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PHILIP NEIL BEST - Apocalypticism in the Fiction of William S. Burroughs, [. G. Ballard, 

and Thomas P ný chon. PhD, 1998. 

Abstract 

Apocalypse should not be thought of as merely a synonym for chaos or 

disaster or cataclysmic upheaval; more properly we should think of disclosure, 

unveiling and revelation. The exact status of literary apocalyptic is the subject of 

some debate, and in an attempt to help clarify matters an introductory historical 

survey examines both the formal characteristics of apocalypse and the various 

critical positions taken in regard to the genre's social influence. Texts considered in 

the chapter include the Revelation of John and Thomas Pynchon's short story Entropy 

(1959); theoretical works by Frank Kermode, John Barth, and Jean Baudrillard 

(amongst others) are also discussed. Chapter One traces the development of 

William S. Burroughs's apocalyptic sensibility through readings of his 

correspondence with Allen Ginsberg and the novel The Naked Lunch (1959); the 

latter's apocalyptic title referring to the "frozen moment when everyone sees what is 

on the end of every fork". Chapter Two considers Burroughs's experiments with the 

"cut-ups" and their application in a number of texts, most notably Nova Express 

(1964). Chapter Three is concerned with Burroughs's work in the 1970s and 80s, and 

specifically his concept of Here to Go, a theory of mutability presented as a 

transcendental antidote to the threat of nuclear annihilation (the author's alleged 

misogyny and the views of radical US feminists are also taken into account). 

Chapters Four and Five explore the apocalyptic fiction of J. G. Ballard; topics covered 

include Ballard's concept of inner space, his debt to Surrealism, and the coded 

landscapes of his more experimental texts; in particular the "condensed novels" 

which comprise The Atrocity Exhibition (1970). A concluding chapter returns to the 

work of Thomas Pynchon, offering a reading of Gravity's Rainbow (1973) which 

allows us to consider his treatment of such related themes as Paranoia, Holocaust, 

Apocalypse, and finally, Counterforce. 
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Apocalypse: An 
Introduction 

Commentators on the literary genre of apocalypse tend to concur on 

one issue; the very nebulousness of the term. The theologian Leon Morris concedes 

that "since, then, there is no agreement as to exactly which books are apocalyptic and 

which not, it is not surprising that it is somewhat difficult to give the term an exact 

definition". 1 The literary scholar David Ketterer writes from a different perspective 

but draws a similar conclusion, admitting that "the word apocalypse now often 

functions as a somewhat Delphic critical counter". 2 Even Bernard McGinn, who in 

recent years has been perhaps the most prominent translator and editor of 

apocalyptic texts, warns against the perils of an overzealous interpretive approach: 

"to reduce apocalypticism to a clear and distinct idea may well be to sacrifice 

understanding for illusory clarity". 3 With these auguries ringing in our ears we must 

be prepared to tread carefully and observe cautiously (acknowledging McGinn's 

counsel that any definitions should be "provisional" or "working"), for if it is correct 

that apocalyptic visions "are our way of escape, having seen the Minotaur"4, it would 

prove wise not to lose the thread of our argument and thus succumb to the blind 

alleys of the labyrinth. 

The concept of apocalypse is Judaeo-Christian, although the word itself 

is derived from the Greek apokalupsis; the roots being apo (away from) and kalupto 

(concealment). Despite its popular usage apocalypse should not be thought of as 

merely a synonym for chaos or disaster or cataclysmic upheaval, more properly we 

should think of disclosure, unveiling, and revelation. According to Klaus Koch's 

polemical work The Rediscovery of Apocalyptic (1972): "the great mass of apocalyptic 

literature came into being between 200 BC and AD 100 in the world of Semitic- 

_ speaking (or at least strongly Semitically influenced) Israel and Jewish Christianity". 
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Hebrew works such as The Book of jubilees, The Testaments of the Twelve Patriarchs, I 

Enoch, II Enoch, II Esdras, The Apocalypse of Baruch, and the recently unearthed 

Qumran texts (or Dead Sea Scrolls) offered consolation to a persecuted and scattered 

race who were, in Debra Bergoffen's words: "powerless to control their national 

destiny and confronted by people who were intent on either destroying or 

assimilating them". 6 The visions that these works presented of an end to earthly 

oppression through the introduction of divine judgment certainly raised hopes for 

an equally violent overthrow of foreign dominion, but such aspirations were 

disappointed by the breakdown of the uprising against Rome and destruction of 

Jerusalem in AD 70. Such a failure weakened the position of apocalypse in the 

Jewish tradition, whereas in Christianity interest continued unabated. Although not 

apocalyptic in form, the First Epistle of Paul to the Thessalonians (c. AD 50) reveals an 

expectation of the coming End: "For the Lord himself shall descend from heaven 

with a shout, with the voice of the archangel, and with the trump of God: and the 

dead in Christ shall rise first" (4: 16). 7 Further New Testament apocalyptic thought 

can be found in Peter's Second Epistle, Matt. 24-5,1 Cor. 15 and Luke 21. The 

earliest Gospel, that of Mark, was written shortly after the fall of Jerusalem, and in 

its thirteenth chapter Jesus foretells natural calamities, global wars, false prophets, 

and the salvation of the elect. This so-called Little Apocalypse is itself thought to be 

modelled on the Old Testament Book of Daniel (c. 165 BC) and on a brief Jewish 

fragment. Thus, the strands of Hebrew and Christian apocalyptic speculation are 

often intertwined, so much so that McGinn even reflects upon the "considerable 

doubt about whether some late first- and early second-century apocalypses are to be 

labelled Jewish or Christian". 8 

The most celebrated and influential demonstation of the strength of the 

apocalyptic tendency in Jewish Christianity is the Revelation of John. Scholars are 

united in rejecting the earlier claim that the author of this apocalypse is John, 

disciple of Jesus, and responsible for the Fourth Gospel and three Epistles. Few 

disagree with the more reasonable proposition that the book was written in Asia 
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Minor by a Christian prophet at sometime toward the end of the first century AD. 

The narrative takes the form of a series of visions granted to John as he lies in exile 

on the isle of Patmos. In the first a white-haired Christ appears, "and out of his 

mouth went a sharp two-edged sword" (1: 16), who instructs John to record what he 

sees in a book to be sent to the seven churches of Asia. In the second vision a door is 

opened in heaven and God hands the Lamb (Christ) a sacred book bound with seven 

seals. Each of these is loosed, in turn releasing four horsemen of death and various 

natural calamities. It is with the breaking of the seventh seal that seven angels 

appear bearing seven trumpets, and when these are blown they are the herald of yet 

more destruction; "hail and fire mingled with blood" (8: 7), "locusts upon the earth" 

(9: 3-11), mountains cast into the sea, and burning stars falling from the heavens. 

The thirteenth chapter of Revelation concerns the appearance upon the 

earth of two blasphemous creatures; the first with seven heads and ten crowned 

horns, the second bearing the number 666, "the number of the beast" and "the 

number of a man" (13: 18). Seven angels then unleash the wrath of God in the form 

of "the seven last plagues" (15: 1); grievous sores, rivers turning to blood, scorching 

fires, awesome darkness, droughts, a great earthquake, and a final "hail out of 

heaven, every stone about the weight of a talent" (16: 2-21). John is then witness to 

the fallen city of Babylon, personified as the whorish mother of all harlots and 

abominations, drunken with the blood of saints and riding upon a seven-headed 

beast dad in scarlet. This beast joins battle with the armies led by the Lamb (or 'The 

Word of God" - 19: 13) and is flung alive into a lake of fire. The vanquished Satan is 

himself cast into the bottomless pit where he must remain for a period of one 

thousand years; the length of his absence being marked by Christ's reign on earth 

(20: 4-6). 

As John's vision draws to a close the devilish hordes of Gog and 

Magog are reunited with the loosed Satan and together they lay seige to "the beloved 

city" of Jerusalem (20: 9). Heavenly fire devours them and Satan is finally pitched 

into the lake of burning brimstone where he must endure eternal torment. The book 
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of life is opened and the Last Judgment pronounced: "every man according to their 

works" (20: 13). An ecstatic vision is then granted of "a new heaven and a new earth": 

"the holy city, new Jerusalem, coming down from God out of heaven, prepared as a 

bride adorned for her husband" (21: 1-2). God shall wipe away all tears, sorrow and 

death will be no more, "the former things are passed away" (21: 4), and all shall be 

made anew. John concludes by faithfully describing the precious streets of the bride 

of the Lamb: 

And I John saw these things, and heard them. And when I had heard 

and seen, I fell down to worship before the feet of the angel which 

shewed me these things. 

And he saith unto me, Seal not the sayings of the prophecy of this 

book: for the time is at hand. (22: 8) / (22: 10). 

What are we to make of such a paraenetic discourse, with its 

exhortations that the wicked will be destroyed and only true believers saved? And 

how should we read such a lurid text, resplendent as it is with gaudy symbols, 

numerical patterns, allegorical figures, rhetorical devices, and proof absolute of 

God's retributive mightiness? Do we draw comfort or feel horror at the awesome 

sight of the heavens departing "as a scroll when it is rolled together" (6: 14)? Any 

simple characterisation of the reading process must appear fruitless. One approach 

would be to read Revelation as a purely eschatological document, dealing explicitly 

with the known events of the coming End of earthly existence. As mythographers 

we might tackle the book on its symbolic level, teasing out its use of archetypes and 

commonplaces from earlier legendary material. An historical reading may prove 

feasible, with Nero cast as the Antichrist and degenerate Rome filling the role of the 

sluttish Babylon. On a critical level we might display our literary skills and pinpoint 

the attitude of the author as the key to the text's mystery; asking why there is such a 

demonisation and radical loathing of the female form throughout the work. We 

might also detect and explore john's almost obsessive desire for order and spiritual 
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hygiene through persistent calculating and measuring (culminating in the loving 

cataloguing of the "precious stones" and "pure gold" buildings and streets of the new 

Jerusalem - 21: 11-21). Whichever way we interpret Revelation, it would be difficult to 

disagree with McGinn's assertion that "no single approach can suffice to capture the 

richness of the book". 9 

Whatever our misgivings may be about John's psychological profile, 

they are not specifically alluded to by Perry Miller, the respected historian of early 

Puritan settlements in New England. He finds Revelation ethically satisfying: "the 

perfect combination of aesthetic and moral spectacle", and an "ideal mixture of 

destruction and retribution'. 10 Certainly there is a harmonious balance, which most 

commentators identify, in the book's threefold structure of chaos, judgment, and 

redemption. A favoured line is that adopted by scriptual critic Leon Morris who 

argues that the terminal visions of the tripartite apocalyptic scenario "made life 

livable for men under intolerable conditions with its emphasis on God's final and 

perfect solution""; as a consequence, apocalyptic "represents the opinions and 

suggestions of men without power". 12 

This is certainly the argument proposed by D. H. Lawrence in his 

somewhat eccentric study Apocalypse (1931). A late work and posthumous 

publication, Apocalypse probably reveals as much of Lawrence's own preoccupations 

as it does of John's "orgy of mystification". 13 Revelation is "perhaps the most 

detestable of all these books of the Bible"14; a repulsive work which offers succour to 

the uneducated, the second-rate, and the middling masses. Lawrence has no time 

for the glorification of the poor and the weak: "it will be a millennium of pseudo- 

humble saints, and gruesome to contemplate". 15 Such aristocratic distaste can be 

traced to two sources; firstly Lawrence condemns John's vision as nothing more than 

a sordid manifestation of the proletariat's will-to-power: "this business of reigning in 

glory hereafter... is, of course, only an expression of frustrated desire to reign here 

and now". 16 Second, and perhaps more importantly, Lawrence is aghast at what he 

diagnoses as Revelation's perversion of Christianity's doctrine of tough but tender 
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Love. John's hateful apocalypse is the Judas Iscariot among the books of the New 

Testament, an unnatural interloper ready "to give the death kiss to the Gospels". 17 

Lawrence can think of nothing more hellish than "that jeweller's paradise of a New 

Jerusalem"-" 

At this stage it is worth pausing to consider the subtle but important 

differences between apocalypse and the related terms of eschatology and prophecy. 

Apocalypticism is a species of the genus eschatology - in other words, both dictate 

that history is a teleological process and scriptural meditation will reveal God's plan 

for the End of the World. Where the two attitudes differ is in their conception of the 

proximity of divine revelation. Eschatology suggests an awareness that man's 

actions can be understood in relation to a coming endtime, whereas apocalypse 

stresses that the Antichrist is among us and that judgment is imminent, thus 

promoting a heightened sense of living in the shadow of Armageddon. Apocalypse 

is a desperate form of eschatology. Prophecy meanwhile, is the practice of conjuring 

the future out of the present - if we modify our current habits then we will reap the 

benefits in this world. By comparison, the apocalypticist sees the future boldly 

breaking into the present; single-mindedly tearing up the worn fabric of terrestrial 

reality and enshrining in its place a fresh realm of transcendental perfection. 

Ultimately then, the Book of Revelation reflects a way of thinking about 

history; as Lois Parkinson Zamora makes clear: "apocalyptic narration is offered as 

the account of how divine word becomes historical fact and, conversely, how 

historical fact reveals God's eschatological design". 19 Potentially baffling or 

upsetting social and political events are shown to be everyday displays of divine 

will; contemporary traumas attain a readily apparent religious significance when 

placed in the wider context of God's historical purpose. Thus, hardship and 

calamity are not the product of blind chance or supreme indifference, all have a 

meaning in relation to the blissful End. 

It follows from this that Biblical apocalypse also provides a way of 

thinking about time. A cyclical cosmic view would see time as essentially repeating 

10 



itself, just as the sun rises and the fresh spring follows the harsh winter so man will 

be reborn to establish himself once again in the grand scheme and unity of Being. 

These conceptions stem from a harmonious relationship with natural forces, and 

find full expression in Oriental myth and the rich traditions of Greek and 

Mesopotamian antiquity. The Judaeo-Christian perspective is that time is a linear 

phenomenon, moving inexorably forward like an arrow released from a bow. 

Apocalyptic then, stresses the twin elements of final Judgment and release from 

worldly suffering which are inherent in the linear model of time and history (and, of 

course, absent from the cyclical). Retribution and salvation are assured in 

apocalypse; with Time as God's instrument for steering us toward a unique and 

utter cataclysm, rich with the promise of a higher eternity. 

Some further observations are perhaps needed on the literary aspects 

of apocalypse; the immense drama is, after all, God's final word on his own creation. 

Frank Kermode notes that apocalypse is related to our more modest fictions in that 

both "impose other patterns on historical time". 20 Apocalypse provides us with an 

analogue of narrative plot; each could be described as a teleological schema of 

sentences and incidents conspiring to produce a coherent statement on our being in 

the world. Where apocalypse is perhaps more explicit is in its emphasis on the 

absolute equation of meaning with ending. Apocalyptic further provides a final 

destination for personal and public goals, with the death of the individual allied 

with the destruction of the community. Thus, apocalypse is a literary form which 

promises a pleasing and resonant marriage of history and biography. 

Apocalyptic's testament to God's active direction of historical events 

and revelation of his own metaphorical presence in the vicissitudes of the current 

time indicate a deterministic view of the world. Within the scope of God's master 

plan there is room, however, for human free will; with individual actions receiving 

their fitting reward or punishment at the Last Judgment. Having said this, it should 

be noted that the magnitude of the wars of Armageddon and the attendant plagues 

and famines do somewhat reduce the importance of man's contribution to the 
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cosmic drama. Against such an imposing backdrop of catastrophe, the 

consciousness and behaviour of the individual cannot help but seem insignificant. 

We shall appreciate the literary consequences of this when we come to examine 

some of the more recent texts which favour an apocalyptic perspective; the human 

contribution may seem absurd and foredoomed (as in the case of, say, Beckett's 

Endgame - 1958), or alternatively, detailed characterisation may appear unconvincing 

or simply unimportant (J. G. Ballard and William S. Burroughs are obvious 

examples, but there are many others). 

Apocalypse also promotes a dualistic view of the universe, and of any 

subsequent action within it. Existence becomes a tense affair, balanced as it is 

between the promise of millennium (the one thousand years of Christ's reign on 

earth) and the threat of cataclysm. Thus, triumph is set against tribulation, reward 

with retribution, order versus chaos, salvation as opposed to damnation. The 

characters and locales of Revelation exist in a similar state of polarisation; either 

Babylon or New Jerusalem, Whore or Bride, Beast or Lamb. The use of such coded 

symbols is also significant. On one level the depiction of Nero as an obscene sea 

creature is a necessary subterfuge; if he were easily identifiable, official hostility may 

be the more readily invoked by such a blatant act of literary sedition (and returning 

to an earlier point, a despairing sense of political impotence may in turn find 

expression in the desire to punish women or to objectify them as promiscuously 

unnatural). But more than this, the concealment and subsequent revelation of 

meaning through the employment of arcane imagery and signs is central to the 

concept of literary apocalypse as a whole. The apocalypticist deciphers God's plans 

for the future and then enciphers these findings in a complex web of symbol and 

allegory. In this respect, John of Patmos is both a reader and a writer; and his only 

available weapon, the stylus, is proleptic to Christ's sword of ultimate destruction. 

We must now trace apocalypse's development from being a means of 

interpretation to becoming an object of interpretation. The painful fact that the 

expected Parousia (the presence of the Risen Christ) failed to materialise, thus 
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undermining hopes of imminent salvation, drastically affected Christian 

apocalypticism in the second century. Apocalypse seemed to be less about the 

present time, and the relevance and motivational powers of its historical concerns 

suffered accordingly. McGinn, however, identifies three areas of study in which 

renewed interest maintained the buoyancy of patristic apocalyptic. The first is the 

increased prominence enjoyed by the Antichrist, with the early Church Fathers 

highlighting his already noteworthy role in the Revelation and further developing a 

pseudo-pathology of the figure. Chronologies of the Antichrist's career were 

studiously debated; a practice which, when combined with popular myth, greatly 

added to his phantom existence. 

Mounting anxiety over the nonoccurrence of the Second Coming 

prompted efforts to calculate again the timetable of cosmic history with the hope 

that an accurate record of the World's Duration would prove precisely when the End 

could be expected. This led to the third, and perhaps most important, development 

in apocalyptic exegesis; the doctrine of chiliasm. Chiliasm expands upon the brief 

description given in Revelation (20: 4-6) of the thousand-year reign of Christ and his 

saints, positing a vision of the millennium as achievable and, in effect, worth 

fighting for. Liberally interpreted, the role of any of the resurrected millennial saints 

could be filled by someone willing to martyr themselves in the present 

circumstances. This "explosive element in apocalyptic prophecy"21 emphasised the 

revolutionary potential of apocalypse; as a consequence, the exact status of the 

millennium has remained a source of much controversy in Christian teaching and 

later secular thinking. 

One of the earliest dissident groups to harbour millennial aspirations 

were the Montanists, a heretical and severely ascetic Christian sect active in Phrygia 

in Asia Minor (c. AD 165); they welcomed persecution as a means to ensuring 

participation in the millennium. The appearance of similar groups in the third and 

fourth centuries posed an embarrassing problem for the spiritual leaders of the 

emerging Christian Church (itself no longer a radical sect but now the dominant 
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source of power, based at the very Rome so roundly vilified in Revelation). A 

compromise acceptable to the largely conservative society of Imperial Rome was 

found in the theology of Augustine, bishop of Hippo (354-430). In The City of God 

(413-427), St. Augustine argued that the promise of millennium seen in Revelation 

was to be read as an allegory; the Kingdom of the Saints had, in fact, already been 

instituted by Christ's first Advent, and was now conducting itself in an invisible and 

unreachable spiritual realm. Having witnessed Alaric's sack of Rome in 410 (an 

event readily held by some to be an inauguration of the coming endtime) Augustine 

realised the pressing need to challenge an overly literal reading of biblical prophecy. 

The safety and continued security of Christian civilisation depended upon the 

separation of Imperial destiny from any counterproductive thoughts of a millennial 

kingdom. Augustine's greatest legacy was to weaken apocalypse's toehold in the 

modern world; history could now be viewed as a secular affair. 

Augustine's partition of sacred and secular discourse received no 

serious challenge until the teachings of a Cistercian monk, Joachim of Fiore (c. 1135- 

1202), rose in popularity and revived hopes of a literal millennium. Appropriately 

enough, Joachim's initial insight into the symbolic message of scripture and history 

came to him in a vision as he meditated over a copy of Revelation. For Joachim, the 

historical process could not be understood in isolation from the divine Trinity. God 

had provided the world with three great epochs; the first age (or status) was the 

founding time of the Old Testament Father, the present age was that of the Son, and 

the coming age was that of the Holy Spirit, when man would aid God in the 

fulfilment of earthly felicity. Joachim's followers took heart from his assertion that 

the death of the antichrist at the close of the second status would usher in the 

glorious millennium of the Third Age. It was once again feasible to read into the 

political squabbles of the world a revelation of divine intention; it seemed possible 

that a drastic change in the nature of human society was indeed imminent, and such 

emotions were probably still being felt when Hitler's National Socialist regime was 

christened, with no intended irony, the Third Reich. 
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An earlier adherent of Joachite prophecy was Fra Dolcino, leader of the 

Apostolic Brethren and among the first, in McGinn's words: "to make the fatal step 

from the mere preaching of apocalyptic ideas to armed resistance to the combined 

forces of Church and State". 22 None of Dolcino's writings have survived, but the 

general contents of two letters to his followers are known through the records of the 

Holy Inquisitor, Bernard Gui. Dolcino identified himself as the earthly 

representation of the Angel of Thyatria (Rev. 2: 18-28), and further claimed "that all 

his persecutors along with the prelates of the Church will soon be slaughtered and 

destroyed. Those who are left will be converted to his sect and united to him. Then 

he and his sect will prevail over all". 23 In actuality, the opposite happened, with the 

Apostolic Brethren and their peasant supporters routed at Monte Rebello in 1307; 

Dolcino was tortured and publicly executed. 

Norman Cohn's influential The Pursuit of the Millennium: Revolutionary 

Millenarians and Mystical Anarchists of the Middle Ages (1957), a historical study of 

groups such as Dolcino's, argues that messianic movements "occurred with 

increasing frequency from the end of the eleventh century onwards". 24 Inspired by 

Johannine and Sibylline prophecies (the Sibyl was a female seer whose existence can 

be traced back to the eighth century BC, her influence is the result of later Judaeo- 

Christian oracles which bear her name), these groups pictured salvation in five 

senses; as collective, terrestrial, imminent, total, and miraculous. Cohn links the 

popular acceptance of such ideas to contributing social factors; with over- 

population, urbanisation, and rapid economic growth creating a frustrated 

underclass of the dispossessed poor. The catalyst to major civil unrest was the 

subsequent expansion into medieval intellectual life of Joachite expectations, often 

accentuated with an anti-ecclesiastical bias. Indeed, it would be erroneous to cite a 

concern for worsening social conditions as the chief inspiration for Europe's growing 

band of prophet-leaders; such hardships were often merely exploited to fulfil potent 

individual fantasies of mass destruction and millennial violence. Thomas Müntzer 

(c. 1490-1525), for example, did not draw his justification for peasant insurrection 
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from the material injustices of everyday life, but used instead the pages of Revelation 

and Daniel. Having proclaimed himself "Christ's messenger" and his followers the 

"League of the Elect", Müntzer led a rebel army into battle singing "Come, Holy 

Spirit" and proclaiming his supernatural ability to deflect all enemy fire. The forces 

of Philip of Hesse are said to have slaughtered five thousand men that day, with 

MUntzer spared for torture and eventual beheading. 

It is worth noting that it was as an early disciple of Martin Luther that 

Müntzer first rejected the teachings of the Catholic faith. The Reformation not only 

heightened eschatological expectations, it also encouraged the individual to enter 

into a personal relationship with God, with an emphasis placed on private study of 

the Scriptures. Given such circumstances, the arousal of new and potentially 

inflammatory Biblical interpretations seems, with the benefit of hindsight, almost 

inevitable. None could have anticipated, however, the short but violent reign of the 

charismatic Anabaptist leader, John of Leyden (c. 1509-36). Born Jan Bockelson, he 

commanded a militant sect called the "Children of God", which established 

theocratic rule in the north-west German town of Münster in 1534. The persecution 

and expulsion of the town's Lutherans and Roman Catholics led to a siege being laid 

by the combined forces of the local bishop and princes. Bockelson rose to the 

occasion - abolishing private ownership, introducing polygamy, presiding over huge 

banquets with theatrical entertainments, and all the while maintaining discipline 

through showpiece public executions. As the plight of the town's ten thousand or so 

inhabitants worsened, Bockelson proclaimed himself the "Messiah of the Last Days", 

"King of the New Jerusalem"; and dressed in fine robes he paraded the streets as his 

subjects succumbed to starvation; eating rats, old shoes, and even the bodies of the 

dead. Bockelson's justification for all of this was his divine intuition of the Three 

Ages of Man. The first was the pre-Flood age of sin, the second was the age of 

persecution which had continued until the present time, and the third, the Age of 

the Saints (Bockelson's Joachite vision of the millennium), was to be established in 

the town of Münster prior to the purification of all doubters in preparation for the 
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Second Coming. John of Leyden's kingdom fell in June 1535, and the following 

January he was publicly tortured to death with red-hot irons. 

Cohn narrates these and other tales of collective madness to illustrate 

his central argument, that millennial fantasies were the province of the oppressed, 

and as a consequence the images of apocalypse were employed as agents of social 

change. McGinn has attacked the widespread acceptance of such conclusions, 

maintaining that the manipulation of people's hopes and fears concerning the future 

proved equally important in combating revolutionary fervour and ensuring 

continued social stability; Cohn's approach, McGinn maintains, is "almost totally 

blind to those manifestations of apocalyptic traditions that were intended to support 

the institutions of medieval Christianity rather than to serve as critique, either mild 

or violent". 25McGinn's case is certainly the stronger of the two: Christian 

apocalypticism was not primarily the preserve of the lower classes; indeed, the 

damning of a political adversary as the Antichrist was essentially a positive use of 

apocalyptic material. Thus, when both popes Gregory IX and Innocent IV accused 

Frederick II in these terms: "such language was invoked by a part of the established 

order in support of the total medieval notion of a divinely ordained society". 26 

The major social changes caused by the Reformation did not just raise 

eschatological expectations in Northern Europe. Christopher Hill's study of the 

English Civil War, The World Turned Upside Down: Radical Ideas during the English 

Revolution (1972), shows how millenarian fantasies shaped the aspirations of groups 

such as the Levellers, the Diggers, and the Fifth Monarchists (the latter, in particular, 

relying upon a peculiar mixture of Merlin, Mother Shipton, the French sage 

Nostradamus, and the Sibylline prophecies). As Hill explains: "the Reformation, for 

all its hostility to magic, had stimulated the spirit of prophecy. The abolition of 

mediators, the stress on the individual conscience, left God speaking direct to his 

elect". 27 The comparatively wide availability of printing presses furthered the spread 

of these fresh and potentially explosive ideas. Hill's book offers a convincing 

17 



reassessment of a hitherto familiar period of English history, and in terms which we 

should by now recognise: 

By the mid-seventeenth century a consensus seemed to have been 

reached, indicating the advent of remarkable events in the mid-1650s: 
the fall of Antichrist, perhaps the second coming and the millennium. 
This underlay the confident energy, the utopian enthusiasm, of the 
Puritan preachers in the early 1640s. With what subsequently seemed 
to them naive optimism, they called the common man to fight the 
Lord's battles against Antichrist. 28 

The Reformation, then, inadvertently encouraged the development of 

fringe religious groups, who found that their new forms of belief increasingly placed 

them in opposition to the controlling powers of the centralist state and the approved 

Church. The generation of Puritans previous to those discussed in Hill's book were 

themselves the victims of systematic persecution under Archbishop Laud. Many 

fled to the Continent, notably the Netherlands, before some made the complete and 

final break with Europe and sailed to America; arriving at the place they christened 

Plymouth in 1620. As the critic Douglas Robinson observes: "the very idea of 

America in history is apocalyptic, arising as it did out of the historicizing of 

apocalyptic hopes in the Protestant Reformation. Discovered by Europeans in the 

sixteenth century, America was conceived as mankind's last great hope, the Western 

site of the millennium". 29 Such aspirations can also be traced back to Christopher 

Columbus, who interpreted his own divinely ordained discovery of the New World 

as the necessary herald to a Joachite vision of earthly perfection. Marjorie Reeves 

identifies the apocalyptic strain running through the great explorer's bid to establish 

new kingdoms for the Spanish Empire: "he believed himself to have been inspired 

by the Holy Spirit in his explorations and saw the three climactic events of the Last 

Age as the discovery of the Indies, the conversion of the Gentiles and the recovery of 

the Holy City". 30 
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The Puritans also believed that America was, in a sense, a Promised 

Land. The early settlers felt that they were in a covenantal relationship with God; 

and, in return for such divine providence, it was their duty to fashion communities 

fit to serve as shining examples to those who remained in the old and decadent 

Europe. It was to the chosen people on board the Arbella that John Winthrop 

addressed his celebrated 1630 sermon concerning the "citty upon a hill"31; the 

exemplary model of Christian life that the voyagers were soon to establish in the 

Massachusetts Bay colonies. As Stephen J. Stein has demonstrated, the Puritan mind 

found further revelation of God's millennial purpose (and perhaps justification for 

any ensuing atrocities) in the strange, untutored inhabitants of the virgin territories: 

"many in early New England shared a conviction that the natives in America were 

the ten lost tribes of Israel, a view that intensified speculation concerning the 

relationship between their conversion and the beginning of the millennium". 32 The 

detrimental effects of these elements of the Puritan Weltanschauung have been far 

reaching, as the historian Larzer Ziff has noted: "the Puritan extension of 

righteousness from a personal to a cultural scope was to continue to condone the 

violence unto extermination in future Indian conflicts and was to add its dimension 

of impersonality to the history of race relations within America and to foreign policy 

when the foreigners were ethnically outsiders as well". 33 For Ziff, the Puritan 

emphasis on the divine power of the Word meant that they saw all conflicts as 

essentially dramas of competing beliefs, with the losing parties bleeding vanquished 

arguments rather than blood. Nothing, of course, could have been further from the 

truth, and as Stephen Greenblatt has indicated: "the history of a great culture's 

salvation" is also "the chronicle of a great culture's destruction". 34 

The sense of millennial destiny continued to exert its influence upon 

the succeeding waves of colonists; in 1653 Edward Johnson reminded his audience: 

for your full assurance, know this is the place where the Lord will create a new 

Heaven and a new earth ... new Churches and a new Commonwealth together". 31 

Jonathan Edwards, writing a century later amidst the renewed religious fervour of 

19 



the Great Awakening, strikes a similar note: "this new world is probably now 

discovered 
... that God might in it begin a new world in a spiritual respect, when he 

creates the new heavens and new earth". 36 Perry Miller's study of Puritan social and 

intellectual history, Errand into the Wilderness (1956), shows how developing 

scientific ideas threatened and seriously challenged the continued acceptance of 

such beliefs as those held by Johnson and Edwards. Miller freely admits that the 

apocalypse's "consuming chord of rest and resolution"37 was cherished by the early 

New England communities, so much so that the first American bestseller was 

Michael Wigglesworth's versified story of the Judgment The Day of Doom, published 

in 1662. However, the vast cosmic theories of natural scientists such as Newton 

raised the spectre of a universe which, although created in time, might remain 

ultimately indestructible. Miller articulates the dilemma: "is an end of the world any 

longer thinkable, or artistically conceivable, if the world be only a minor planet in a 

vast Copernican system? "38; if the universe was being read as an abstract 

mathematical equation, how was it possible to view man's puny actions as a drama 

of divine destruction and retribution? For a time, then, scientific advancements 

weakened the sway of eschatological feeling in the mainstream of American life; 

Miller detects that "'Orthodox' Protestants in the early nineteenth century continued 

to give lip service to the conception of a catastrophic end of the world, but obviously 

their hearts were no longer behind it". 39 Liberal theologians completed the drift 

away from apocalypse by rather optimistically reading into Darwin's On the Origin 

of Species (1859) a story of unchecked progress and human fulfilment. America's 

errand into the wilderness was disclosing itself as an errand without the 

consummation of a satisfactory end. 

Apocalyptic expectations (however frustrated) could be said to have 

had a dual effect on American life and thought in the nineteenth and twentieth 

centuries. After the assimilation of secularizing Enlightenment attitudes explicit 

apocalyptic reference becomes the province of marginalised religious groups. The 

millennial faiths professed by the Mormons, the Christadelphians, the Oneida 
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Perfectionists, the Seventh-Day Adventists and the Shakers (or "The United Society 

of Believers in Christ's Second Appearing"), as well as their more recent incarnations 

in the shape of Jehovah's Witnesses, television evangelists, and renegade cult leaders 

such as Charles Manson (the Sharon Tate slayings), the Reverend Jim Jones (the 

Guyana suicides), and David Koresh (Waco's Ranch Apocalypse), all give their 

dispossessed and alienated followers, in Charles H. Lippy's words: "a higher status 

in the cosmic scheme than they had in mundane reality" 4Q The secular counterpart 

of such thinking can be found in America's self-proclaimed role of Redeemer Nation, 

with its implicit reference to chiliastic doctrine. Thus, in its guise of World Policeman 

or as figurehead of the Joachite New World Order, US foreign policy continues to 

present America as a messianic model for the world; tirelessly exhorting or 

enforcing the benefits of free-market capitalism and (limited) democracy. 

Further to this, millennial ideology has exerted a considerable 

influence upon the development of American literature. David Ketterer has asserted 

that in much the same way as science fiction, his own specialised field of study, is 

concerned with new worlds and alien possibilities, so "American literature is notable 

for its prophetic character, perhaps attributable to the American impulse toward 

originality". 41 Ketterer argues that this innovatory impulse can to some degree be 

explained by the comparative absence of a great storehouse of national historical 

material (which he terms the "lack of a usable past"42); thus encouraging the 

tendency of the American psyche to focus upon future events. The weakness of 

Ketterer's argument is that he fails to fully explore how American aspirations for the 

future can themselves incorporate imaginative reconstructions of an idealised past. 

For example, the most potent future-orientated fantasies of recent 

times have been those regarding space travel and the possible colonisation of other 

planets or solar systems. Leaving aside the question of how much the Space Race of 

the 1960s was a displaced (and reasonably safe) form of Cold War conflict (cf. both 

the US boycott of the Moscow 1980 Olympic Games, ostensibly in protest at the 

Russian invasion of Afghanistan, followed by the predictable Soviet non-appearance 
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in Los Angeles four years later, and the intense international interest generated by 

the Fisher/ Spassky World Chess Championship of 1972); the popular appeal to the 

American mind of the NASA space programme can be traced to three major sources. 

The first is the eternal wonder of the night sky (a hallmark of all cultures); the 

second, the resonance created by a public marriage of the twin secular powers of 

progress and technology (qualities so revered in post-Enlightenment Western 

civilisation); and the third, the uniquely American conception of outer space as the 

final frontier, where the founding traditions of westward expansion can once again 

prove profitable, but on this occasion, in an extraterrestrial setting. 

Thus, a significant part of the imaginative appeal of the 1969 moon 

landing lay in its high-technology re-enactment of emotive scenes from America's 

past; the command module of the successful Apollo 11 mission was named the 

Columbia, and more ambiguously, the planting of the US flag on alien soil could not 

help but revive memories of Life magazine's famous cover photograph of American 

troops taking Iwo Jima in 1945. Two centuries earlier, the spirit of American 

expansion was similarly motivated by the promise of a glorious future in 

concordance with a reassuring past serenity. John Filson's The Discovery, Settlement 

and Present State of Kentucke (1784) sought to encourage pioneers to purchase farm 

lands in the dangerous frontier territories by directly linking the Kentucky 

wilderness to a regenerative vision of the new Eden: 

In your country, like the land of promise, flowing with milk and 
honey, a land of brooks and water, of fountains and depths, that spring 

out of valleys and hills, a land of wheat and barley, and all kinds of 

fruits, you shall eat bread without scarceness, and not lack anything in 

it 
... 

Thus your country, favoured with the smile of heaven, will 

probably be inhabited by the first people the world ever knew. 43 

The degree of American literature's indebtedness to a 'usable past' is 

evident from the continuing influence on modern fiction of the Puritan literary form, 

the jererniad. Stephen J. Stein describes the jeremiad's traditional mixture of 
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complaint and castigation as "the characteristic expression of New England's 

developing sense of mission. This genre fused secular and sacred history, 

combining the woeful cries of the lamenter with the forward glances of the 

visionary. The apocalyptic mode was especially congenial to the preacher of the 

jeremiad who indicted his audience for their sins and then called them to 

repentance". 44As with apocalypse, the jeremiad flourishes in times of social crisis 

and intellectual doubt. Stein identifies Samuel Danforth's sermon before the General 

assembly of the Bay colony in 1670 as a notable example of the jeremiad; in his 

address Danforth passed harsh judgment on those who had lost their sense of divine 

mission. The consequences would be dire for the New England communities unless 

they renewed their commitment to the Errand into the Wilderness; invoking 

Revelation, Danforth prophesied that the time had come to "remember whence we 

are fallen, and repent, and do our first works" (2: 5). Increase Mather (1639-1723) was 

another accomplished practitioner of the jeremiad; he regarded the escalating 

violence between colonists and Indians, which culminated in King Philip's War of 

1675-76, as God's punishment for a falling off of religious observance amongst the 

settlers. It is apparent that the origins of the jeremiad's popularity can be traced to a 

mood of disenchantment with the present time and to a sense of uncertainty 

concerning the future. As Ernest Cassara has concluded: "the emergence of the 

jeremiad -a ritualistic discourse which lamented the declining morals of the Puritan 

society - tells us much about the mood of the second and third generations: the 

leaders of the churches believed that the children were falling away from the high 

ideals and performance of the fathers". 45 

Hence, one of the most important post-war American novels, Thomas 

Pynchon's gargantuan Gravity's Rainbow (1973), has been described by the critics 

Marcus Smith and Khachig Tololyan as "an astonishing and brilliant reworking of 

the old Puritan jeremiad". 46 We will have more time later to engage in a fuller 

account of both the apocalyptic concerns and Puritan roots of Pynchon's novel, but 

for the moment we should note the active presence of discourses from America's 
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'usable past' amongst the hurly-burly of what is probably the quintessential 

postmodern novel; as Smith and Tololyan view it: "the controlling idea of Gravity's 

Rainbow is that the world's present predicament - the system of global terror 

dominated by ICBMs - threatens to fulfill in historical time the apocalyptic and 

millennial visions which prevailed in the Puritan culture of colonial New England". 

In another context, M. H. Abrams has lamented the negative influence of the 

prophetic tradition upon the disillusioned mind, warning that American jeremiads 

have "also fostered a paranoid tendency to blame historical setbacks on diverse 

baleful conspirators, determined to frustrate the divine intention". 47 In an essay 

which begins "God is the original conspiracy theory" 48, Scott Sanders seeks to chart 

the link between Puritanism and paranoia which Abrams has hinted at. For 

Sanders, the modern "mind that preserves Puritan expectations after the Puritan 

God has been discredited will naturally seek another hypothesis that explains life as 

the product of remote control". 49 Thus, paranoia is "the last retreat of the Puritan 

imagination", finding neurotic comfort in the belief that the world is organised into a 

conspiracy. Again, we shall pay further attention to these ideas when we return in 

later chapters to the conspiracy-laden novels of Pynchon and Burroughs. 

In the meantime, it should be apparent that just as there are competing 

definitions of the formal characteristics of apocalypse and a related controversy over 

the genre's subsequent social influence; so there has accumulated a myriad of critical 

positions regarding the exact status of apocalyptic literature. Allied to an overview 

of this vigorous debate, we will occasionally pause to consider the perhaps 

unanswerable question which nevertheless preoccupies so many commentators - Is 

there a radical difference between our own apocalyptic sensibilities and those experienced by 

others in times of past crisis? Given the apocalyptic 'mood' which permeates so much 

of the literature, visual art, and critical thinking of our century, many observers find 

it difficult to resist the suggestion that there is, indeed, a heightened topicality to 

contemporary visions of the world's violent end. 
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The major critical work on the literary apocalyptic genre is Frank 

Kermode's The Sense of an Ending (1967). 5° For Kermode, apocalypse is an essentially 

healthy field of human activity which gives form and meaning to an existence which 

might otherwise prove unbearable. The apocalyptic imagination: 

... reflects our deep need for intelligible Ends. We project ourselves -a 
small, humble elect, perhaps - past the End, so as to see the structure 

whole, a thing we cannot do from our spot of time in the middle. 
Apocalypse depends on a concord of imaginatively recorded 

past and imaginatively predicted future, achieved on behalf of us, who 

remain 'in the middest'. (SOE 8). 

As we have seen, apocalypse differs from standard eschatology by virtue of the 

greater emphasis placed on the proximity of the End. The apocalypticist derives a 

good deal of his power from this visionary promise or threat of imminent 

catastrophic change. Of course, up to now the subsequent unfolding of time has 

discredited whatever historical allegory man his drawn from the scenario of the last 

days; yet, apocalyptic visions persist, and in times of perceived crisis they further 

multiply. As Kermode remarks: " 
... this is important. Apocalypse can be 

disconfirmed without being discredited. This is part of its extraordinary resilience" 

(SOE 8). The research of the American sociologist L. Festinger into modern 

apocalyptic sects demonstrates that such disconfirmation is generally a matter for 

indifference; with cult members unabashedly producing "new end-fictions and new 

calculations" (SOE 17), thereby maintaining rather than abandoning prophecy. 

Festinger deduces from these events the notion of consonance, which shows that the 

apocalyptic mind is essentially sound - the desire for the certainty of an end being 

strong, yet tempered by the demands of empirical reality. From this Kermode 

adopts a general theory of apocalyptic practice, in this its most beneficial state: "Men 

in the middest make considerable imaginative investments in coherent patterns 

which, by the provision of an end, make possible a satisfying consonance with the 
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origins and with the middle" (SOE 17). The apocalyptic will can never be 

permanently frustrated. 

Kermode is not blind, however, to the negative aspects of these desires, 

or to what Gerald Gillespie has referred to as the "permissive myths of radical 

modernity such as apocalyptic Fascism". 51 The apocalypse is a 'useful' fiction, but its 

Joachite component should be treated with a degree of scepticism, for "its ideological 

expression is fascism; its practical consequence the Final Solution" (SOE 103). The 

refined eschatologies of the early modernists such as Pound, Eliot, Joyce, Lewis, and 

Yeats (and one thinks of Lawrence as well) were nevertheless "dangerous lapses into 

mythical thinking" (SOE 104), involving a call to arms against tradition and "the 

creation of fictions which may be dangerous in the dispositions they breed towards 

the world" (SOE 111). Such fictions may include the fantasy of a racial elite, a related 

contempt for those deemed 'unclean' or 'degenerate', and myths associated with 

natural purity, mass society, and the wish for a cleansing spectacle of annunciatory 

violence. 

The Apocalypse and man's sense of an ending have both a long history 

and a tendency to change; thus: "the Emperor of the Last Days turns up as a Flemish 

or an Italian peasant, as Queen Elizabeth or as Hitler; the Joachite transition as a 

Brazilian revolution, or as the Tudor settlement, or as the Third Reich" (SOE 29). 

Kermode argues that in regard to literature, prophecy mutated into apocalypse; and 

post-Reformation, apocalypse merged with tragedy, where "the humble elect 

survive not all the kings of the earth as in Revelation, but the one king whose typical 

story is enacted before them" (SOE 30). Later still, tragedy yields to absurdity, and 

the end becomes a terrible game. 

Despite this emphasis on the evolutionary nature of terminal visions 

and "the admittedly apocalyptic tenor of much radical thinking about the arts in our 

century" (SOE 93), Kermode nevertheless insists that "there is nothing at all 

distinguishing about our eschatological anxiety" (SOE 95). True, we live in a time of 

immense technological, military, and cultural crisis: "but it would be childish to 
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argue, in a discussion of how people behave under eschatological threat, that 

nuclear bombs are more real and make one experience more authentic crisis-feelings 

than armies in the sky". Out of the important differences that do exist between 

modern man and his ancestors, the sense of profound anxiety borne by those in the 

'middest' is not one of them: "many of them felt as we do. If the evidence looks good 

to us, so it did to them". 

Perry Miller would not agree with Kermode, for he sees in the advent 

of the atomic age a grim new development for the apocalyptic imagination. The US 

bombing of Hiroshima on 6 August 1945 destroyed irreparably whatever remained 

of our faith in a divinely ordained end of human history. The nuclear nightmare has 

"less and less to do with good and evil" 52 and could even be translated into fact by a 

freak accident or technological malfunction. The heat flash of detonation and 

mushroom cloud of radioactive dust provide what Miller terms the required "stage 

effects", but not the moral satisfaction of an authentic Last Judgment. The 

apocalyptic mind needs to feel the force of grace operating from Heaven: 

"catastrophe, by and for itself, is not enough". 

This position is restated, some twenty years later, by David Ketterer in 

his study of the apocalyptic strain in American literature New Worlds for Old (1974): 

Within recent history our notion of the end of the world as something 

man himself may instigate, detracts considerably from the visionary 

coloration of a possible apocalypse. In a very real sense, the atomic 

bomb completed the process of secularization that apocalyptic thinking 

has undergone since medieval times. 53 

Ketterer's arguments may lack the sublety of Miller's meditations or Kermode's 

wide-ranging and cogent speculations (Kermode's magisterial tone occasionally 

proves irritating however), but he does at least attempt a definition of the modern 

apocalyptic: "any work of fiction concerned with presenting a radically different 

world or version of reality that exists in a credible relationship with the world or 

27 



reality verified by empiricism and common experience". 54 Credible is a problematic 

term here, I think; many works which we consider to be postmodernist flaunt their 

outrageous relationship with what might be held to be 'reality' - character, 

psychology, history and locale all appear to be, frankly, unbelievable (in the sense 

that they don't appear to possess anything approaching 'realistic' credibility). By 

Ketterer's definition, many of the novelists we have already mentioned (as well as, 

for instance, Donald Barthelme, B. S. Johnson, Richard Brautigan, John Barth, and 

Kurt Vonnegut) would be incapable of producing any apocalyptic work. I would 

also distrust any critic who calls upon something to be verified by common 

experience. Great writers, such as Blake or Joyce, articulate a new form of human 

and spiritual consciousness; something which, at the time of its inception, is 

understood by a handful, grasped at by a few, and completely alien to the common 

experience. 

Ketterer does not appear to be unduly perturbed by his stated belief 

that the atomic bomb has profoundly altered our lives and the methods we use to 

express ourselves artistically. Indeed, his ideas rest on a foundation of technological 

optimism and a typically American faith in progress: "it is, perhaps particularly 

relevant to our ambiguous, secularized understanding of the apocalyptic that, while 

atomic power might destroy our world, the same power might allow a remnant of 

humanity to escape the conflagration and seek a new and better Earth amid a new 

view of the heavens". This may strike us as idle whimsy, but it should be -55 

remembered that Ketterer grew up as part of a generation surrounded by powerful 

cultural images of interplanetary travel and salvation in the stars. The popular 

media portrayals of the utopian communities soon to be established on Mars, and 

Venus, and the like, may have looked like your average Mid-West town with the 

scientific gloss of a few new gadgets, but they were mercifully free of Cold War 

tensions, political assassinations, and civil rights marchers. If our hopes turn to 

outer space today, they are more likely to be clouded by imaginings of satellite 

surveillance, STAR WARS defence policy (ie. a 'winnable' nuclear war), the 
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Challenger disaster, and the sobering thought that our own planet will one day be as 

incapable of supporting life as any of the other planets in this abandoned solar 

system. 

John. R. May's Toward a New Earth (1972), a study of apocalypse in the 

modern American novel, shares the qualified optimism of both Kermode and 

Ketterer. May feels, however, that Kermode overemphasises the structural 

importance of man's sense of an ending. The quest for (displaced) origins is equally 

crucial: "apocalypse consoles, not because it conceals the terrors of history within the 

pleasing form of an expected ending, but rather because it counsels genuine hope in 

a new beginning despite the ravages of irreversible time". May further differs from 

Kermode in detecting a subtle shift in our eschatological expectations, primarily as a 

response to cultural crisis: 

And even though the imagination of cosmic catastrophe is nothing 

new to man, it is true that the dawning of the thermonuclear age, when 

man has developed the literal capacity to destroy the world himself, 

has added something of a cutting edge to the anxiety spawned by the 

literary, artistic, and even religious imagination of contemporary 

man. -57 

These arguments are essentially repeated in David Dowling's Fictions of Nuclear 

Disaster (1987); post-war apocalypses are neither adolescent or unduly morbid, 

because "the nuclear possibility forces late twentieth-century man to confront his 

human nature and his place in the nature of things afresh". 58 This cannot be denied, 

but so does toothache or missing the bus - men have never had to rely on ICBM's to 

confront their darkest fears. Dowling's prescription is that "imagined disasters keep 

us sane"59, and "fictions of nuclear disaster 
... call on the power of the word to de- 

fuse the power of the fused atom". 60 Such a remedy may not prove possible, 

however; Jacques Derrida maintains that the power of the atom is indistinguishable 

from that of the word; the nuclear arsenal is "a phenomenon whose essential feature 

is that of being fabulously textual". Derrida continues: 
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Nuclear weaponry depends, more than any weaponry in the past, it 

seems, upon structures of information and communication, structures 

of language, including non-vocalizable language, structures of codes 

and graphic decoding. But the phenomenon is fabulously textual also 
to the extent that, for the moment, a nuclear war has not taken place: 

one can only talk and write about it 61 

With his customary radical flair, Derrida claims that "literature has 

always belonged to the nuclear epoch"62; with nuclear issues being more directly 

addressed in the texts of Mallarme, Kafka, or Joyce "than in present-day novels that 

would offer direct and realistic descriptions of a "real" nuclear catastrophe". 63 What 

Derrida appears to 'mean' is that literature has always been characterised by a sense 

of instability and inescapable mortality; the same perilous attributes which have 

now come to be recognised as the hallmarks of the post-Hiroshima world. Derrida's 

call for a new critical procedure to analyse these apocalyptic concerns is answered in 

an unsigned proposal for a colloquium on "Nuclear Criticism" (a document 

published in a special issue of the theoretical journal Diacritics). Nuclear Criticism 

would involve two kinds of textual practice; the first would read "canonical texts" in 

order to reveal their unconscious nuclear fears, and the second would aim to show 

how nuclear conceptions (of which no examples are given but one might consider, 

for instance, the deterrence policy known as MAD - Mutually Assured Destruction) 

are themselves shaped, and perhaps handicapped, by standard literary or 

philosophical assumptions. Quite simply, it's time to fight back: "the representation 

of nuclear war in the media as well as in the literary canon demands to be analyzed 

ideologically, that is, in terms of the interests it seeks to promote and to conceal, in 

terms of the whole critique of representation which for some time has been 

engaged". 
64 

Misgivings are apparent, however. The colloquium proposer wonders 

whether "the current versions of apocalypse now merely feed the vice of the 

hypocritical reader, the deep-seated boredom of an alienated public that dreams of 
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debris, of swallowing the world with a yawn". Derrida stikes another note of 

caution, worried as he is that a proliferation in the nuclear discourse "may constitute 

a fearful domestication, the anticipatory assimilation of that unanticipatable entirely- 

other". 65 These fears, in turn, recall those expressed by Susan Sontag in her 

important essay The Imagination of Disaster (1965). 66 Sontag finds in the popular 

genre of Science Fiction movies a set of powerful metaphors which aim to capture 

the quotidian anxieties of survival under the threat of the ubiquitous A-bomb. The 

alien hordes may be on a mission from Mars but their spiritual home is the Soviet 

Union, and the towering indestructible monster is the Bomb itself. As with 

apocalypse, this new form of cinema allows the consumer to "participate in the 

fantasy of living through one's own death and more, the death of cities, the 

destruction of humanity itself'. 67The modern imagination of disaster is beguiled by 

the "aesthetics of destruction, with the peculiar beauties to be found in wreaking 

havoc"68; but it is a hollow display, "one of the purest forms of spectacle; that is, we 

are rarely inside anyone's feelings"69 - we are, in effect, dealing with comic-book 

catastrophes. Sontag concludes that we are undeniably living through an age of 

mass trauma, but every epoch has produced demons as metaphors for subterranean 

fears. What distinguishes the modern era is our moral reaction (or lack of it); we are 

"in the position of the Berliners of 1945" who "received without great agitation the 

news that Hitler had decided to kill them all, before the allies arrived, because they 

had not been worthy enough to win the war". 70 We are not doing enough, the 

imagination's "inadequate response" is a symptom of Derrida's "fearful 

domestication" - our terror is a banal media-fix, and "there is a sense in thich all 

these movies are in complicity with the abhorrent". 71 

Douglas Robinson's American Apocalypses (1985) is perhaps the most 

optimistic study of the apocalyptic phenomenon; indeed, the book's arguments seem 

to be specifically constructed in order to counter conservative claims that literary 

apocalypses are no more than "puerile fantasies of escape from the pressures of 

history 
... expressions of a diseased lust for racial suicide". 72 Robinson argues that 
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any such reactionary criticism cannot help but add to the cultural presence and 

subsequent power of apocalypse, since the anti-apocalypticists invariably rely on 

apocalyptic rhetoric for their ultimate stylistic and moral effects. Kermode's 

plausible fear that apocalypse reaches its final solution in the gas chambers of a 

Buchenwald or an Auschwitz-Birkenau can likewise be rebuffed by the recognition 

that the Nazis were defeated by an allied coalition led by an equally millenarian 

America; in these terms, World War III can be viewed as a conflict "between forces 

with opposing apocalyptic designs". 73 As a consequence, American literary 

apocalypses courageously seek "a freedom to explore the prevailing ideologies by 

placing themselves in opposition to them". 74 Such violent fantasies should be 

encouraged and not repressed: they offer necessary avenues of expression amongst 

the many dead ends and blind alleys of late capitalist pseudo-democratic society; 

and Robinson concludes that "the American apocalyptist, among other things, 

maintains the community by challenging it; the American apocalypse destroys itself, 

finally, in order to direct us back to human life" 75 When the novel ends a fresh 

dialogue is free to begin. 

On a more cautious note, Zbigniew Lewicki's The Bang and The 

Whimper: Apocalypse and Entropy in American Literature (1984)76 detects a fundamental 

shift in the concept of apocalypse as a result of the secularization of social and 

intellectual life. Apocalypse is "increasingly understood to denote destruction rather 

than rebirth"77; the absence of the millennial component from apocalyptic visions is 

an indicator of the growing pessimism which characterises our postmodern literary 

productions. Lewicki's main thesis, however, is that scientific advancements have 

not only provided us with a fear of a cataclysmic end to human time (the bang), but 

also with the perhaps more terrifying prospect of a slow irreversible process of 

entropic decay (the whimper). We are sliding out of time, and Lewicki's prognosis 

for the mood of the future is bleak: a "sense of impending destruction has dominated 

American consciousness, and literature, for centuries. It has, however, changed over 

the years, not only because the concept of apocalypse has partly lost its regenerative 
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promise, but also because the idea of entropic death can offer nothing but the fear of 

destruction". 78 

It is as hazardous to attempt a full and explicit defintion of entropy on 

which all commentators can agree as it is to try and tie apocalypse down to any one 

convenient formulation. The notion was introduced in 1852 by the German physicist 

and mathematician Rudolf Clausius (1822-1888) in relation to his earlier Second Law 

of Thermodynamics (1850). The law states that heat cannot be transferred from a 

colder to a hotter body within a system without net changes occurring in other 

bodies within that system. Thus: "heat must always be transferred from the hotter to 

the colder body"79; with entropy (the degree in which the energy of a 

thermodynamic system is so distributed as to be unavailable for conversion into 

work) always increasing. The entropic decline is then "the irreversible tendency of a 

system including the universe, toward increasing disorder and inertness; also, the 

final state predictable from this tendency". 8° Within a closed system, both bodies 

will eventually achieve a condition of uniform temperature, with no energy 

remaining to disturb the deadening conformity. 

In Tony Tanner's words: "entropy is concerned with the fate of energy - 

the individual's, society's, the world's". 81 Entropic ideas can also be applied in the 

field of communication theory; for the transmission of an author's messages or the 

coded instructions to detonate the fabulously textual warhead. Norbert Wiener's 

enormously influential The Human Use of Human Beings (1950) draws the analogy: 

Messages are themselves a form of pattern and organization. Indeed, 

it is possible to treat sets of messages as having an entropy like sets of 

states of the external world. Just as entropy is a measure of 

disorganization, the information carried by a set of messages is a 

measure of organization. In fact, it is possible to interpret the 

information carried by a message as essentially the negative of its 

entropy, and the negative logarithm of its probability. That is, the 

more probable the message, the less information it gives. Cliches, for 

example, are less illuminating than great poems. 82 
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The unambiguous computerised instruction (in all likelihood a rigid and 

predetermined numerical pattern) to unleash the energy of a thermonuclear device 

cannot help but increase entropy. A writer, however, may temporarily halt the 

inevitable accumulation of entropy by inscribing a text in a way which may defy all 

probability. Stylistic innovation, ethical indeterminacy, wilful obscurity, and 

parodic irony can all be mobilised to create a pocket of resistance against the overall 

entropic decline. This is not to dispense with organisation all together; a measure is 

needed because its absence would once again surrender the text to the negative 

influence of predictability. 

As we have seen, Lewicki finds no hope whatsoever in an entropic 

universe crawling towards the unavoidable heat-death (apocalypse, by comparison, 

does not presuppose cosmic indifference and is further blessed with the rich promise 

of a new heaven and new earth beyond time). Wiener's ideas offer a qualified 

degree of hope, however, and they are refreshingly free of the cheery technological 

optimism with which scientific concepts are often presented to a popular audience. 

To be sure, Wiener pulls no punches about the fate which eventually awaits us; we 

are shipwrecked on a doomed planet, and: 

As entropy increases, the universe, and all dosed systems in the 

universe, tend naturally to deteriorate and lose their distinctiveness, to 

move from the least to the most probable state, from a state of 

organization and differentiation in which distinctions and forms exist, 

to a state of chaos and sameness. 83 

But human beings are not dosed systems; we can allow ourselves to be challenged 

by difficult information and in doing so we can decrease our own personal entropy. 

Equally, within our expiring universe, which as a whole "tends to run down, there 

are local enclaves whose direction seems opposed to that of the universe at large and 

in which there is a limited and temporary tendency for organization to increase". It 

is within these enclaves that we live; and our communities, our lifestyles, and our 
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artifacts can bring small victories to us. Wiener knows that we'll never win the war, 

as it were, but we can be stoical, and indeed, dignified in defeat; life will inevitably 

come to a complete and utter end: "yet we may succeed in framing our values so that 

this temporary accident of living existence, and this much more temporary accident 

of human existence, may be taken as all-important positive values, notwithstanding 

their fugitive character". ' Perhaps unsurprisingly, Wiener's considered optimism 

has not always survived the journey from an initial scientific context to a literary, 

and then popular, environment. 

Certainly, Thomas Pynchon read both Wiener's volume and The 

Education of Henry Adams (1907) whilst studying Engineering Physics and English at 

Cornell during the 1950s. 85 It was Adams (1838-1918) who applied the laws of the 

scientific concept of entropy to the study of history and social relations. Convinced 

that the actions of men represented a waning force in the 'progression' of history, 

Adams's hallmark pessimism was perhaps further fuelled by the influence of his 

"idol"86Edward Gibbon (1737-94), whose monumental The History of the Decline and 

Fall of the Roman Empire (1776-88) told a similar tale of vast human effort, inevitable 

dissolution, and a final, numbing stasis. In Chapter XXV of the Education, Adams 

contrasts the two great symbols of human civilisation, the Virgin Mary (the 

spiritually uniting) and the Industrial Dynamo (the scientifically dividing). The rise 

to prominence of the latter as an object of veneration can only herald the eventual 

collapse of human enterprise and innovation. Adams's views find confirmation in 

an epiphany at the World's Fair in Paris (the autobiographical Education is, of course, 

written in the third-person): 

Satisfied that the sequence of men led to nothing and that the sequence 

of their society could lead no further, while the mere sequence of time 

was artificial, and the sequence of thought was chaos, he turned at last 

to the sequence of force; and thus it happened that, after ten years' 

pursuit, he found himself lying in the Gallery of Machines at the Great 

Exposition of 1900, with his historical neck broken by the sudden 

irruption of forces totally new. 87 
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Striving to kick-start a career in writing, Pynchon relates that: "given my 

undergraduate mood, Adams's sense of power out of control, coupled with Wiener's 

spectacle of universal heat-death and mathematical stillness, seemed just the 

ticket". 88 Written in 1958 or 1959, the short story Entropy is an important early work 

which contains a virtual compendium of the themes Pynchon was to return in his 

later novels, V. (1963), The Crying of Lot 49 (1966), Gravity's Rainbow (1973), Vineland 

(1990), and Mason and Dixon (1997). 89 

Entropy is precisely set in Washington, DC in early February 1957, and 

opens with a vision of the accumulating debris of Meatball Mulligan's lease-breaking 

party, currently crawling into its fortieth hour. Those partygoers remaining are 

either asleep or stoned, whilst outside it is raining (on the previous days there has 

been snow, gale force winds, and bright sunlight). On the storey above Meatball's 

exhausted decadence live Callisto and his female companion Aubade. Their 

apartment is a "hothouse jungle" (SL 79), as languid and stultifying as any 

"Rousseau-like fantasy": 

Hermetically sealed, it was a tiny enclave of regularity in the city's 

chaos, alien to the vagaries of the weather, of national politics, of any 

civil disorder. (SL 79-80). 

On Callisto's instructions, Aubade monitors the outside temperature, and despite the 

changing weather, the mercury has remained at 37 degrees Fahrenheit for the past 

three days. 

Fittingly enough for a work which contains many musical references 

and allusions, the structure of Entropy is modelled on fugue, with the narrative toing 

and froing between the counterpointing scenes of Meatball's detritus and Callisto's 

ennui. Thus, Meatball restores order to his nervous system with a "monster tequila" 

(SL 82), and immediately afterwards Callisto maintains his own equilibrium through 

the intellectual discipline of dictating his memoirs. Meatball discusses with a fresh 

reveller the impossibility of unambiguous communication, and Callisto attempts to 
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transmit body heat to an expiring bird he has cradled in his hands. Both consider 

the theory and practice of new musical forms; and in their respective final scenes, 

Meatball has to decide what action to take as violence escalates his party to "a 

sustained, ungodly crescendo" (SL 92), while Callisto has to contemplate life as the 

sick bird finally dies: "the heartbeat ticked a graceful diminuendo down at last into 

stillness" (SL 93). Aubade finds she cannot share Callisto's paralysis any longer, and 

decides to rebel against the regime of their exotic cell: 

He sank back, terrified. She stood a moment more, irresolute; she had 

sensed his obsession long ago, realized somehow that that constant 37 

was now decisive. Suddenly then, as if seeing the single and 

unavoidable conclusion to all this she moved swiftly to the window 
before Callisto could speak; tore away the drapes and smashed out the 

glass with two exquisite hands which came away bleeding and 

glistening with splinters; and turned to face the man on the bed and 

wait with him until the moment of equilibrium was reached, when 37 

degrees Fahrenheit should prevail both outside and inside, and 
forever, and the hovering, curious dominant of their separate lives 

should resolve into a tonic of darkness and the final absence of all 

motion. (SL 94). 

It seems likely that both Meatball and Callisto represent differing 

responses to the problems posed by the accumulation of entropy. We are 

introduced to each of them as they awake; Callisto clutching the bird on which he 

has to some extent pinned his hopes for the future, and Mulligan "holding an empty 

magnum to his chest as if it were a teddy bear" (SL 77). Meatball is a pragmatic man 

for whom a hangover can be offset with a healthy dose of further alcohol; moreover 

he positively revels in entropy, but, most crucially, is only prepared to tolerate its 

accumulation up to a point. When the celebrations degenerate into a boozy brawl 

and a girl is in danger of drowning as the water level in a blocked shower unit 

threatens to rise above her neck, Meatball realises that he is presented with two 

options. The first is, in essence, Callisto's choice: he can "(a) lock himself in the closet 
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and maybe eventually they would all go away" (SL 92); but to his credit Meatball 

decides that he must take the second path offered and employ plan "(b) try to calm 

everybody down one by one". Meatball Mulligan may be a reprobate waster, but he 

is not prepared to surrender lightly to the ultimate entropic state of "total chaos" (SL 

93). 

By comparison, Callisto is a rather pretentious character, with an 

artificial, literary name which complements his remote and cerebral approach to life. 

His malaise seems rather pompous (the reader never gets the impression that 

Callisto has authentically 'suffered' in any respect), and as a consequence this 

potentially grand story of the end of the world has more of a local flavour than 

cosmic proportion. This is surely one of Pynchon's comic effects; to reduce 

intellectual pessimism to a rather silly, detached, emotionally adolescent stance. 

Make no mistake however, Entropy does contain dark hints of sinister forces at work. 

Washington is, after all, the centre of Western power, home to an administration in a 

state of undeclared hostility with Moscow. The set is littered with passing references 

to the aborted Hungarian uprising of 1956 (SL 82), the Italian political strategist 

Machiavelli (SL 84), top secret government computer projects, colonial violence in 

North Africa (both SL 86), the vital US naval base at Naples (SL 88), the 

unprecedented slaughter at Passchendaele and the Marne (SL 89); Aubade herself is 

part French and part Vietnamese (SL80) and most importantly, one character suffers 

acute radiation sickness as a result of an accident connected with the Manhattan 

Project (the code name for the clandestine mission to produce America's first atomic 

device - SL 88). Throughout the story the American capitol is associated with mass 

destruction and political violence; the tale's unyielding contrapuntal structure in 

turn recalls the rigid dualism of the two superpower states, and, as John Dugdale 

has observed: "the disturbingly changeless temperature" can be read as "a 'screen' 

figure for the atmosphere of the Cold War, itself a thermal or climatic metaphor". 90 

None of this is to say that Pynchon wholly endorses Mulligan's 

anarchic, interventionist behaviour at the expense of Callisto's isolationism (and I 
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don't believe the text can support a reading which proposes the two protagonists as 

representatives of separate approaches to US foreign policy). To a certain extent, all 

the practical, intellectual and aesthetic positions in the story are subject to an ironic 

undercutting (and conversely, if such attitudes are mocked it does not necessarily 

follow that the general issues raised are without importance, or that the views held 

up to ridicule are lacking some degree of insight). For example, Callisto's passive 

acceptance of the entropic decline is an obvious parody of Henry Adams's jaded 

reasoning, so much so that he dictates his memoirs, Adams-fashion, in the third- 

person; yet despite their rather puffed up tone ("As a young man at Princeton, 

Callisto 
... 

" etc. - SL 83) they reveal some valid concerns, especially perhaps for any 

young artist in the late 50s: 

"Nevertheless, " continued Callisto, "he found in entropy or the 

measure of disorganization for a closed system an adequate metaphor 

to apply to certain phenomena in his own world. He saw, for example, 

the younger generation responding to Madison Avenue with the same 

spleen his own had once reserved for Wall Street: and in American 

'consumerism' discovered a similar tendency from the least to the most 

probable, from differentiation to sameness, from ordered individuality 

to a kind of chaos. He found himself, in short, restating Gibbs' 

prediction in social terms, and envisioned a heat-death for his culture 

in which ideas, like heat-energy, would no longer be transferred, since 

each point in it would ultimately have the same quantity of energy; 

and intellectual motion would, accordingly, cease. " (SL 84-85). 

Commercial advertising, mass market consumption, the media-led 

packaging of emotions; all of these highly visible aspects of post-war American 

society contribute to the growth of entropy. The triumph of shallow cliche over 

authentic feeling, of crude pop sensationalism over genuinely democratic art forms; 

all signal the 'heat-death for culture'. What's to be done? Callisto's passivity is both 

comic and doomed, he represents entropy more than he resists it; and as laudable as 

Mulligan's eventual decision to come to terms with his situation is, his general 
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attitude is still too self-indulgent, too decadent, to present any form of practical 

solution to the approaching chaos. Pynchon is not a didactic writer, nor is he 

interested in easy answers to complex questions. Behind his playfulness, however, 

there do appear to be two suggestions for future action, two possible gestures 

against the suffocating sameness. 

The first is unwittingly provided by the computer specialist Saul, an 

unexpected party guest, owing to his wife having left him, in Meatball's words, for 

"acting like a cold, dehumanized amoral scientist type" (SL 86) - an impression 

which is not contradicted by the text. Saul is frustrated by the manner in which 

language and communication seem to impede the transmission of an unambiguous 

message: 

"Tell a girl: 'I love you. ' No trouble with two-thirds of that, it's a closed 

circuit. Just you and she. But that nasty four-letter word in the 

middle, that's the one you have to look out for. Ambiguity. 

Redundance. Irrelevance, even. Leakage. All this is noise. Noise 

screws up your signal, makes for disorganization in the circuit. " (SL 

86-87). 91 

Saul confuses simplicity with significance, and makes an artificial distinction 

between noise and meaningful communication. As I have argued earlier, entropy 

may be resisted through a certain limited deployment of irony, obscurity, paradox, 

and general linguistic innovation - and all without ultimately impeding some degree 

of informative discourse. The stone-cold probability which Saul laments the absence 

of could only lead to an increase in entropy. Noise can be beneficial, adding an 

exhilaratingly random and revelatory nature to previously predictable signals (the 

Burroughs/ Gysin 'cut-up' technique is an extreme version of this, and may tend 

once again toward the creation of the 'more probable'; the issue will be returned to in 

chapter two). Saul's words, "Ambiguity. Redundance. Irrelevance, even. Leakage", 

could serve as a shorthand manifesto for certain strains of postmodernist literature, 
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and in particular, they could stand as a helpful rubric for Pynchon's own Gravity's 

Rainbow. 

The reaction of Saul's wife to her husband's insensitivity and violence 

(he also slugs her) is to throw a Handbook of Chemistry and Physics through the 

window of their apartment. This response links her to Aubade, whose 

complementary gesture suggests a second possible neg-entropic position. In the face 

of the blatant inadequacy of Callisto's solipsism and Meatball's good-natured 

oafishness; the final 'voice' heard in the story, that of Aubade's, may be the closest to 

the author's own. The portrait of the girl is certainly tenderly drawn, "she lived on 

her own curious and lonely planet ... 
her own lovely world" (SL 80/ 93), and the 

romantic qualities of her name alone evoke a sense of natural innocence and beauty. 

Moreover, Pynchon blesses her with attributes drawn from the animal world (a self- 

consciously 'poetic' technique, cf. Chaucer's celebrated description of Alisoun, the 

young wife in The Miller's Tale (c. 1388-92), herself another bird confined to a cage). 

Thus, Aubade whimpers, pads, crawls, and soars (SL 79 / 80 / 84); and in another 

cluster of images associating her with avian traits, her soft skin is described as both 

"tawny" (SL 80) and "golden" (SL 83). Even Aubade's "part French and part 

Annamese" (SL 80) ancestry suggests, on one level, a harmonious meeting of West 

and East; a reconciling of the many opposites which characterise the normal course 

of human relations throughout the story. Unlike Callisto, Aubade is not "helpless in 

the past" (SL 93), her final actions are both courageous and affirmative. To be sure, 

after shattering the glass she merely lies down with her partner to accept their 

inevitable fate; but if we were to break windows, as it were, the decision as to what 

to do afterwards (destroy/ create/ give up) would still, emphatically, be ours. 

Pynchon's story, then, whilst acknowledging the terrible entropic fate 

which awaits us (or more precisely, our universe - since, we as individuals, will not 

be present for the final numbing stasis), nevertheless manages to propose both 

aesthetic and practical solutions to the immediate problems of localised chaos. He is 
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less clear on the interesting question of what (if anything) is actually responsible for 

the entropic drive. Norbert Wiener theorizes the dilemma in these terms: 

The scientist is always working to discover the order and organization 

of the universe, and is thus playing a game against the arch enemy, 
disorganization. Is this devil Manichaean or Augustinian? Is it a 

contrary force opposed to order or is it the very absence of order 
itself? 92 

The works of many recent American novelists tend to suggest that they veer towards 

the former proposition; William S. Burroughs, for example, attributes much of the 

violence, suffering, and sheer torment in his fictional worlds to the machinations of 

an all-powerful Nova Conspiracy. The Manichaean novelist is, in essence, the 

apocalyptic writer par excellence. The causes of the vicissitudes of life can be 

comprehensively traced to a particular individual, ideology, or social grouping 

(either real or imagined) - our own incompetence and evil can be projected onto such 

scapegoats as the Devil, Marxism, or the Elders of Zion. 

Pynchon undoubtedly lacks Burroughs's self-conscious extremism; 

and, as a less fervent apocalypticist, he seeks to delicately negotiate the subtle 

differences between an understandably human need to create fictions capable of 

explaining existence, and a far more dangerous practice which involves reducing the 

complex nature of 'reality' to a paranoid fantasy of plot, occult conspiracy, and 

hidden designs. Having said this, it is an incredibly difficult balancing act to 

maintain, and for Tyrone Slothrop, the picaresque hero of Gravity's Rainbow, a 

seemingly impossible one: 

If there is something comforting - religious, if you want - about 

paranoia, there is still also anti-paranoia, where nothing is connected to 

anything, a condition not many of us can bear for long. Well right now 

Slothrop feels himself sliding onto the anti-paranoid part of his cycle, 

feels the whole city around him going back roofless, vulnerable, 
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uncentered as he is, and only pasteboard images now of the listening 

Enemy left between him and the wet sky. 
Either They have put him here for a reason, or he's just here. He 

isn't sure that he wouldn't, actually, rather have that reason ... 
93 

All of the totalitarian (and perhaps late-capitalist) states of the twentieth century 

have prospered as a result of reducing their citizens to such desperate 

circumstances; and indeed, Jan Bockelson employed similar tactics to enforce order 

in sixteenth century Münster. Slothrop's diminished sense of selfhood is a hallmark 

of both a secular and a consumer society. The isolated individual's yearning for 

surveillance and the reassuring electronic arms of Big Brother play neatly into the 

hands of the state-controlled police and media forces. The ideal inhabitants of any 

community are those who do exactly what their leaders want them to do; the 

immobilising suspicions of the chronically paranoid effectively mean that they will 

police themselves. They will view their neighbours as informers or adversaries and 

not as potential accomplices - and furthermore, they are more likely to blame their 

troubles on those who share in their suffering (similar dispossessed or marginalised 

groups) than on those who are, directly or indirectly, responsible for it. The choice is 

of the utmost epistemological, and revolutionary, importance; in Tony Tanner's 

words: "the difference is between consciousness in control of its own inventions, and 

consciousness succumbing to its inventions until they present themselves as 

perceptions". 94 

Returning, however, to our overview of the various critical positions in 

the debate surrounding apocalypse and the modern arts, Zbigniew Lewicki's grim 

vision of a literature surrendering to an entropic fatalism is certainly not shared by 

John Barth, the author of such exemplary postmodern works as Giles Goat-Boy (1966) 

and Lost in the Funhouse (1968). Barth's views are perhaps best sampled in his 

complementary essays The Literature of Exhaustion (1967) and The Literature of 

Replenishment (1980). 95 The main theme of the first essay is "the literature of 

exhausted possibility" (LOE 1), a term which implies "only the used-upness of 
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certain forms or exhaustion of certain possibilities - by no means necessarily a cause 

for despair". The work of Jorge Luis Borges, for example, deals with "the difficulty, 

perhaps the unnecessity, of writing original works of literature" (LOE 8); thus, 

Borges revives literature's jaded palate through an essentially ironic resurrection of 

past texts (or he concocts palpably false footnotes for the pages of a history that 

never was96). Samuel Beckett is another writer who nevertheless manages to remain 

inventive despite acknowledging the traditional novel's (and indeed language's) 

increasing impotence. In their separate approaches, both authors are telling 

examples of "how an artist may paradoxically turn the felt ultimacies of our time 

into material and means for his work - paradoxically because by doing so he 

transcends what had appeared tobe his refutation' (LOE 10/11). Unfortunately, 

Barth does not consider whether such a condition may, in some respects, be a curse. 

It would depend, I suspect, on whether you saw a flickering of hope or just further 

agony in the hellish narration which completes Beckett's The Unnamable (1958), a 

novel which rambles its way through an inferno of exhausted possibilities: 

... you must say words, as long as there are any, until they find me, 

until they say me, strange pain, strange sin, you must go on, perhaps 

it's done already, perhaps they have said me already, perhaps they 

have carried me to the threshold of my story, before the door that 

opens on my story, that would surprise me, if it opens, it will be I, it 

will be the silence, where I am, I don't know, I'll never know, in the 

silence you don't know, you must go on, I can't go on, I'll go on. 97 

Barth is more explicit in the later essay, where he has a twofold 

purpose; first to answer the question "Well, but what is postmodernism? " (LOR 24), 

and secondly to clarify the "much misread" (LOR 37) and criticised Exhaustion piece 

(and of the two essays, incidentally, The Literature of Replenishment is both the more 

ambitious and successful). Barth confesses that he feels uncomfortable with 

'postmodernism', a tag which has regularly been applied to his own work: "the term 

itself, like "postimpressionism, " is awkward and faintly epigonic, suggestive less of a 
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vigorous or even interesting new direction in the old art of storytelling than of 

something anti-climactic, feebly following a very hard act to follow" (LOR 24). This 

hard act is, of course, literary modernism, which employed a number of artistic 

strategies to challenge the conventions of late-nineteenth-century bourgeois realism. 

Among these tactics, Barth identifies the following; the use of non-linear narrative, 

the discarding of 'cause-and-effect' psychological motivation, the deployment of 

moral irony and ambiguity, the championing of internal consciousness over external 

objectivity and rationality, the elevation of the alienated artist to the role of 

redeemer-hero, the foregrounding of language and technique, the self-conscious 

resistance to mass-market consumption; and all of this executed with the complete 

assurance of what Ihab Hassan has called "their aristocratic cultural spirit" (LOR 32). 

Barth's argument with the various professional critics and academic 

gurus who revel in the new-found glories of postmodernism is that they seem 

content to merely define 'po-mo' as no more than a radically self-conscious and self- 

reflexive subspecies of high modernism. Postmodernist fiction flaunts its 

performative processes, wallows in its blatant artificiality, and all in a churlish mood 

of pseudo-confrontation and petty fin-de-millennium anarchy. If the professors are 

right, "then postmodernist writing is indeed a kind of pallid, last-ditch decadence, of 

no more than minor symptomatic interest" (LOR 31). Happily, Barth can see a way 

out of this impasse; a "worthy program" (LOR 34) for the postmodernist author 

would be the production of "a fiction more democratic in its appeal" (LOR 34/ 35) 

than the inscrutable marvels of a Nabokov or a Beckett. Fine sentiments indeed, but 

both of the writers Barth identifies do enjoy a wide readership outside of the confines 

of professional academic discourse (more so than Barth himself, for example); and it 

is difficult to visualise what an art more 'democratic' in its appeal actually is if it is 

not something like the celebrated production of Waiting for Godot, staged by 

prisoners at the notorious San Quentin penitentiary in 1961 (or indeed, Susan 

Sontag's recent staging of the play in the besieged city of Sarajevo). 98 
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Barth, then, is prepared to both recognise postmodernism as a valid 

proposition and to place his faith in it as an artist and critic, but only for as long as it 

is clearly understood that postmodernism is the best next thing after late-modernism 

and not the next-best thing. Returning to the theme of The Literature of Exhaustion, 

Barth has this to say: 

The simple burden of my essay was that the forms and modes of art 
live in human history and are therefore subject to used-upness, at least 

in the minds of significant numbers of artists in particular times and 

places; in other words, that artistic conventions are liable to be retired, 

subverted, transcended, transformed, or even deployed against 
themselves to generate new and lively work. (LOR 37 / 38). 

The aesthetics of literary modernism have had their day, as it were, but neither the 

flexibility of language nor the abundant richness of the literature it produces are in 

any real sense exhausted. An ironic visitation on the past ensures that the weight of 

history does not rest too heavily on the shoulders of the present; the playful mock- 

tactics of postmodernism may irritate a lot of people, but for Barth they are the 

redeeming gifts of our literature of replenishment. In this era of 'felt ultimacies' (and 

it is difficult to imagine a more apposite phrase with which to characterise our 

contemporary apocalytptic mood) exhaustion or entropy can effectively be negated 

through parody and perversity; through openly telling lots and lots of lies 99 

A fine example of Barth's democratic (i. e. anti-academic) ideas in action 

is Adam Parfrey's small press collection Apocalypse Culture (1987). 101 In his preface to 

the anthology's second edition (1990) Parfrey boasts that the initial print run of the 

first edition was of a magnitude sufficiently meagre to be easily bested by your 

average scholarly monograph on Edmund Spenser. Nevertheless: 

The reader of Apocalypse Culture will soon begin to notice a 

preponderance of material from individuals who have the audacity to 

consider themselves their own best authority, in repudiation or 
ignorance of the orthodoxy factories of Church, University or State. 
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The constructions of these folk researchers may often seem wildly 

amiss, laughable, disreputable, but are more revealing cultural 
barometers than the acculturated pabulum of compromised and 

corrupt professionals. 101 

Parfrey's own contribution to the debate is a piece entitled Cut it Off A Case for Self- 

Castration, which includes the observation that "postmodern penises seem positively 

naked without ornate tattoos, and a stud, ring or chain piercing the glans and the 

urethra". 102 

To be fair to Parfrey, he writes with a satirist's eye for outrageous or 

obscene detail, and although he never confirms it, you suspect that his tongue is 

firmly placed in his cheek. It would prove difficult to be as charitable to some of the 

other essays in the collection. Gregory Krupey's The Christian Right, Zionism, and The 

Coming of The Penteholocaust is little more than a squalid exercise in crude anti- 

Semitism (Krupey would no doubt claim that allegations of prejudice are misplaced 

since he despises all religions equally). His 'argument' is typical: 

Christian fundamentalists and dispensationalists are convinced that 

the Last Days prior to the Apocalypse - the final earth-shattering war 

that will precede the Second Coming of Christ - are here now ... they 

are exerting and manipulating their considerable influence in both the 

U. S. and Israeli governments, in order that they bring about the 

conditions favorable to biblical fulfillment of Armageddon. 113 

Apocalypse Culture represents an attempt to deal with the 'felt ultimacies' of our time; 

but unfortunately the anti-academic stance of many of the contributors soon 

degenerates into anti-liberalism, anti-humanism, or worse. The more worrying 

aspects of the views forwarded are not necessarily their racist, misogynist, or 

misanthropic (or indeed, pornographic) bias; most disturbingly, the baroque 

fantasies of the anthology's many conspiracy theorists graphically illustrate the 

47 



dangerously morbid effects of paranoid thinking. James Shelby Downard's The Call 

to Chaos begins: 

The United States, which long has been called a melting pot, should 

more descriptively be called a witches' cauldron wherein the 

"Hierarchy of the Grand Architect of the Universe" arranges for 

ritualistic crimes and psychopolitical psychodramas to be performed in 

accordance with a Master plan. 104 

Quite. The 'apocalyptic theologies' (to use Parfrey's term) of these counterculture 

folk researchers do not serve as shining examples of either 'democratic' criticism or 

the apocalyptic imagination. Surprisingly, Parfrey's own opinions on apocalypse are 

quite conservative; taking his cue from J. G. Ballard's observation that "the 

catastrophe story ... represents a constructive and positive act" 105, Parfrey suggests 

that to imagine the end of the world may, in some small way, help avert disaster. 

The world of professional academic discourse is quite capable of 

producing its own batch of eccentric thinkers and outlaw theorists. The renegade 

opinions of sociologist Arthur Kroker (the self-styled "Canadian Virus") are perhaps 

best 'enjoyed' in his collections Body Invaders: Sexuality and the Postmodern Condition 

and The Postmodern Scene: Excremental Culture and Hyper-Aesthetics (both 1988). 1 If 

Adam Parfrey were to read the first volume he might be surprised to learn that 

Montreal's Concordia University has provided him with an unlikely ally. This is 

Kroker on one of his pet subjects; the Panic Penis: 

No longer the old male cock as the privileged sign of patriarchal power 

and certainly not the semiotician's dream of the decentred penis which 

has, anyway, already vanished into the ideology of the phallus, but the 

postmodern penis which becomes an emblematic sign of sickness, 

disease and waste. Penis burnout, then, for the end of the world. 1(17 

Underneath all the bluster and bravado it becomes apparent, however, that Kroker 

has probably just spent too long in a small room reading Foucault, Bataille, and 
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Vogue magazine (the latter providing a tantalising photographic record of young 

women in various sado-masochistic poses or in Kroker's terms, hyper-real panic 

situations). Aside from the radical chic, Kroker is merely a hoary old realist; if his 

nonsensical prose "sounds paradoxical, ambivalent and contradictory" then it is just 

faithfully reflecting "the quantum age which it seeks to describe". 108 

More subtle subversive positions can be found in the work published 

by Sylvere Lotringer's Semiotext(e) group at Philosophy Hall in Columbia University. 

The Foreign Agents series, in particular, have provided the first US publication for 

the compelling views of Jean Baudrillard, the somewhat reluctant 'high priest' of 

postmodernism. A typically provocative volume is the anthology Looking Back on the 

End of the World (1989) which contains an important essay on the apocalypse by 

Baudrillard, characteristically entitled The Anorexic Ruins. 109 Baudrillard's thesis is 

that we live in an excrescential society; one plagued by orgiastic excess and 

cancerous proliferation at the expense of harmonious natural development. Thus, 

our expanding arsenals of evil are "represented by our means of communication, 

memory, storage, production, and destruction, means that have been expanded and 

overburdened so much that their uselessness is a foregone conclusion" (LBW 30). 

With regards to nuclear weapons Baudrillard has this to say: "the obesity of the 

systems of destruction is the only thing that protects us from their use"; we are 

sprawling into a world of post-1945, post-atomic hypertrophy: 

All these memories, all these archives, all this documentation that do 

not give birth to a single idea, all these plans, programs, and decisions 

that do not lead to a single event, all these refined and sophisticated 

weapons that do not lead to any war! (LBW 31). 

As was the case in Bruce Springsteen's recent song 57 Channels (And 

Nothin' On) 110, Baudrillard is alluding to the media overload which inevitably 

hastens entropic decline: "every factor of acceleration and concentration is like a 

factor bringing us to a point of inertia". There is no discernible movement in a world 
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of speed; and our sense of the apocalyptic, our suspicions of felt ultimacies, are 

peculiarly ossified: "it is no longer a matter of crisis but of disaster, a catastrophe in 

slow motion" (LBW 33). Baudrillard clearly suggests that there is something 

radically different about our postmodern eschatological mood. H-Bomb Reality has 

created the anorexic ruins: "everything has already become nuclear, faraway, 

vaporized. The explosion has already occurred; the bomb is only a metaphor now" 

(LBW 34). Logically, we are Beyond Apocalypse, we are looking back on the end of 

the world. It is with supreme visionary confidence that Baudrillard can make his 

central prophetic statement: "the year 2000 will not take place" (LBW 38). 111 

Life has ceased to exist, and the modern world's moral and political 

purposes are in a state of suspended animation. Intellectual impotence and the 

anorexia of our demands upon ourselves and our history have caused time to stop. 

It is the profound terror that something significant and earth-shattering could occur 

which ultimately dictates that the next millennium will not take place. Baudrillard 

clarifies: 

What I mean is that this stopping of time, this fear of the millennium 

and of this whole metaphysical or historical convulsion that is 

symbolized by the approach of the next millennium has long since 

occurred. The fear is manifested in the collective indifference to the 

political development of societies -a kind of end to the efforts made in 

the previous century without anyone really having any premonition of 

anything else. And the euphoria of the new information society is not 

succeeding at masking this mental recession into indifference, this 

retardation of time as it approaches its end. (LBW 39). 

Significantly, Baudrillard has little time for the excesses of postmodernism. In 

relation to our modernist ancestors "we are only inferior imitators" (LBW 40); the 

century's essential visions are those of the pre-atomic years between 1920 and 1930: 

"we live only now as wearied explainers of that furious epoch": 
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The maximum in intensity lies behind us; the minimum in passion and 
intellectual inspiration lie before us. 

Unlike John Barth, for example, Baudrillard views exhaustion as a 

terminal condition with no possible hope of replenishment. The postmodern age is 

one of exhaustive representation (and nothin' on) and event-free media simulations 

(the Gulf War did not take place). Baudrillard's antipathy towards the 

postmodernist project of "restoration in distortion" (LBW 41) is absolute. Indeed, he 

intimates that it is the supreme pornography: 

... the ultimate configuration, that of "postmodernism", undoubtedly 

characterizes the most degenerated, most artificial, and most eclectic 

phase [of entropy] -a fetishism of picking out and adopting all the 

significant little bits and pieces, all the idols, and the purest signs that 

preceded this fetishism. (LBW 40/41). 

Baudrillard may well be correct, but in other respects he is a curious thinker. For 

one thing, he appears to be haunted by a possibly dangerous form of nostalgia. 

Throughout The Anorexic Ruins he laments both our neglect of "social inputs and 

goals" (LBW 32) and that "in the human order there is no longer an ideal principle 

governing these things" (LBW 31). Furthermore, Baudrillard's Augustan 

temperament resents the potentially healthy postmodern thrust towards pluralism 

and multiplicity because it "puts an end to the challenge, passion, and rivalry of 

peoples" (LBW 41). He seems saddened that the heroic era is over, now that we have 

dispensed with our apocalyptic myths (Fascism, Communism) and are living cool 

lives "far from fateful deviations 
... without illusion, without bitternesss, and without 

violence" (LBW 42). Instead, Western societies participate in a choreographed 

spectacle of 'democracy', with phantom political issues representing "a lethargic 

relationship between the masses and power". The price to be paid for forty years of 

peace in Europe is "a weak identity, weak intensity, low standard, an air-conditioned 
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intelligence". Such anorexic minds are fed on gentle ideologies (human rights, 

antiracism, nuclear disarmament, save the whale): 

They are easy, post coitum historicum, after the orgy; ideology for an 

agreeable generation - the children of crisis, who are acquainted with 

neither hard ideologies nor radical philosophies. (LBW 43). 

We grow obese on "cosmopolitan emotivity and multimedia pathos" - we are 

apocalyptic yuppies. 

It is certainly fitting that Baudrillard, the '68 veteran, concludes his 

essay with an appeal from Nietzsche to "cultivate mendacious and deceptive clear- 

sightedness" (LBW 45), the very qualities which lie at the heart of Baudrillard's own 

revelations. The Anorexic Ruins also contains some pertinent meditations on the 

'thinkability' of nuclear fictions, especially Nicholas Meyer's sloppy TV movie The 

Day After (1983). 112 Meyer's globally broadcast picture chronicles the destruction of 

Lawrence, Kansas, and the subsequent 'day after' in which old-time frontier values 

struggle to reassert themselves in the post-apocalyptic dawn. It's not that the film is 

bad (although it undoubtedly is) but that its action and dialogue are wholly 

'unimaginable'; as Baudrillard asks: "in the realm of our imagination, is the nuclear 

clash not a total event without a day after whereas in the film it leads simply to a 

regression of the human species? " (LBW 36). Again, Baudrillard is correct, the 

ludicrous image of Jason Robards (inexplicably covered in flakes of radioactive dust 

which look suspiciously like Homepride flour) taking to the saddle, shotgun in 

hand, cannot help but conjure images of that oldest, and most comforting, of 

American genres, the Western (albeit here with a marginally surrealistic flourish). 

World War III will not bring back the 'good old days', although to endure Meyer's 

movie you might be forgiven for thinking otherwise. As Susan Sontag has already 

indicated, films such as The Day After may be in complicity with the abhorrent; 

Baudrillard extends this line of argument, rather than being mere unwitting 
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accomplices, such heinous fantasy movies could even be absolute manifestations of 

evil: 

The coarse projection into a film is only a diversion from the 

nuclearization of everyday life. Better yet, this film itself is our 

catastrophe. It does not represent our catastrophe, it does not allow it 

to be dreamt. On the contrary, it says that the catastrophe is already 
there, that it has already occurred because the very idea of the catastrophe 
is impossible. (LBW 37). 

Baudrill. ard's argument is watertight when dealing with the moronic 

excesses of commercial American television. But more thoughtful novelists, 

painters, and filmmakers will still dream of catastrophe and seek to express their 

visions in an artistic form. Einstein's Monsters (1987), Martin Amis's collection of 

nuclear fictions, is prefaced by a polemical essay entitled Thinkability, which wrestles 

uncomfortably with the moral and aesthetic issues at stake when dealing with such 

daunting, and potentially obscene, subject matter. 113 Amis certainly takes nuclear 

weapons personally; born in August 1949, he unwittingly enjoyed four carefree days 

before the Russians 'successfully' detonated their first atomic device, introducing 

deterrence and escalating the Cold War 
... since then Amis (and perhaps every one of 

us) has felt very sick indeed. Aside from their 'obvious' murderous potential, no-one 

should underestimate the tragic importance of our nuclear 'guardians' (or as Amis 

prefers, 'Keepers'); they "are mirrors in which we see all the versions of the human 

shape" (EM 20), and "failing to get the point about nuclear weapons is like failing to 

get the point about human life" (EM 4). 

Amis maintains that we are all suffering from an insidious form of 

nuclear fallout, although the weapons themselves lie unexploded in their silos. Even 

if they claim that they are not, everyone is haunted by the massed warheads of the 

major powers and the more 'advanced' developing nations: 
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... the process, the seepage, is perhaps preconceptual, physiological, 

glandular. The man with the cocked gun in his mouth may boast that 
he never thinks about the cocked gun. But he tastes it, all the time. 
(EM 5). 

In such a desperate circumstance it may be the most natural act imaginable to 

attempt an articulation of our nuclear anxieties and phobias (both conscious and 

unconscious). Language is a major obstacle, however; it refuses to cooperate with 

the "anti-reality of the nuclear age" (EM4). Thus, civilian losses in the lower tens of 

millions are 'acceptable', the Hiroshima bomb was the "Little Boy", we stake our 

sanity on the MAD (Mutually Assured Destruction) option, and after the firestorm 

only the 'healthy' will be in any way considered 'treatable' - what we call the A- 

bomb is, in actuality, the Z-bomb. 

Such sentiments, of course, are invariably drawn from the cool jargon 

of military-industrial nukespeak and from the impoverished routines of Civil 

Defence manuals. The latter form, in particular, promotes the 'idea' of a 'winnable' 

nuclear war ... 
the precautionary measures (lie face down in a ditch, or dig a hole in 

the back garden, or hide under the stairs with a can of beans) are grotesquely 

inadequate (and once again language cannot live with this; the UK government's 

contribution to the genre "Protect and Survive" rapidly mutated into the far more 

constructive Protest and Survive): 

Because when you stagger out of your shelter, following the 'All Clear' 

(all dear for what? ), the only thing worth doing would be to stagger 
back in again. Everything good would be gone. You would be a 

citizen of a newtown called Necropolis. Nuclear civil defence is a non- 

subject, a mischievous fabrication. It bolsters fightability. It bolsters 

thinkability. (EM 15). 

Such 'thinkability' then, it seems, can cause grave damage. Similarly, the vile 

pronouncements of the pro-STAR WARS (May the Force be with us! ) and pro- 
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Neutron (happily, property damage will be minimal) lobbyists are almost beneath 

contempt. Amis is particularly incensed by the "psychotic" fantasies of Robert 

Jastrow (and it is worth remembering that Jastrow's "technophiliac" pro-SDI 

(Strategic Defence Initiative) stance is in full accordance with the stated aims of both 

the US and NATO): 

For Jastrow, the unthinkable is thinkable. He is wrong, and in this 

respect he is also, I contend, subhuman, like all the nuclear-war 
fighters, like all the 'prevailers'. The unthinkable is unthinkable; the 

unthinkable is not thinkable, not by human beings, because the 

eventuality it posits is one in which all human contexts would have 

already vanished. (EM 8). 

But what of literature? What of considered artforms which are surely 

far removed from the degraded propaganda of the policy makers and space-weapon 

apologists? Will the apocalyptic imagination inevitably promote the thinkability of a 

thermonuclear exchange? The very existence of the short, cautionary tales which 

follow Amis's essay and his own later novel London Fields (1989) would appear to 

indicate that a voice can be found to tell the tale of our terrible predicament. 

Language will still pull against the reins, as it were, and finding the correct tone will 

perhaps prove more difficult than it ever has done before. But, to not consider the 

catastrophic situation we have brought ourselves to would surely constitute a 

further sin, a further crime against our frail humanity: 

Besides, it could be argued that all writing - all art, in all times - has a 
bearing on nuclear weapons, in two important respects. Art celebrates 
life and not the other thing, not the opposite of life. And art raises the 

stakes, increasing the store of what might be lost. (EM 19). 

Ultimately, Amis suggests that it is the technological, political, and strategic 

justification of nuclear weaponry and warfare which should remain forever 

unthinkable. It is the honourable task of art and metaphor to make nuclear 
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disarmament eminently thinkable: "Bullets cannot be recalled. They cannot be 

uninvented. But they can be taken out of the gun" (EM 9). 

Of course, the nuclear consciousness, the mind haunted by felt 

ultimacies and post-Hiroshima anxieties, is not the exclusive preserve of an 

articulate elite of professional artists and enlightened socialist thinkers. Indeed, in 

recent times some of the more challenging expressions of the eschatological mood 

have been found in the backstreets of popular culture rather than on the regal 

highways claimed by establishment art; and perhaps none has proved more vivid, 

exhilarating, and purely apocalyptic than the briefly fashionable 70s youth cult of 

Punk Rock. Jon Savage's account of the phenomena, England's Dreaming (1991), not 

only succinctly captures the apocalyptic mood of London in 1976 and 1977, but also 

manages to suggest an apocalyptic aesthetic which is essentially positive (whilst 

remaining acutely aware of the possibly negative effects of aggressive nihilism). 114 

The title of Savage's book is taken from the song God Save the Queen, a hit single for 

the most notorious of the punk bands, the Sex Pistols: 

God save the Queen: the fascist regime, 
It made you a moron, a potential H-Bomb, 

God save the Queen: she ain't no human being, 

There is no future, in England's dreaming! 

No future for you, no future for me, no future for you! 115 

No future; the year 2000 will not happen. With impeccable timing, the 

single's release, in the summer of 1977, delivered a defiant two-fingered salute to a 

moribund nation traipsing through the motions of celebrating the Silver jubilee of an 

equally redundant monarch. No future; because England's dreaming of Union 

Jacks, horse-drawn carriages, and the glorious Empire (and not the IRA or OPEC or 

the NF); as Savage acidly observes: "to those who were unconvinced, the Jubilee 

seemed an elaborate covering of the social cracks - with fading Coronation 

wallpaper" (ED 352). God Save the Queen was an apocalyptic anthem, not only 
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because it castigated the present as a sham but also because it prophesied a future 

nation of more unemployment, more racism, more depravation, and more H-bombs. 

Typically, Punk preached violence as the final solution to this mess (and not the 

love, peace, and understanding of the 60s West Coast generation): 

Give me World War Three we can live again. 
116 

By late 1977, however, Punk was almost ending, it was on its last legs. 

Speculators from the mainstream recording industry were moving in, ready to dilute 

its radical message into a token stance of pseudo-rebellion (a "New Wave" of 

nothing). In 1976, as London suffered its hottest weather since records began, it 

seemed difficult to imagine such a capitulation: 

As the heatwave intensified, drought conditions prevailed: by late 

August, columns of smoke from small fires, dotted the landscape like 

warning beacons. When the weather broke in early September, the 

apocalyptic mood did not. It was a time of portents. (ED 229) 

And the clearest, most damning and damned voice, was that of Johnny 

Rotten, the prophetic lead singer of the Sex Pistols, introducing their first recording, 

Anarchy in the ß. 1. K. 11?, released (and hastily withdrawn) in November 1976: 

RIGHT NOW! 
I am an ANTICHRIST 

and I am an ANARCHIST 
don't know what I want 
but I know where to get it 
I wanna DESTROY 

passers by 

cos I wanna be 
ANARCHY 

I wanna be 
ANARCHIST 

get PISSED 
DESTROY! 
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Greil Marcus has called it "a voice that denied all social facts, and in that denial 

affirmed that everything was possible". 118 It is difficult to capture in words the sheer 

malevolence of Rotten's demonic opening cackle; and virtually impossible to explain 

just how revolutionary the cacophony which followed it actually sounded at the time 

of release, coming as it did into a world of tired musical posturing and pompous, 

self-indulgent, Adult-Orientated Rock (little wonder that the English 'supergroups' - 

Yes, Genesis, Pink Floyd - were soon contemptuously being referred to as 

'dinosaurs'). Anarchy in the U. K. was a millenarian roar, with Rotten at its centre, a 

doomsaying anarchist relishing the role of secular Antichrist: 

We want chaos to come, life's not going to get any better for kids on 
the dole until it gets worse first. (Johnny Rotten - quoted in ED 231). 

Clearly, Rotten is interested in something with wider social 

consequences than the selling of a few records. But it would be a grave error to view 

Punk in standard socio-political terms; it was not a class-based movement in the 

sense of being a working class cultural phenomenon confronting a middle and 

upper class Establishment. True, Rotten was a poor London Irish kid on the dole but 

his manager, Malcolm McLaren, was well-educated and from a comfortable 

background. McLaren's frustration, his apocalyptic boredom, was identical to his 

proteges: 

You have to destroy in order to create, you know that. 119 

Punk did not strike a chord worldwide because it played upon British class 

anxieties; its success can be traced to its millennial roots. Post-war, post-60s England 

was boring, not just dreaming of nostalgia but drowning in it; the future was a one 

way ticket to nowhere. 110 In America, the feeling was the same: 

I would like to know the source of the deep rage that runs through this 

story like a razor-edged wire, it wasn't precisely class hatred; it 
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certainly wasn't political; it went too deep... It should be remembered 

that we had all grown up with Civil Defense drills and dreams of the 

bomb at night; we had been promised the end of the world as children, 

and we weren't getting it-121 

The early Punks had no time for Baudrillard's gentle ideologies. They 

proudly sported Swastikas, and defaced their clothes and bodies with 'safety' pins - 

they were nihilists because they were raised under the shadow of the Bomb and they 

confidently expected no future. But they equally expected the world to end with a 

resounding bang 
... and not through tedium and societal stasis causing time to stop 

dead. Quite simply, the Punk generation wanted Apocalypse, not Entropy. Punk 

was a positive event (in a largely 'event'-free society) because its apocalyptic noise 

resisted the accumulation of entropy; for a few extraordinary moments pop music 

was no longer bland, predictable, or probable; and society itself was no longer 

vacantly dreaming - any new reality could be imagined and willed into existence. 

As Jon Savage concludes: 

Punk was beaten, but it had also won. If it had been the project of the 

Sex Pistols to destroy the music industry, then they had failed; but as 

they gave it new life, they allowed a myriad of new forms to become 

possible. When Punk entered the music and media industries, its 

vision of freedom was eventually swamped by New-Right power 

politics and the accompanying value systems, but its original, gleeful 

negation remains a beacon. History is made by those who say 'No and 

Punk's utopian heresies remain its gift to the world. (ED 541). 122 

This introduction has succeeded if it has demonstrated that the exact 

status of apocalyptic fictions is a matter of fierce debate. Augustine reads Revelation 

as a spiritual allegory and Joachim counters that the text should have an immediate 

influence in the world of secular affairs, Cohn argues that the apocalyptic mind is 

essentially revolutionary while McGinn replies that it is equally capable of helping 

maintain social order, Miller finds the final scenario of judgment and New 
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Jerusalem entirely satisfactory but Lawrence's verdict is that the whole spectacle is 

plainly detestable. Professional literary critics are also divided; Kermode, Ketterer, 

May, Robinson, and Dowling offer their qualified approval of the apocalyptic 

imagination, whilst perversely, those writers often held to be modern apocalypticists 

(Sontag, Derrida, Baudrillard) are in actuality the strongest opponents of the form. 

And as we have noted, millennial aspirations can encourage the dangerous 

militarism of disturbed messianic individuals or equally they may aid the cause of 

valid and valuable forms of social protest. Nuclear fictions can both promote the 

thinkability of war or demand the thinkability of disarmament; some texts may 

prove to be an accomplice to the forces of entropy and others yet may help release its 

deadening grip. 

If we wish to assign any credibility to apocalyptic as a worthwhile 

political and aesthetic form, and I must confess that I do, then we have a duty to 

answer the eloquent reservations of many hostile critics. M. H. Abrams, for example, 

presents a plausible case for denying our apocalyptic impulses: 

... the Book of Revelation has fostered a dubious heritage of reductive 
historical thinking in terms of absolute antitheses without the 

possibility of nuance, distinction, or mediation. Complex social, 

political, and moral issues are reduced to the two available categories 

of good and bad, right and wrong, the righteous and the wicked. 
Those who are not totally for are totally against; if you are not part of 

the solution you are part of the problem; and the problem can only be 

resolved by liquidating the opposition. In the popular mind - 

especially in countries such as America where there is a long and deep 

millenarian tradition - Revelation has fostered a conspiracy-view of 
history in which all reverses or disasters are attributed to the 

machinations of Satan or Antichrist, or else of human agencies, 

whether individuals or classes or races, who are demoniac or (in the 

secular rendering) are motivated by the negative forces in the historical 

process. In times of extreme stress such thinking has helped engender 

a collective paranoia, religious or racial or national, which has 

manifested itself in Crusades, sacred wars, pogroms, witch-hunts, or 

EQ 



other attempts to achieve, by annihilating the massed forces of evil, a 
final solution. 123 

Undoubtedly the apocalyptic mind can succumb to the perilous follies 

of paranoia (one further glance at Parfrey's Apocalypse Culture will be enough to 

persuade us of this). Chronic paranoia should in no circumstances be encouraged; 

but I intend to demonstrate, in the following chapters on William S. Burroughs and 

J. G. Ballard, and particularly in a concluding discussion of Thomas Pynchon's 

Gravity's Rainbow, that we may cultivate such a thing as "creative", or "sensitive" 

paranoia. 124 The Punks (and, as it transpired, many others too) suspected that time 

had, in a sense, stopped by 1977 and that the nation was hopelessly trapped in the 

past. 125 If there was a conspiracy, it was one of circumstances (which could be 

readily changed) rather than of hidden plots and secret unfathomable purposes. 

Instead of retreating into a damaging realm of private fantasy, the Punks came 

together in a startling display of emotional solidarity, the immediate result of which 

was collective action. To use Abrams's terms, Punk's apocalypse was a 'crusade'; but 

it was a crusade to save the world, not destroy it. 
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