An Unauthorized Portrait 
of Arthur Leander. (SE, 151–152.) 

Dear V. is a book comprised of letters Arthur send to his childhood friend Victoria 

throughout his life, and the novel displays some of the letters in the next chapter: 

A few of the letters: 

Dear V., 

It’s cold in Toronto but I like where I’m living. The thing I can’t get used to is when 
it’s cloudy and about to snow, the sky looks orange. (SE, 153.) 

After six pages and a total of ten letters, the narration jumps to the pre-catastrophic 

time period when Clark, Elizabeth, and Arthur find out that the book is being 

published. The exposé of Arthur’s life is another fragmented story, or a coherent 

text compiled from fragments – letters this time – that creates an image of Arthur’s 

life, and one aspect Kirsten is keen on finding again as she lost her own copy of the 

book. The book again highlights the theme of constructing meaning from different 

fragments, but it also shows how the different parts of the novel are joined by a 

theme connected with a thematic element, like examples of the letters in Dear V. 

Jumps in time and thematic materials in the middle of the narrative have been 

hallmarks of the novel since the latter part of the twentieth century. That is not to 

say that these textual practices were not used before – Laurence Sterne’s Tristram 

Shandy (1759) is probably the most cited example of a novel that does not conform 
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to linear storytelling – but these practices are more prolific in the contemporary 

era.121  

Kirsten’s journey, and to some extent the Symphony’s as well, is a grailless quest 

that is a never-ending search for meaning, or “a quest that never comes to rest and 

never finds its grail in some kernel content” (Currie 1998, 141). All stories in Station 

Eleven are fragments that people interpret and every character in the novel is also 

collecting something to create a fuller picture. Examples include Jeevan, who was a 

paparazzo and an entertainment journalist before he became a paramedic, and he 

used to photograph and interview famous people like Arthur and Miranda; Victoria, 

who collects the letters Arthur sends her and later publishes them as a book; Clark, 

the curator of the Museum of Civilization; and Kirsten, who collects any information 

she can regarding Arthur in the post-catastrophic world. There is no essential truth 

to be found, and the actual reader is thrown into the same mix when she is 

confronted with fragments and moments from both the pre- and post-catastrophic 

worlds. There is no authorial knowledge even from other parts of the United States, 

just speculation and dreams represented by Clark at the end of the novel, when he 

wonders if there are people sailing the oceans of the world again. It is Kirsten, then, 

not Tyler, who represents the epistemological model that the novel promotes, not 

patriarchal absolutes with definitive answers – whether drawn from the Bible or from 

a comic book – but a speculative stance that does not presume to know the answer. 

There is a lot of nostalgia in Station Eleven, but there is also a clear theme of moving 

forward and searching for the new. 

This search for the new is highlighted by another intertextual reference made in 

the novel, specifically on one of the Symphony’s wagons, which reads: “Survival is 

insufficient” (SE, 119), Kirsten’s favourite line – so much so that she has tattooed it 

on her left forearm – taken from the Star Trek TV series. The slogan connects the 

Symphony to the fictitious Starfleet crew that sets out “seeking a new path” (Maurer 

2019, 41) at the end of the novel after Clark shows Kirsten the lights with the 

telescope. This reading re-enforces the telescope as a metaphor of looking into the 

 

121 It is not only in literature that this trend of multiple plotlines in different time periods is evident in 
contemporary culture, as many TV shows rely on this narrative technique as well. Series like The Affair 
(2014–2019), True Detective (2014–2019), West World (2016–), The Witcher (2019–) and Firefly Lane (2020–
) all alternate between multiple time-periods. The different functions of atemporal or achronological 
narration are too numerous to list here, but they may introduce questions of the validity of human 
memory in constructing past events or introducing an alternative point of view to certain events. For 
a more detailed discussion of time in narration, see Chapters 2 and 3. 
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future, a distant possibility of a future where lights and electricity have been restored. 

However, it also re-enforces Kirsten and the Symphony’s travel as a grailless journey, 

where there is no real kernel of meaning to be found. The myriad different texts 

present in Station Eleven make it near-impossible to give a definitive answer about the 

meaning of the novel, except that it communicates about the reading process itself, 

and collecting information about the past world and the apocalyptic catastrophe 

from fragments. This is the other major theme in the novel: collecting and preserving 

the past in the present for the future and creating the future. To fully understand the 

nature of the fragmented theme in Station Eleven, we must analyse its counterpart as 

well, namely the act of archiving. 

6.2.2  Apocalyptic Vision of the Past 

As we have seen, Station Eleven is by no means the only apocalyptic narrative where 

the theme of archiving the past is central to the story. In James Van Pelt’s Summer of 

the Apocalypse, the final battle of the novel takes place at the university library in 

Boulder, and the knowledge contained in the library is the prize to be won. In Gold 

Fame Citrus, Luz starts her journey from a mansion in Los Angeles that has its own 

library containing biographies of important historical persons that contributed to the 

creation of the western United States, like Sacajawea, John Muir, John Wesley Powell 

and William Mulholland. The difference between these two novels’ treatments of 

libraries highlights the different approaches they have to knowledge in the post-

catastrophic world: Van Pelt’s novel approaches the question of the continuation of 

civilisation with the help of archived knowledge, a theme more common in 

apocalyptic narratives like George Stewart’s Earth Abides (1949), Walter M. Miller’s 

Canticle for Leibowitz, and Larry Niven and Jerry Pournelle’s Lucifer’s Hammer. In these 

novels, knowledge written in books is something to preserve, because they hold the 

key to restarting civilisation again at some point when time is ready, and the books 
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only contain the good that technology can give to humanity.122 In Gold Fame Citrus, 

this optimistic stance towards archives and books is questioned when Luz has the 

knowledge from the beginning, but when she is thrust into a completely new 

environment, represented by the phantasmagorical landscape of the Amargosa dune 

sea, the previous knowledge becomes a hindrance, representing old structures of 

knowledge that are unable to explain the new world as it emerges before the 

characters. Books and archives are represented as ways to conquer and control the 

world by creating places from more abstract spaces. Archives and knowledge are 

then associated with the control of the world through the control of the rhetorical 

sphere.  

Constructing the past – or a certain vision of it – is a crucial part of an apocalyptic 

narrative because in order for the world to transform, or for a narrative to depict a 

transformation in the world, it needs a beginning. Museums and archives are one 

way to represent an objectified past but they can also question and challenge old 

notions. As Marco Caracciolo (2021, 4) notes in his article about an Anthropocene 

museum: “[i]f the Enlightenment museum aims to reinforce scientific taxonomies, 

objectifying the material world and depriving it of its ‘vibrant’ quality, the cabinet of 

curiosities operates by way of surprising parallels that rewrite, at least potentially, the 

rigid templates of modern Western thinking”. A museum or an archive does not only 

elevate certain objects to a celebrated or recognised position, but by combining 

different objects together they create a vision of the past and the world. By 

foregrounding these kinds of representations of the past, apocalyptic narratives in 

turn create an image of the world that ended. But before I analyse these kinds of 

images of the past world, it is necessary to examine the functions of museums and 

archives in more detail. 

When talking about apocalyptic narratives and archives it is impossible not to be 

haunted by the writings of Jacques Derrida. Maybe the most influential of Derrida’s 

works when discussing apocalyptic narratives is his 1984 article “No Apocalypse, 

 

122 In Canticle for Leibowitz, a monk of the Order of Saint Leibowitz finds a buried fallout shelter in a 
post-nuclear war world and a miscellaneous collection of documents. The documents themselves are 
not really of importance in the novel, but rather the preservation of them and by extension knowledge 
in general, as the novel follows the rebuilding of a society that is doomed to repeat the previous 
mistakes. In Lucifer’s Hammer, the scientist Dan Forrester preserves books in plastic bags for future 
generations, leaving others behind: “These books would rot in an abandoned house: Dune; Nova; The 
Corridors of Time; Cat’s Cradle [--] Rosemary’s Baby, Silverlock; King Conan. He’d packed books not to 
entertain, nor even to illustrate philosophies of life, but to rebuild civilization.” (Niven and Pournelle 
1977, 274.) 
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Not Now (Full Speed Ahead, Seven Missiles, Seven Missives)” that has informed 

different studies on apocalyptic narratives (see e.g. Dillon 2007, 383–384; Bellamy 

2014, 51). There is a lot to analyse in Derrida’s text, which is in a very Derridean way 

partly infuriating and partly inspiring. Written at the height of the Cold War and 

under the real possibility of nuclear war, Derrida’s article sets the nuclear war as the 

“only possible referent of any discourse and any experience that would share their 

condition with that of literature” (Derrida 1984b, 28), by which he means that since 

literature does not have any “real referent external to the archive itself” (ibid., 26) – 

i.e. external to itself – it can only ever write about its own end and the “a-symbolic 

destruction of literature” (ibid., 28). This comes from the fact that nuclear war “has 

not taken place, it is a speculation, an invention in the sense of a fable or an invention 

to be invented in order to make a place for it or to prevent it from taking place” 

(ibid.). Since nuclear war has not taken place, that it is a pure speculation, it informs 

us that the only referent to literature is “the threat of its own impossibility” (Dillon 

2007, 383), the eternal deferral of meaning. On its own, Derrida’s article offers a 

rather bleak state of affairs for literature and archives in apocalyptic narratives. It 

seems to confirm the nature of literature and language would be eternally deferred if 

it were not for the phantasm of the future, and Derrida later notes in this article that 

the “structure of the archive is spectral” (Derrida 1996, 84, emphasis original). It is 

then the archive and the act of archiving that folds the past and the future onto the 

present moment, and we must examine this next. 

In Archive Fever (1996), Derrida begins with an etymological tour of the word 

archive: “the meaning of ‘archive,’ its only meaning, comes to it from the Greek 

arkheion: initially a house, a domicile, an address, the residence of the superior 

magistrates, the archons, those who commanded” (ibid., 2). As we have seen in 

Chapter 4.3, Derrida is fascinated by the concept of ghosts, the revenant and arrivant 

– or evocations of the past and future – and the archive is no different. If 

archivisation is the act of gathering and combining something, it inevitably 

“produces as much as it records the event” (ibid., 17; Currie 2007, 11). Even more 

relevant, the act of archivisation holds in itself “the possibility of representing it 

later” (ibid., 41) and thus every act of storing the past holds in it the expectation of 

a future time when the archive is viewed again. But as Mark Currie (2007, 11, 42–44, 

passim) has noted, this act of expectation structures and thus creates the present 

moment more than the past. Structuring of the present and expectation of the future 

in connection with the archive is present in Station Eleven in both larger themes of 
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archivisation. The first one is Kirsten’s interview with François Diallo, where Kirsten 

is very aware of the power of permanent records (SE, 268).  

The other is the Museum of Civilization, which Clark has started at the Severn 

City Airport:  

In Year Fifteen people came to the museum to look at the past after their long days 
of work. A few of the original First-Class lounge armchairs were still here, and it was 
possible to sit and read the final newspapers, fifteen years old, turning brittle pages in 
gloves that Clark had sewn inexpertly from a hotel sheet. What happened here was 
something like prayer. [--] 

There was a school here now, in Concourse C. Like educated children everywhere, 
the children in the airport school memorized abstractions: the airplanes outside once 
flew through the air. [--] Satellites beamed information down to Earth. Goods 
travelled in ships and airplanes across the world. (SE, 261–262.) 

The airport serves as a complicated metaphor that connects the previous possibility 

of global air travel, the rootlessness of modern people, and the interconnectedness 

of the globalised world. Later, in the post-catastrophic world, it serves as both a 

museum of that by-gone world and as a school that prepares the next generation for 

tomorrow. Still, the Museum of Civilization also serves as a connection point for 

Kirsten and Clark’s paths, as in “the fall of Year Fifteen, something remarkable 

happened” (SE, 262). A trader brings to the museum three consecutive issues of 

newspapers published by François Diallo, and in one of the newspapers there is the 

interview with Kirsten, and from the interview Clark learns that Kirsten knew Arthur 

and was present when he died, setting up the meeting that they have at the end of 

the novel. But what is remarkable about the interview, as Clark himself notes, is that 

it is printed on a newspaper and the printing on its own “was an extraordinary 

development” (SE, 264) that serves as a representation of forward-directed 

progression. Kirsten’s interview serves as the second archiving process in the novel, 

as the interview itself is broken down into numerous parts throughout the novel, 

serving as a thematic connection between the different time periods and the paths 

that people have taken.  

The interview is also mirrored in the pre-catastrophic world, as Jeevan conducts 

an interview with Arthur just before Arthur decides to divorce his second wife, 

Elizabeth. Different interviews work then to create a permanent historical record in 

the novel, as I have already discussed in Chapter 6.1.3, which is why Kirsten does 

not want to talk about the men she has killed in the interview. What is written not 

only shapes the past but also the future, which is built on top of the past in the 

present. This is, then, the complex temporal process of apocalyptic narratives, where 
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the past is made present on a literal level – most often in the form of a library or a 

book – and it is on that past that the future is placed to be built. While Station Eleven 

is full of nostalgic memories and obsolete objects from the pre-catastrophic world, 

the true movement of the novel is always directed forward, and writing –fictional 

and non-fictional – is one form of giving that temporality its direction. 

There is, however, one aspect in the novel where the narration does seem to be 

valorising the past more than the future, and that is the novel’s reliance on 

Shakespeare’s work, which some researchers have noted has been used as a tool to 

import British “civilisation” to countries that were perceived as less civilised (see 

Thurman 2015, 58; Smith 2016, 298–299; Leggatt 2018, 18), and that the 

Symphony’s decision to perform Shakespeare signals a historical and cultural 

stagnation in the diegetic world (West 2018, 21–22). The usage of Shakespeare’s 

plays in the novel does raise questions about the cultural civilisation of the “wild 

people” in the post-catastrophic world, but I would argue it is connected to the wider 

metafictional discussion of authorship and reading and writing than to a dichotomy 

between civilisation and barbarism that is so often associated with apocalyptic 

narratives. The argument of cultural stagnation is not supportable, since most of the 

pre-catastrophic world storylines surround Miranda’s comic book, which she has no 

plans to publish; rather, she makes it for her own pleasure, as it makes her happy 

even if no one “else sees it” (SE, 95). Similarly, in the post-catastrophic world there 

are signs of the creation of art, represented by the clarinet player in the Symphony:  

The truth was, the clarinet123 hated Shakespeare. [--] She’d been thinking lately about 
writing her own play, seeing if she could convince Gil to stage a performance with 
the Symphony actors. She wanted to write something modern, something that 
addressed this age in which they’d somehow landed. Survival might be insufficient, 
she’d told Dieter in late-night arguments, but on the other hand, so was Shakespeare. 
(SE, 288.) 

There is a sense that Shakespeare’s play might give solace to people in their mastery, 

but as the clarinet notes, they do not address the world and people properly anymore; 

there is a need for something new. There is, then, a theme of creation and creative 

work that intersects the novel, in both pre- and post-catastrophic time periods, and 

it says something about the world and the present. 

 

123 All the members of the orchestra in the symphony are named after the instruments they play. 
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Also, the Museum of Civilization can be read as a trope of historical stagnation 

(see Caracciolo 2021, 3), but even here, I would argue, the museum is not completely 

stagnating. As Jacques Derrida (1996, 84) notes, the structure of the archive is 

spectral; it is haunted by both the past that it tries to store and the future that contains 

the moment it will be looked at.124 The fact that Clark started and continued to 

maintain the museum is itself a sign that the future is still open; it invites people to 

come and visit the museum at a later date. Similarly, the museum attracts other 

strange objects, like the newspapers that the trader brings to Clark, signalling the re-

invention of technologies that were not forgotten per se in the post-catastrophic 

world, but have not been used. All the actions of the main characters in the novel 

are directed towards the future, or a later moment in time when their decisions are 

examined by other people. Different archives in apocalyptic narratives are the new 

haunted houses because, as Derrida (ibid., 2) notes, the origin of the archive is a 

home that contains objects from the external world that describe that world. This 

means that archives are crossing points of inner and outer realms, or folds that turn 

inside out and vice versa (see Deleuze 1993 [1988], 6–7). The Museum of Civilization 

and the interviews are not just for nostalgia; they are folds that help people to come 

to terms with the past and the future. 

This is, then, the image of the world I mentioned at the beginning of the chapter, 

a world that is not entirely created by the narration but rather by a fictional 

character’s act of archivisation, and that does not conform to actual reality. The 

image created by the different objects Clark gathers in the museum does seem to 

concur with a late-capitalist criticism often associated with apocalyptic narratives (see 

Bellamy 2014, 28; De Cristofaro 2018a, 245; Edwards 2019, 46–47) as most of the 

objects are from the age of hyper-consumerism:  

There seemed to be a limitless number of objects in the world that had no practical 
use but that people wanted to preserve: cell phones with their delicate buttons, iPads, 
Tyler’s Nintendo console, a selection of laptops. There were a number of impractical 

 

124 Marco Caracciolo (2021, 6) notes that the Anthropocene museum shares a common “retrospective 
set-up” with what Pieter Vermeulen (2017, 872) calls “future readers”, that is “essentially a figure of 
what Greg Garrard has called ‘proleptic mourning’ – an imagining of the future as it were already 
past”. Caracciolo, however, notes that there are differences between these two concepts: “if the future 
reader foregrounds and problematises human subjectivity through the narrator’s anthropomorphic 
voice, the museum is situated at the crossroads of human subjectivity and nonhuman materiality” 
(Caracciolo 2021, 6). While both of these concepts include in them the aspect of the future moment 
when the present moment will be looked at as the past, they do not address the structuring that is 
done to the present moment so that it can be viewed at a later point in time. 
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shoes, stilettos mostly, beautiful and strange. There were three car engines in a row, 
cleaned and polished, a motorcycle composed mostly of gleaming chrome. Traders 
brough things for Clark sometimes, objects with no real value that they knew he 
would like: magazines and newspapers, a stamp collection, coins. There were the 
passports or the driver’s licences or sometime the credit cards of people who had 
lived at the airport and then died. Clark kept impeccable records. (SE, 258.) 

The list of things gathered at the museum reads almost like a backwards historical 

record starting from the technological gadgets of the information age and moving 

back to fashion, analogue cars and engines, the printed word and money. The list 

ends at items that signal an individual’s identity, their proper names. The items listed 

here do not include all the items in the museum, but the actual content of the list is 

not so important, as it can never represent the whole past. It does, however, 

construct a world from the different choices and omissions. In curating the museum, 

Clark acts as a keeper of the past and the present as the people come to remember 

the past world in the museum. It becomes the shrine Andrew Tate (2017, 136) noted, 

as it creates a phantasmatic image of the past that is an echo of the world that the 

narrative wants to project onto the reader. In every act of archiving, or in every 

museum, there is an excess of symbolic meaning created. As Andreas Huyssen notes 

about museums:  

Fundamentally dialectical, the museum serves both as burial chamber of the past – 
with all that entails in terms of decay, erosion, forgetting – and as site of possible 
resurrections, however mediated and contaminated, in the eyes of the beholder. No 
matter how much the museum, consciously or unconsciously, produces and affirms 
the symbolic order, there is always a surplus of meaning that exceeds set ideological 
boundaries, opening spaces for reflection and counter-hegemonic memory. (Huyssen 
1995, 15.) 

It is worth remembering that Huyssen writes about “self-musealization” (ibid., 14) 

in the real world, which is close to Derrida’s archive fever, where one seeks to 

crystallise the present moment in order for it to be perceived again at a later date (see 

Currie 2007, 40–42). Still, the Museum of Civilization that Clark has set up in Station 

Eleven is more than a burial place; it is more than just a collection of obsolete things 

that people remember once using in the old world. It is a symbolic representation of 

the past made visual, an archived past that is controlled and maintained in the present 

for it to serve as a possibility for the future. The museum itself is a sign of forward-

moving historical time. Andreas Huyssen (1995, 15) notes that a “traditional society 

without a secular teleological concept of history does not need a museum, but 
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modernity is unthinkable without its museal project”. The museal project is linked 

to the project of modernity and to the imperialistic aspirations of European nations 

as well as the need to legitimise the ruling class (ibid., 16), but it can also be seen as 

a concrete societal archive that holds within it the past in a curated form. By archiving 

the past, the present moment is legitimising its own existence as a continuation that 

is moving forward into the future. 

The archive, or the museum, is then a literalised metaphor where a metaphor is 

elevated into a concrete thing or a process on the textual level.125 The Museum of 

Civilization is not just a shrine of the past, but an act of conquering the past, 

representing a past instead of the whole of history. In the museum, the past is given 

signs, objects that are meant to memorise the past but by the surplus of archiving 

and musealising, these objects become the symbolic victory over the past, marking 

the subsistence of past in the present and thus giving a progressive movement to 

history in the post-catastrophic world. Similarly, Kirsten’s decision to self-censor 

herself in the interview with François Diallo is a sign of the archive’s power to create 

images or visions when viewed at a later date. It is not the world, but a phantom-like 

vision of it hovering over it. This phantom-like vision is necessary for the end to 

come, because there needs to be a past that is transformed by the apocalyptic 

catastrophe, and for the present moment to signal its dominion and victory over that 

past. The past is differentiated through acts of archivisation and musealisation from 

the present in order for the present to succeed the past and to give time its 

progressive push. 

This, then, I would argue is a core strength in apocalyptic rhetoric: it has the 

ability to create a vision of the world that is conquered. This also connects to the 

apocalypse as an event that does not have any clearly definable origin moment, which 

means that it can recede into the past as much as is needed in the narrative that tries 

to depict it. However, for an apocalyptic narrative to make sense, it needs to set up 

some temporal borders and a shape of the past that is going to end. In this sense, an 

apocalyptic narrative not only can but must create an image of the past that will be 

transformed. Quite often in contemporary apocalyptic narratives this past is depicted 

through tropes like a museum, a library or an archive that contains the knowledge of 

the past, because by depicting what has been stored from the past, the narrative can 

create an apocalyptic vision of the world. As apocalyptic narratives create an image 

 

125 For more on literalised metaphors, especially in the context of science fiction, see e.g. Seo-Young 
(2011), Brian McHale (2018), and Merja Polvinen (2018). 
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of the receding past, it is so that it can also produce an image of the future that is 

always becoming.  

6.2.3  Visions of Tomorrow 

As the apocalypse is an event that is always becoming, the future is always in motion, 

but it is also indescribable. The image of future, like depictions of Heaven in general, 

are often quite vague or indefinite (see Gomel 2010, 124), especially in contemporary 

apocalyptic fiction. Images at the end of apocalyptic narratives that depict the future 

opening before the main characters are by necessity indefinite. For example, in Pat 

Frank’s Alas, Babylon (1959), the world is nearly destroyed by a nuclear war, but life 

slowly resumes in a small Floridian town that at the end of the novel faces a 

“thousand-year night” (Frank 2005 [1959], 316). In Station Eleven, the ending is 

similarly vague: Kirsten and the Symphony continue their journey towards the town 

with electric lights – a metaphoric journey towards the future. Even in the Book of 

Revelation, the ending can be read as not so absolute or definite as it is commonly 

read (see Huber 2007, 182–184). It is interesting, then, that a narrative tradition that 

is very much about the end of time and the world leaves the ending itself quite often 

rather vague. Even in narratives where humanity is doomed, like Richard Matheson’s 

I Am Legend, where Robert Neville is the last man surviving in a post-catastrophic 

world overrun by vampires, something very human-like survives:  

Then sudden silence, as though a heavy blanket had fallen over their heads. They all 
stood looking up at him with their white faces. He stared back. And suddenly he 
thought, I’m the abnormal one now. Normalcy was a majority concept, the standard 
of many and not the standard of just one man. (Matheson 2010 [1954], 175.) 

Those whom Robert is looking at at the end of the novel are the vampires, the new 

species that has inherited the Earth from humans. When Robert dies at the end of 

the novel, he realises that he has become the terror for the vampires that they once 

were for humans: “Full circle, he thought while the final lethargy crept into his limbs. 

Full circle. A new terror born in death, a new superstition entering the unassailable 

fortress of forever. I am legend.” (Matheson 2010 [1954], 175–176.)  

One reason why the endings of apocalyptic narratives are so vague is that such 

narratives are not really about the world per se, but about humans and human 

behaviours that survive the apocalyptic catastrophes. While it could be argued that, 
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for example, in Matheson’s I Am Legend humanity has died, it still survives in a new 

form because all the vampires were human before a plague transformed them. Even 

in the most depressing of apocalyptic narratives – Mary Shelley’s The Last Man, Nevil 

Shute’s On the Beach, and Cormac McCarthy’s The Road – there is still something 

surviving, albeit presumably briefly, at the end of the novel. The vision of the future 

that an apocalyptic narrative envisions is encapsulated by those who survive, by those 

who are the elect and those who are doomed. According to Diletta De Cristofaro 

(2018b, 6–7), Station Eleven subverts the traditional “distinction between the elect and 

the non-elect” of religious apocalyptic texts and brings “to the fore the self-righteous 

violence of apocalyptic discourse”. While I do agree that St. John Mandel’s novel 

does subvert the traditional apocalyptic logic of the elected ones surviving the 

apocalyptic catastrophes, I argue that the novel does promote Kirsten and the 

Symphony as those who are worthy of the new world. 

This becomes clear when the novel itself positions Kirsten and Tyler against each 

other on more than one level. As already discussed in earlier chapters, Kirsten and 

Tyler represent the rightful heirs to Arthur: whereas Tyler is his son by blood, 

Kirsten follows Arthur’s passion for acting and tries to preserve Arthur’s memory 

by keeping an archive of him with her.126 Once Kirsten has survived her ordeal with 

the prophet-Tyler and his cult, her vision of the world as softening (SE, 133) slowly 

comes into being, as Tyler is practically the only violent person the novel depicts in 

the post-catastrophic world. In the past, Kirsten has been forced to kill for self-

defence, but like the narration in the novel in general, these horrors are not shown, 

only talked about. The apocalyptic event is then pushed even further into the future, 

as the apocalyptic catastrophe of the plague is slowly subsiding and the world is being 

rebuilt in small communities, like in the Severn City Airport.  

Pieter Vermeulen (2018, 23) notes that it “is a ‘form-of-life’ that life becomes 

more than a bare life struggling for mere survival.” Vermeulen quotes anthropologist 

Stefan Helmreich when defining the form of life as something that “typically 

captures ‘those cultural, social, symbolic, and pragmatic ways of thinking and acting 

that organize human communities’” (ibid., 12). Station Eleven is then, according to 

Vermeulen, a novel about abandoning old forms of life for new ones and a 

continuation of those forms even in new environments. This is close to what Gilles 

Deleuze and Felix Guattari (1987 [1980], 3–5) call deterritorialisation, which is not 

 

126 For more a detailed discussion, see Chapters 6.1.2 and 6.2.1. 
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removing something from an existing entity (territory) but creating a novel 

connection from that point, crossing traditional knowledge and form to create 

something new (see also West-Pavlov 2009, 204). The apocalyptic narrative is then 

not really about envisioning the future as it is envisioning the past from which the 

future flows. In Station Eleven, this is seen from the pre-catastrophic world the novel 

depicts: “Arthur lives in a permanent state of disorientation like a low-grade fever, 

the question hanging over everything being How did I get from there to here? And 

there are moments – at parties in Toronto, in Los Angeles, in New York.” (SE, 77.) 

The scene takes place right before Arthur meets Miranda for the first time as he is 

living in Toronto, trying to make his break in the acting world. Arthur’s life is almost 

an epitome of the rootlessness of the Western modern man (Vidler 1992, 8) where 

“the sensibility of exile, intellectual and existential, with the forced nomadism and 

lived homelessness” combine and reinforce the feeling that the modern is 

“essentially and fundamentally, rootless” (ibid.). It is not, however, only Arthur 

whose life is presented as fast-moving rootlessness, as all the main characters in the 

pre-catastrophic world are living seemingly rootless lives. Jeevan is working as a 

paparazzo and an entertainment journalist and lives by following and photographing 

famous people, but he still continuously compares himself to his brother, Frank, 

who works as a war journalist: “Some people managed to do things that actually 

mattered. Some people, his brother Frank for example, were currently covering the 

war in Afghanistan for Reuters. Jeevan didn’t specifically want to be Frank, but he 

couldn’t help but feel that he’d made a number of wrong turns in comparison.” (SE, 

168.) Similarly, Clarke works as an organisational psychologist who travels around 

the world to train an executive of a client company because “it’s sometimes cheaper 

to fix the executive than to replace him. Or her.” (SE, 94.) Miranda, Arthur’s ex-

wife, works for a shipping company, travelling around the globe for business 

meetings:  

Two weeks before the end of commercial air travel, Miranda flew to Toronto from 
New York. [--] And as always, the sense of Toronto existing in layers: the city that 
had shocked her with its vastness when she’d arrived here from Delano Island at 
seventeen still existed, but it occupied the geographical space as a city that now 
seemed much smaller to her, a place diluted by the years she’d spent moving between 
London, New York, the harbour cities of Asia. (SE, 205.) 

The feeling of not belonging or rootlessness has seeped into every character in the 

pre-catastrophic time period, and it is brought forth by the different habits, or forms 

of life, represented in the pre-catastrophic world. The vision of the past is created 
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through acts of musealisation and archivisation, as seen in the last chapter, but it can 

also be created through representing daily routines and activities that create an image 

of a normal life in that world. This does not translate straight into the vision of the 

future, because for the future to stay open, it cannot be defined by routines and 

habits. However, it can be defined by attitudes towards life. In this sense, Kirsten is 

a representation of one of the elect who has survived the apocalyptic tribulations 

and catastrophes, and earned a place in the new world. Reciprocally, the vision of 

the future world is created through the elect ones because they pave the way for what 

the world most likely will look like. For example, the ending in Cormac McCarthy’s 

The Road is ambiguous in its optimism, as the father dies but the son is taken in by 

another family, who continues its journey southward. There is hope in the ending 

compared to all the brutality and cannibalism witnessed earlier in the novel, but more 

importantly, it is a beginning of something new for the son, a deterritorialisation of 

his journey. Similarly, Kirsten’s journey at the end of Station Eleven represents a new 

opening into a hopeful future that is illuminated by the lights on the horizon. 

In this section of my work, I have traced the many aspects of vision in apocalyptic 

narratives and especially in Emily St. John Mandel’s Station Eleven. First, I analysed 

the role of prophets and witness-characters in contemporary apocalyptic narratives, 

because it is quite often these characters that can see more than others in the diegetic 

world. Even though the narration reveals much more to the actual readers than to 

the characters, witness-characters are placed in a position between other characters 

and the actual reader. The post-catastrophic world of apocalyptic narratives is filled 

with “empty signifiers” (Eve 2018, 3) that most characters cannot properly read, but 

the actual reader does recognise them because they, usually, are everyday objects in 

her actual reality. However, witness-characters, like Kirsten in Station Eleven, can read 

and provide differing interpretations of the objects and the diegetic world itself. 

Another mesh of signifiers present in apocalyptic narratives are intertextual 

references, which in Station Eleven are mostly to William Shakespeare’s play King Lear 

and A Midsummer Night’s Dream and to a fictional comic book called Station Eleven. 

Through these fragmented references, the novel foregrounds the actual reading 

process and the interpretational act of the actual reader. This fragmentation is also 

mirrored in the form of the actual novel where the narration jumps between the pre- 

and post-catastrophic worlds, and at the end of the novel the narration loops back 

to the beginning of the novel, closing the different storylines and answering 

questions raised throughout the book.  

Through these textual practices and the usage of museum and archive tropes, 

Station Eleven creates a clear vision of the past of the diegetic world, and even though 
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it does not capture the whole history, it creates a distinct image of the past and what 

the world was like before. As in many apocalyptic narratives, the creation of the past 

is necessary so that the narrative can depict the transformation of the world and 

human life in the post-catastrophic period. This is, then, the core of apocalyptic 

narratives, the depiction of the transition from the old world to the new, the 

deterritorialisation of the world and human interactions in it. As the apocalyptic 

event has always already happened and is yet to come, an apocalyptic narrative must 

set some temporal borders by archiving the past so that the future can flow from it 

and depict the world as it might be. 
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7  CONCLUSION  

This study began from the questions of what really ends in the apocalypse and 

whether we can identify the exact moment of the apocalypse. As this study draws to 

a close, it seems fitting to return to the beginning, because it foregrounds some of 

the poetics of the end that were the primary focus of this study. Through the 

collection of the primary material, Summer of the Apocalypse, Gold Fame Citrus, and 

Station Eleven, I identified different textual practices used to represent the three 

essential aspects of an apocalyptic narrative: time, space, and vision. To the second 

preliminary question of whether we can identify the exact moment of the apocalypse, 

the answer became clear rather quickly: we cannot. Even if we were to identify a 

moment of climactic destruction, we cannot identify the moment of the apocalypse, 

because the apocalypse cannot be reduced only to the destruction. As the etymology 

of the word apocalypse indicates, the apocalypse is also a revelation and a fulfilment 

of a divine plan. Even if the contemporary tradition of apocalyptic literature has 

moved away from its religious roots towards the traditions of science and speculative 

fiction, the apocalypse is still more than a global catastrophe. When the apocalypse 

is approached not as a singular point in time but as a continuous event, it becomes 

clear that we cannot define any temporal borders to it, but it appears that the 

apocalypse is something that has always already happened and is at the same time 

still to come.  

This study expands on previous literary studies on apocalyptic narratives by 

examining the different temporal, spatial, and vision aspects of contemporary 

apocalyptic narratives, and it analyses the different rhetorical techniques apocalyptic 

narratives employ to influence the reader. I approached the different primary and 

secondary works in the study through a theoretical framework that is influenced by 

the works of Gilles Deleuze and his collaboration with Felix Guattari. Especially the 

idea of the pure event (Deleuze 1990 [1969], 1–3, 100), where every event is a process 

that hovers over its different actualisations, informed my approach to apocalyptic 

narratives. To explain and analyse the various temporal and spatial relations in these 

narratives, I also employed Deleuze’s (2006 [1993]) concept of the fold, which draws 

attention to the continuous line that can connect distant objects and phenomena 

without a clear central point. Applying these and various other literary and urban 
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study theories and concepts, I proposed that we cannot separate other subgenres 

from the apocalypse even in contemporary apocalyptic narratives. As Heather Hicks 

(2016, 6) notes, there is a wide catalogue of different prefixes added to the word 

apocalypse, including – but not limited to – anti-, ana-, capitalist-, crypto-, ironic-, 

neo-, post-, and postmodern. While these various prefixes may provide us with some 

understanding of the work in question, they do not really answer questions regarding 

the apocalypse represented in those works. Maybe the most common subgenre that 

comes from these prefixes is the post-apocalypse. The post-apocalypse is seen quite 

often as a modern challenge to traditional and religious apocalyptic logic and the 

narrative form. However, as I demonstrate in this study, the apocalypse is not just a 

narrative about the end of the world; it is a narrative that tries to capture and depict 

a radical transformation taking place in the world, and it includes a critical stance 

towards the present reality. As I showed in this work, the scale of destruction in 

apocalyptic narratives is not a veritable indicator when designating something as an 

apocalypse.  

An apocalyptic narrative is constructed through complex temporal and spatial 

references that make it difficult, if not impossible, to determine if an apocalyptic 

narrative is either forward- or backward-directed. Instead, in this work I argue that 

an apocalyptic narrative is both; it is an imagining of the coming end and a nostalgic 

tale of the world that was lost. One of the problems when studying apocalyptic 

narratives is that one cannot talk about the time of the apocalypse without evoking 

also the space of the apocalypse or the vision behind them both. If we were to talk 

only about the apocalyptic time, we could argue that it is a narrative that is directed 

towards the final moment of the world, the furthest point in time. But for an 

apocalyptic narrative to imagine this furthest point, it needs to construct the world 

from which that future flows. It is not the whole of history, but a past that gives rise 

to the present moment because that past is constructed through a vision of the 

world. What is the world like that needs to be changed, or transformed, and what 

kind of world will follow from that world? I have shown in this study how various 

apocalyptic narratives that imagine the end of the world apply different textual 

methods of repetition, folding, and anticipation to represent various ends in the 

narration. Through these different textual practices, apocalyptic narratives can 

challenge pre-existing and traditional knowledge and represent something new, a 

deterritorialisation of the old world. However, apocalyptic narratives can also 

represent a return to a previous stage in society because the past is not fixed, and an 

apocalyptic narrative can push the temporal border of the apocalypse to include what 
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is required to convey the vision behind it. Therefore, the apocalypse is not really 

about nostalgia, nor is it about ushering in a new world. Rather, it is the logic of 

transformation where the past is represented and buried so that the present moment 

and the envisioned future can flow from it. The apocalypse is not, then, a narrative 

form, a plot device, or a certain experience produced by the narrative, but a model 

of time and transition. The apocalypse is a way to organise and understand the 

forward-directed momentum of time. 

The three primary works in this study served to foreground how different 

essentials of the apocalypse are present in every apocalyptic narrative and how they 

are always inseparably interwoven together. I could have studied the spatial relations 

in James Van Pelt’s Summer of the Apocalypse, because, like so many other apocalyptic 

narratives, it foregrounds the separate worlds in its narration. Similarly, Claire Vaye 

Watkins’ Gold Fame Citrus and Emily St. John Mandel’s novels could have 

exemplified the complicated temporal constructs in apocalyptic narratives. Still, I 

believe that all the selected works represent something quintessential about the side 

of the apocalypse I have represented in this study. Each work broadens the 

understanding of textual practices in apocalyptic narratives and raises questions for 

further research in the future. 

Writing this study in the last two years has been challenging for many reasons, 

but one reason is the global Covid-19 pandemic that brought my research topic 

sometimes too close to home. As I am finishing this study, the pandemic is still not 

over. The spread of the virus and the subsequent economic catastrophe have left 

clear marks in contemporary society and culture, and I do not want to draw too many 

comparisons here to the real-life catastrophe that is still unfolding in different parts 

of the world. Still, it warrants a mention because the Covid-19 pandemic can be 

described as an apocalypse, and the many stories that have been and will be written 

about it are very much apocalyptic narratives. Whether it is joking about how social 

distancing is similar to the frame story of Giovanni Boccaccio’s The Decameron 

(Decamerone; 1353), how the images of the empty streets in large metropolis are eerily 

similar to zombie movies, or how the visual graphs that show the spread of the virus 

are taken straight from different disaster movies, images of the apocalypse have 

dominated public discussion for almost two years now. What the last two years have 

shown us is that even though we want to speak about unfolding catastrophes as 

clearly definable events, the reality is that we have no way of describing the Covid-

19 pandemic. This is not because we do not know where it began, and truthfully the 

knowledge of it would not make a difference except for the chronology of the 

pandemic. Even if we would find out the first patient that contracted the virus, would 
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that constitute the beginning of the pandemic? Or the first fatality? Or the moment 

the WHO declared it a pandemic? Similarly, the news and public discussion has been 

full of declarations of end of the pandemic, models for its progression, plans to 

return to the old normal, and opinions about accepting the new normal. Everything 

written about the Covid-19 pandemic is an attempt to categorise it, but the end of 

the pandemic is nowhere near. That is not to say that the virus will not be contained, 

or that national vaccination programmes cannot provide herd immunity for people. 

The actualisation of the pandemic will end at some point, but the ripples and folds 

of the pandemic will continue to influence the world for an unforeseeable time.  

In a way, the Covid-19 pandemic is a real apocalyptic catastrophe as it provides a 

clear temporal model that allows people to divide their lives into pre- and post-Covid 

eras. There were signs –though understood as such after the fact, of course – that 

the pandemic was coming, and there is hope that the pandemic will end as the 

vaccination process progresses, providing a road back to normalcy, including global 

mobility. There obviously is a clear plot to be read amid the pandemic, but it also 

provides an example of how unlike narratives of the pandemic and all historical 

catastrophes are. In literal depictions of plagues, like in The Stand, Oryx and Crake, 

Summer of the Apocalypse, and Station Eleven, and all the different pandemic movies, the 

pandemic sweeps across the globe at a breath-taking speed, resulting in a mortality 

rate of 95–99% and the normal rhythm of life is irrevocably disturbed. While Covid-

19 has spread fast and caused catastrophic losses and damage to a large portion of 

the global population, it has not been as dramatic or as fast as in most apocalyptic 

narratives.  

I am not advocating here for a more realistic approach in apocalyptic narratives, 

as no fictional narrative can ever depict the whole of reality. Nor is it literature’s 

function to describe reality. What I am suggesting is that the logic of apocalyptic 

narratives is more present than we might care to admit in our contemporary culture. 

Besides the Covid-19 pandemic and the subsequent economic disaster, the 

Anthropocene and climate change are dominating the contemporary news cycle and 

public discussion. It would be tempting to declare this the most apocalyptic era in 

history, if, for example, Frank Kermode had not spoken about the “age of perpetual 

crisis” (Kermode 2000 [1967], 28) already in the 1960s. Still, the present era is 

dominated by calls for prophetic visions of the future as different sciences – from 

economics to the social sciences, architecture to technology – are all expected to be 

able to provide a model for the future (Currie 2013, 56). Similarly, political rhetoric 

has taken an undeniable turn towards the apocalyptic as politicians across the globe 
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have resorted to creating threats and fears about an upcoming disaster that will end 

old ways of life. Again, this is nothing new in the history of the world, but what is 

new is the speed and sheer amount of different apocalyptic projections, narratives, 

and visions that are expressed today. Therefore, understanding the textual practices 

and different narrative methods of apocalyptic narratives is crucial, both for today 

and tomorrow. While my study has aimed to produce new tools for analysing 

different aspects of various apocalyptic narratives, there is still more to do, for 

example, in the field of transmedia, as the apocalypse is not limited to literary 

narratives alone. Indeed, the visual spectacle of the end is nowhere else as 

prominently present as in movies that project different visions of the end to us at an 

almost exhaustive pace. Somehow, always, there is another end around the corner. 
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