Readings in the literary topography of generational writingsPRIVATE 

This chapter is an attempt at generating a type of analysis of the semiotics of place in American generational novels. It combines a diachronic and a synchronic perspective, in that each topographic representation phenomenon is traced historically within the four accepted generational constructs, and in that each topography is then researched synchronically in the case of GenX, or post-Generation X novels.

The chapter thus deals with how generational fictions operate with the establishment of potential 'free spaces' where the cultural choices of the characters can unfold, and potential utopian ideas concerning ways of making life in the USA of the 1980s and '90s liveable. These works share the feature of illustrating intercultural encounters where generational representatives formulate their own subcultural consciousness and identities in topographical terms, where the USA is compared and contrasted with counter-images of other locations. This can be Bohemian myths of Europe (typically Paris), or machismo arenas such as Spain, or conventional escape areas for outlaws (real as well as fictional) such as Mexico or Canada, or 'exotic' topoi such as Northern Africa or Japan, where the local culture forms an object of fascination for the characters in a constant tension between machismo/samurai ethics and a drug related drop out/mañana life style.

The chapter will offer a textual analytic perspective with focus on the detail, where the following themes are investigated through close readings and semiotic micro-analysis:

1) Images of Europe: from Bohemia to Eurotrash.

2) The psycho-geography of the USA and the North American continent: Heartland or two coasts embracing a void?

3) North and South of the US: Refuge from cultural acceleration into primitivity or utopian longings? Other outsides: American Orientalism and Utopian counter-images.

4) The desert as a reservoir of identity.

The main research questions in connection with these topographies as semiotic constructs are as follows:

Images of Europe in generational novels: Why are representations of Europe developing from ones of Bohemia or a machismo Paradise toward a wasteground for Eurotrash? Europe has always functioned as a counter-image in American intellectual thought and debate, not just in the 20th Century. From at least the 1920s and onward this has meant that Europe has been imaged by American intellectuals and writers as carrier of an element of Bohemianism and greater tolerance towards deviation, apparently supported by the fact that novels which were unpublishable in America sometimes were printable in Europe (typically France) and read there. For that reason Europe has seemed well suited as a free space for young (predominantly male) authors' experiments with sexuality and drugs, but has also been a reservoir of darker experience of war and death, often coupled with cultural decadence. Closely related to this is the experience of Europe as an 'old' continent, which naturally triggers off a dichotomy in the imaging of it. On the one hand there are traditions and values here that 'new' America cannot offer in any form; on the other hand the age may carry with it a lethargy and conservatism which can be hard to accept for young progressive Americans. Apparently the pendulum has swung in this dichotomy during the '80s towards the critical side, which is encapsulated in the signifier 'Eurotrash', which is becoming a more and more frequently used label for (particularly) younger Europeans, whether the American culture meets this phenomenon in Europe, or whether the Eurotrash comes to the USA as a form of nemesis as in Coupland's novel, Shampoo Planet.

The psycho-geography of the USA: Why is the USA depicted as a country without a heartland, a continent which instead is the scene of a dichotomic cultural battle between the East and the West coasts? There is actually a cultural and financial battle going on between the two coasts of the USA - a battle raging in many arenas, among them the university world, the cultural industry, and information technology. Thus 'middle' America paradoxically becomes marginalized and unsuited as the locus of novels dealing with the conquest of new frontiers for new generations who have run out of geographical frontiers. The heartland is irredeemably unhip in the '80s and '90s. With the quasi-nostalgic quest for pre-postmodern values, however, the GenX novels rediscover an interest in the heartland as a potential reservoir of solid unfragmented value systems. (Parenthetically speaking this trend is not merely noticeable in generational novels, but can be found in the revitalization of the frontier/western genre in authors like Cormac McCarthy, and in the `dirty realism' of writers like Richard Ford and Raymond Carver.)

Outsides and outsiders: Which role is played by the presence of other localities in these novels as reservoirs for unfolding deviance/difference (Mexico, Canada, Japan, Northern Africa)? Attached to this is the presence of utopian longings and ideas about what ought to be different in life in order to make it worth living and have meaning and cohesion, and ideas that these 'exotic' loci can contain these utopias. The utopia seems to be a necessity in midst of the apparently universal meaninglessness. In literary history we find examples where 'exotic' localities have been suitable carriers of American dreams (Poe and Melville are conspicuous examples), and novels and other texts by generational writers are no exception (Hemingway's Africa and Caribbean; Kerouac and Burroughs' Mexico and Tangiers; Gary Snyder's Zen Japan; McInerney's modern samurai Japan in Ransom; and finally Coupland's mythical Mexico, where one can pay for a stay at a hotel by telling a story, rather than by credit card). Of course this utopian need is partially explainable as a reaction to the experience of the USA as a barbarian culture in decline, lacking original values, which can then be sought after in these exotic/utopian localities, but beyond that many of these loci turn out to be disappointments as utopias when investigated more closely, whereupon the utopian quest may then either be abandoned and replaced by self hatred and denial ('Blank Generation' characters) or tentatively become located in the soul of the individual (e.g. in a concept of God as in Coupland's Life After God).

The desert as identity reservoir: Several 'Blank' and 'X' generation novels use the trope of the desert as a surprising locus for the dreams of the characters of free spaces in a stressful world. How do the semiotics of the desert trope work? The desert is in one sense an extroversion, physically and geographically, of the emptiness of the generational labels 'Blank' and 'X', i.e. the desert means on the surface of things absence, erasure and potential death. However, when read more closely the desert turns out to contain more positive potential for the characters, who typically have almost apotheotical stays in/exposures to these loci. These positive potentials can so to speak re-place the 'blankness' or solve the 'X' of the equation in a manner that ascribes it a value. The desert can be used to find oneself, or at least attempt to do so, in that it achieves status of a palimpsest on whose eroded surface one may be able to write one's own story.

Representations of Place
To investigate images of Europe in American texts one must invoke the tradition of mutual dependence and antagonism between the two continents, a heady stew of ingredients of economic, political and cultural philosophical nature. For centuries the relationship seen from the American side of the Atlantic was one of inferiority constructs. North America consisted of colonies subservient to European states, were poor materially and culturally, lacking the advanced institutions of education and dissemination of cultural products and values that were found in Europe. As a result of this, Americans who could, would look to Europe for their taste ideals as well as for a real place to go to for education, whether formal or aesthetic-cultural.

During the 19th century, even after the political independence from Europe had been long won for the USA, the practice of intellectuals and artists of going to Europe for a great Bildungsreise continued to blossom. Writers and other cultural operators instituted the practice of voluntary and temporary expatriation that we discussed at some length in the chapter on the 'Lost Generation'. The motives for this choice of location for the practising of one's art were various by the beginning of the 20th century, including sentimental longings for a more original artistic 'climate', overt protests at the home-grown provincialism of America and American thought and ideas, and more pragmatic choices dictated by economic considerations, publishing strategies, or strategies of acquiring suitably 'other' raw material for writing. A figure like Ernest Hemingway seems to combine all of the above reasons in his choices of exile/expatriation. We shall take our point of departure for our investigation of images of Europe in generational texts in his novel The Sun Also Rises. 

However, one thing is to go into exile, another is to write about it. How do we get from the writer being located in a foreign locale to even talking about a representation of this place as something different from any other textual construct? How is foreign place or even place as such present in texts?

J. Gerald Kennedy has a preliminary discussion of this problematic in his Imagining Paris: Exile, Writing, and American Identity (1993). The beginning of the solution of the problem of representation lies in this observation, for Kennedy:

A real environment becomes intelligible - and comparable - only after it enters language as an instance of place; yet as geographical theorists have suggested, all conceptions of place are inherently and inescapably subjective. (Kennedy, 1993:5)

Thus we have the statement that place is an intangible construct until it enters discourse, and only after it has done so can we compare this construct of language with other constructs, whether they be of place, time or an emotion. Can one then compare the language construction of place with the 'real' place? According to contemporary theories of signification and language the answer is no. Kennedy:

[T]he notion of place implies the projection of human sensibility upon the natural or built environment. Hence one cannot compare an "actual" place with its literary representation, since there is literally no "place" apart from an interpreting consciousness. The only possible comparison for the critic is thus between a personal, readerly concept of place (perhaps informed by knowledge of an existent site) and a textual, writerly image. (5)

In other words we are left with language constructs on different levels as the only material for comparisons of place and for interpretation of place. If we wish to represent place as writers, we engage in a process of representation first as readers, then as writers. If we want to interpret place we are automatically readers. Kennedy sums up:

This distinction forces a rethinking of the status of literary topography, for the salient difference lies not in the relation between real and fictive environments but between textual scenes and the symbolic experiences of place which they inscribe. (5)

Thus representations of place are safely relocated back in the textual universe where the interpreter can bask in connotative and denotative decoding of signs, which activity can be supplied with a superstructure of mythological interpretation or psychological interpretation as one sees fit (Kennedy suggests: "Perhaps every textual construction of place implies just such a mapping or symbolic re-presentation of an interior terrain." (5-6) If anyone is reminded of the so-called pathetic fallacy, which sees place and other 'natural' phenomena as metaphors for psychological states, whether of authors or of characters, this is not surprising.) What remains is that a reading strategy that treats representations of place as overdetermined textual sites is possible and often fruitful. This chapter performs analyses that amply document this claim by not focusing on characterization or thematic analysis as one might expect from the generic perspective of the Bildungsroman, but on these apparently marginal textual loci. This again illustrates the stated intention of the present writer to take the long way around and to look for the devil in the detail.

Thomas Carmichael discusses the general question of representation of place, specifically the city, in postmodern texts in his article, "Buffalo/Baltimore, Athens/Dallas: John Barth, Don DeLillo and the Cities of Postmodernism" (The Canadian Review of American Studies, Fall 1991, vol. 22, No. 2:241-249). As his subtitle indicates he does not discuss the generational writers, but his observations still have some validity for the works of Easton Ellis, McInerney and Coupland. He agrees with Kennedy that "the setting as metaphor is a function of the discourse within which it is situated" (241). The discourse of generationality, I would argue, determines the choice of setting in surprising ways, as I have tried to outline in the above list of typical localities, and as I will try to document in the ensuing analyses.

Carmichael continues in a discussion of some ambiguities specific for postmodern textual repesentations of place:

Barth [in "The Spirit of Place" from The Friday Book: Essays and Other Nonfiction (1984), BS] insists, that the proper function of the trope of place in contemporary fiction is to be found in postmodern reconciliation of competing claims: "realism and anti-realism, linearity and nonlinearity, continuity and discontinuity." (241)

This is alignable with Ihab Hassan's

[A]ssertion of a postmodern "ambilectic" or the "double tendency" of post-modernism to celebrate indeterminacy on the one hand and immanence on the other, though the latter is often an ultimately despairing chase through the empty signs of a hyper-real and thoroughly commodified culture. (242)

The feeling of being lead a "chase" as a reader is recognizable as a response to both the cityscapes of Ellis and McInerney and the culturalized landscapes of Douglas Coupland. The difference I hope to show is that Ellis plumps on the side of indeterminacy and despair (after all "Everything means less than zero"), whereas Coupland oscillates towards the side of a belief in the immanence to the extent where he transcends (or regresses from) these postmodern positions in the representation of place.

Thus in postmodernist texts we find surprising contradictions in the use of representation in general and specifically representations of place, but the basic metaphoricity of place is maintained, and even foregrounded within a postmodern stylistics: "[T]he site of the narrative unfolding is always the sign and context of a particular postmodern attitude" (241), namely the context that "in postmodern fiction we also confront the ironic encoding of the city as a positive site of resistance to the master tropes of cultural authority." (241) Again we are reminded of Ellis' (specifically in American Psycho) and McInerney's labyrinthic cityscapes in which anything can happen, but nothing usually does.

Images of Europe: from Bohemia to Eurotrash
Ernest Hemingway's The Sun Also Rises is readable as an oscillation between the city as a Bohemian trap which foregrounds the impotence and futility of the characters' lives, and the country or village settings which foreground the freedom from sexual pressure and relative happiness of the characters, specifically Jake Barnes. J. Gerald Kennedy has given a very detailed reading of how places in Paris are located with specific degrees of sexual significance in the mating rituals of Jake and Brett (and her other lovers). Here it suffices to say that Paris in general serves to remind Jake on numerous different levels of his wound and incapability of attaining sexual completeness. Kennedy sums up the scene where Brett is joined by Mike in Paris, and where she is the centre of attention at the Select (The Sun Also Rises, 84-86):

This third scene in the Select crystallizes a meaning inherent in the previous two: that as a centre of libidinal activity, a scene of erotic intrigue, Montparnasse recurrently forces upon Jake the realization that he is out of the game, relegated to a spectatorial role, excluded from the sexual play unfolding around him. (Kennedy, 1993:115)

Thus Paris becomes a metaphoric locus for the frustrated libido of Jake Barnes. As mentioned in the thematic analysis of this novel, Jake has the means of sublimating this frustration into aficion for various manly pursuits. This is first seen when he goes on a fishing trip into the Basque country with Bill Gorton. The transition from city to country is described in loving detail, as are the workings of the financial transactions with the local population. The bus ride is described as a slow progression towards the top of the mountain crest, through a forest and then revealing the sight of:

[T]he red roofs and white houses of Burguete ahead strung out on the plain, and away off on the shoulder of the first dark mountain was the grey metal-sheathed roof of the monastery of Roncesvalles.

'There's Roncevaux,' I said. (Hemingway, 1926:113-114)

This is the first glimpse of the scene of the future male bonding between Jake and Bill, and the geography of a potential, promised "away off on the shoulder" monasterial peace and insight into matters beclouded by the pressures of Paris. The first night in Burguete functions as a form of purification for Jake and Bill, because of the unexpected cold they encounter. Bill comments six times on the climate in the space of three pages, and it is only through the ministrations of the local food and drink and a warm bed that the Americans manage through the first night. After this rite they wake up, in a purer state of mind, to a good day of talking and fishing (Here Jake's rod is inspected by a gendarm, who when questioned "Is that all right?" replies "Yes. Of course" (115). Something that cannot normally be said about Jake's "rod".)

This is followed by the scene where Bill dazzles Jake with a number of language jokes that presuppose a current knowledge of the American literary and cultural scene. Jake has a hard time with some of the references, and Bill satirizes Jake's ignorance in terms of his being an expatriate:

"Don't you read? Don't you ever see anybody? You know what you are? You're an expatriate. Why don't you live in New York? Then you'd know these things. What do you want me to do? Come over here and tell you every year?" [...]

"You're an expatriate. You've lost touch with the soil. You get precious. Fake European standards have ruined you." (120)

The point is of course that Bill does not mean these evaluations, but is just parodying American attitudes of original belonging ("You have lost touch with the soil"), attitudes that were current in the debate of the '20s over whether expatriatism would not lead to a loss of American identity. And still further the point is that when spoken in these surroundings where, if anything, the two Americans are in touch with the soil, and are not being "spoiled" by anybody's standards, other than possibly their own, Bill's words are shown to represent false fears. Europe figured as the primitive, but pure pleasure-haven of Burguete is better for Jake than anyplace else. The provincial restraints of New York are referred to later by Bill: "Listen. You're a hell of a good guy, and I'm fonder of you than anybody on earth. I couldn't tell you that in New York. It'd mean I was a faggot." (121) Thus Europe is shown to be liberating for the emotional bonding between the two men, yet the bonding and tranquillity is also later shown to be temporary and transient.

A darker image of Europe is that conjured up by the circumstances of Jake's wounding during the first World War. The scene of the wounding occurs "flying on a joke front like the Italian. In the Italian hospital we were going to form a soicety. It had a funny name in Italian." (38) This reiteraion of the word "Italian" and its persistent linkage to something funny or jokey is highly significant to the general thematics of the novel. Here it is clear that Italian, both as language and topography is being bitterly ridiculed, which comes to a climax in the speech given to Jake by an Italian colonel: "'You, a foreigner, an Englishman' (any foreigner was an Englishman) 'have given more than your life.'" (39) Thus, the Italians are stereotyped as having little sense of the reality principle, but a lot of sense for drama - another unserious trait, linked to the jokey-ness of this European locus.

After the ugly scenes of jealousy in Pamplona, Jake once again retreats from the company of his friends and spends some time recuperating and swimming in San Sebastian. This locality is figured thusly:

Even on a hot day San Sebastian has a certain early-morning quality. The trees seem as though their leaves were never quite dry. The streets feel as though they have just been sprinkled. It is always cool and shady on certain streets on the hottest day. I went to a hotel [...] There was a green mountainside beyond the roofs.

Spain had not changed to summer-time, so I was early. I set my watch again. I had recovered an hour by coming to San Sebastian. (237-238)

Thus the locality of San Sebastian is figured in metaphors of renewal and recovery. Everything is fresh, cool, shady and "early" or more primordial than the previous locale frequented by Barnes. The mountainside that harboured the monastery of Roncevalles reappears symbolically green, beckoning here to Jake, holding out a promise of redemption.

Nevertheless it is also a Spanish locality that signals the next descent into hell for Jake, when he goes to fetch Brett after the failure of her relationship with Romero: "The Norte station in Madrid is the end of the line. All trains finish there. They don't go on anywhere." (244) Similarly Madrid is the end of the line for Jake and Brett. They cannot go on, and yet they go on. Their relationship ends in a taxi, as it re-commenced within the telling of the novel in a cab scene in Paris. Thus the two large European cities become connected and both aligned with the impotence and frustration that Brett brings out in Jake. The "mounted policeman" in the final cab scene in Madrid signals to Jake that no matter how many times he fetches Brett out of trouble he can never again rise to the occasion: "He raised his baton." (251) A simple act that the impotent Jake can never repeat, which triggers his bitter rejection of redeemed love between him and Brett.

Thus, images of Europe in Hemingway's novel have a number of possible polarities, either as the originator of a jokey tragedy, or of a confining impotence (there are many things about Paris that make Jake very angry), or of a potential healing free space, positively contrasted with American narrowness. These complex valorisations of European localities, explicitly contrasted with more unambiguous negative valorisations of America, are typical of the early 20th century representations of Europe as Bohemian free spaces, with all the attendant psychological complications this can raise in the American mind.

Jack Kerouac's novel On the Road is completely circumscribed by motion on the American continents, and thus contains no scenes where characters are portrayed in a European setting. Nevertheless images of Europe play a small but pivotal role in the novel. At the dead centre of the novel, Sal Paradise, who has hitherto followed blindly where Dean Moriarty leads him in his mad pursuit of 'kicks', takes over as director of events. Dean has come to yet another end of a relationship, and the boys "racked our brains for where to go and what to do" (Kerouac, 1957:178), when Sal has an epiphany: "I realized it was up to me. [...] 'I have here the sum of eighty-three dollars and change, and if you come with me let's go to New York - and after that let's go to Italy.'" (178)

This proposal sparks off a moment of crisis between the two friends. Dean the con-man now has to decide whether he will trust Sal enough to follow him to Italy, and be in his care and keep. Sal reiterates the proposal in the following terms: "'We'll go dig all the crazy women in Rome, Paris, all those places; we'll sit at sidewalk cafés; we'll live in whorehouses. Why not go to Italy?'" (178) Thus it is clear that for Sal (in order to sell the idea of going there to Dean) Europe is linked with sexuality, women and specifically whores. Europe is a sexualized locus, one of leisure and pleasure - at a price, of course: "'I'll make some money, I'll get a thousand dollars from the publishers.'" (178) No Europe without paying the dues, much the same way Barnes found Europe: "It felt comfortable to be in a country where it is so simple to make people happy. [...] Everything is on such a clear financial basis in France. [...] If you want people to like you you have only to spend a little money." (Hemingway, 1926:237). A simple place to be an American, indeed. The preoccupations of Americans with how Europeans relate to money is a recurrent feature in several other fictional representations of Europe as we shall see.

We turn now to another of Kerouac's texts to see images of Europe, playing themselves out in representations of actual European loci. In 1966 Kerouac published a short account of his voyage to France to search for his mythic Celtic ancestry, entitled Satori in Paris. The book claims to be autobiographical, but is indistinguishable from his usual fictional style of writing, with the exception that he uses his real name for the protagonist. The book depicts the disorientation Kerouac experiences when he arrives in Paris and is given wrong directions by the natives, whom he insists on addressing in Quebec French, which he claims is the authentic, preserved French "still understood in the streets of Paris" (Kerouac, 1966:7). In a touching but hilarious scene, Kerouac describes how he is sitting in a church, hat in hand, listening to music, when "a woman with kids and husband comes by and lays twenty centime (4c) in my poor tortured misunderstood hat (which I was holding upsidedown in awe)" (6). Whereever he goes in his supposedly native land, speaking his supposedly native original tongue, he is misunderstood and misguided.

The disappointment comes to a head, in a scene that again combines money matters and fears with sex:

I get so mad I go down to the whore districts. A million Apaches with daggers are milling around. I go in a hallway and I see three ladies of the night. I announce with an evil English leer 'Sh'prend la belle brunette' (I take the pretty brunette) - The brunette rubs her eyes, throat, ears and heart and says 'I aint gonna have that no more.' I stomp away and take out my Swiss Army knife with the cross on it, because I suspect I'm being followed by French muggers and thugs. I cut my own finger and bleed all over the place. (14)

Kerouac's own paranoia leads him into this scenario where a combination of high pathos and low comedy ensues. It turns out not to be so simple to have a clear-cut financial transaction with the French, let alone negotiate the whore-houses of Europe. The text ends with a similar bitter and confused sneer: "So here we are in Paris. All's over. From now on I am finished with any and all forms of Paris life." (113) Still, he came for a 'satori' (buddhist enlightenment), and have one he will, even if he has to have it in the taxi towards the airport. The encounter with "The Satori taxidriver of page one" (116) ends with this exchange where the cabbie says: "But, work, yes, yowsah, this and that, or as you say Monsieur thissa and thatta, in any case, thanks, be of good heart, I'm going." (116) This mock epiphany or 'satori' is finally what Paris had to give Kerouac. Thus we see an emptying out of even the representation of the language spoken by the Europeans in this text. The American is depicted as seriously, but confusedly questing for origin and originality, but frustrated in this search by the very strangeness of the original language of Europe, of Paris. The response is that inimitable mix of denial and claimed immanence that Hassan referred to in our theoretical preamble, although this late Kerouac effort can no longer maintain a convincing case for immanence, despite all the surface similarities between the cabbie's talk (and driving skills) and that of Dean Moriarty.

The literary topography of the 'Blank Generation' writers is remarkably free of images of Europe. Their USA is very much a world of its own, and it is only in McInerney's Ransom that the setting is relegated to a locality outside the States. We shall return to that in the section on exotic and orientalist trends in generational literary topography. In Ellis' The Rules of Attraction we do, however, have a sort of memoir of a trip to Europe, almost vomited up by a minor character, named Victor, in an apparently interminable, affectless monologue. (Ellis, 1987: 24-27) This instance prefigures depictions of "Eurothrash" in the '90s novels and songs we shall examine later. To Victor it matters little what he sees or does, or with whom, let alone who does what to him, whether it be molestation by an old man, or attack by dogs. This character is confused about geography and languages as well as the whereabouts of friends and acquaintances, whom he may be "sort of in love with" (25). European localities are dismissed in short, declarative sentences with very limited vocabulary: "Rome was big and hot and dirty" (26) or "That's all I did in Crete, was walk" (27). In short Europe is not really represented as a locus, as much as images of the prejudices of the character who goes there, and who is conclusively represented as American.

Caveney states, in summation, about Ellis' use of place and of his representations of otherness, specifically in his first novel:

Less Than Zero features no Europeans, and only Clay is allowed to present himself with the distance of the outsider. The novel's location is as fragmented as its narrative, set in parties, clubs, sushi bars and cafés. These settings are linked by car journeys rather than any real sense of place; a spatial blankness which, as Elizabeth Young points out, mirrors the characters' ethical emptiness. (Young & Caveney, 1992:124)

This, of course, begs the question of what a "real sense of place" might be, since the best we can expect are texts about place, as we established in the introductory remarks to this chapter. None the less, the observation that Ellis uses representations of place to signal symptomatics of his characters' emptiness is astute and eminently proveable. We shall return to it in our section on representations of the two American coasts and of the desert, where place is figurated somewhat differently from Caveney's claims.

Of the 'X' generational novels, by far the most fertile ground for European representations is found in Douglas Coupland's second novel Shampoo Planet. The strategy of this novel is to transfer the generational focus of Generation X from the generation born from 1961 - 1965, to the somewhat younger siblings of these cohorts. The protagonists of Shampoo Planet are the group that was featured as 'global teens' or the 'poverty jet-set' ("Poverty Jet-set: A group of people given to chronic traveling at the ex​pense of long-term job stability or a permanent residence" (Coupland, 1991:6)) in Generation X.

The main character is named Tyler, a name he shares with Andy, the narrator of Generation X's younger brother. Tyler has been to Europe, much to the puzzlement of his surroundings ("'Europe? I don't get it,' said Harmony. 'We have a perfectly good Europe here at EPCOT in Florida. It's not good enough or something?'" (Coupland, 1993:96)), where he has had a summer affair with Stephanie, a French girl, who has now decided to visit Tyler in America. The problem is that Tyler has a girl friend, the all-American girl, Anna-Louise, who does not know anything about Tyler's fling in France. Thus the scene is set for a romantic comedy. What concerns us here are scenes set in Europe, told in flashback by Tyler, and scenes where the Europeans enter into intercultural encounters with the American protagonists in Washington.

First we shall investigate Tyler's incomprehensible longing for a European experience. He himself relates it to a dream of Europe holding a complex set of keys to understanding himself and his own country:

I had my reasons. I remember peddling my fake watches and wondering what sort of land would make the real watches. And I wanted to see what sort of world my ancestors found so intolerable they needed to leave. And I'd heard reports Europe was the total place for partying. (96)

The elements in this triptych of reasons are telling and familiar. The desire for first-hand experience is common for all three and an important part of a cultural symptomatic of second-handness often experienced by characters in postmodern American fiction. The quest for the land of the real watches, I suppose is a specific symptom of this curiosity for the original, here specifically the cradle of not only precision technology (something Tyler almost reveres), but also the cradle of brand name technology. The desire to see the wellsprings of the ancestoral gene pool is a reversal of the quest for originality, since the ancestors were forced to pack up and leave, and therefore their origin must be couched in unpleasantness. Still Tyler has another project later in the novel, concerning finding his biological father, an unreformed hippie, so the drive back toward your genetic Ursprung is not accidental as a motive for going to Europe. Thirdly, the desire for Europe as a sexual and (im)moral haven is what remains for the post-'X'ers of the Bohemian desire of previous generations of expats.

However, there is yet another motive behind Tyler's migration:

In general I remember thinking how modern and snappy Europe appeared in photos: lively tinkling geometric buildings sprouting like crystals from the tedious stone drabness below. Europe seemed like a place where the future was advancing more rapidly than in Lancaster, and I love the future, so that was that. Funward ho. (96)

Thus, Europe is being figured here as growing out of its age and "tedious stone drabness", striving towards the future, towards modernity. (Surely there is here an irony that cannot be lost on the implied author, that modernity is long since past and surpassed by something else, so that the longing towards it is not a desire for the future but a form of nostalgia.) This being enamoured with the future is the one specific trait of Tyler that sets him apart from the future terrified and apocalyptically paranoid characters of Generation X. Perhaps it is not surprising then, that Tyler is about to be disappointed in both his own time, his potential future, and Europe:

But after three weeks of Eurailing, Europe's patina of modernity was dulling considerably. Europe tries to be so modern, but the effort always sort of, well ... flops. Germany, to the country's credit, is higher-tech than the inside of a CD player, but their platform toilets are like a torture device straight out of the Inquisition. France has never heard of Sunday shopping. And in Belgium I saw a nuclear cooling tower with moss growing on its convex northern slope. Modern? (96)

These amusing cultural symptomatics, which mean that Tyler loses his illusions about Europe, indicate the values Tyler associates with modernity: creature comforts, shopping opportunities and the maintenance of outward appearances. Europe's true state of evolution is thus revealed as a mere "patina of modernity", an interesting oxymoron in itself. Deeper than even that is the sneaking post festum awareness that is pressing itself upon Tyler after he comes 'home' that Europe is infested by American corporate interests, whose omnipresent logos he afterwards discovers in all his snapshots. Thus the future is not what it is cracked up to be, and maybe it is really all the Americans' fault anyway.

The disillusionment that spreads in Tyler over the state of Europe, comes to a head in transit from Denmark to France, where Tyler observes about a Belgian landscape, marred by a nuclear plant: "I had never seen a landscape in which human beings seemed so irrelevant" (99). Europe seems filled by "graves of dead Europeans of old". It seems a clear case of History Poisoning, straight out of Generation X (see Appendix A). Fortunately there is redemption on the way, figured thus: "Right then I knew I wanted to return home, but as fate would operate, before I was able to create new plans, I arrived in Paris." (100)

This overdetermined entry into Paris can only lead to trouble, as we already know it will. This figuring of Paris as a form of "moveable feast" à la Hemingway is borne out in the following. Tyler heads for the Pére-Lachaise cemetery on a mission for his sister to steal a flower from Jim Morrison's grave. This banal quest for a relic of another generations' culture hero is, however, only incidental to Tyler's experience in the graveyard. He has his own private epiphany at the grave of another exile; not of an American cultural icon, but rather that of Oscar Wilde, the Irish wit and aesthete, where Tyler performs the following rite:

I stripped myself of my shirt and leaned against the stone, suntanning, bagging what diminishing rays there were to be had from the clouded sun. I sniffled with hay fever; I turned my head around and licked the dusty stone. I surprise even myself on occasion. (103)

What penetrates Tyler during this rite and what he takes in through his lick remain open questions (the tongue kissing of the marble edifice representing the celebrated homosexual, Wilde, of course indicates the same type of ambiguity surrounding a Coupland protagonist as the one we encounter in a main character in Generation X - Dag(mar), who is "a lesbian trapped in a man's body"), but the communion with the European exile rather than the American one is surely significant in itself. Tyler leaves the cemetery primed for conquest:

Our browned exposed limbs popping out of our khakis and T-shirts and our puppy-dog naïveté were our true passports from the New World that afternoon as we entered the real world - our passports and our armour as we entered the jaded, elegant hysteria of Paris. (105)

These positions of liminality and transition operate with some standard ascriptions, for instance that the visitor to Europe bears innocence with him or her, is a version of a rugged individualist with "browned limbs", and comes bearing something 'New' with him or her. Further the 'Old World' Paris is figured as inscrutable, classy and - interestingly - hysterical. No wonder one has to be armoured against it (and preferably pass for Canadian, rather than American).

Paris changes Tyler's life, and that first night it figures as a free space for him offering him liquor, sexual encounters and apparently unlimited freedom to do what he wishes, including redefining his future. Then he meets Stephanie, who semiotically has all these significations transferred to her person, and Tyler falls in love:

I saw these lips smile and poke out the window saying "'allo" to me but I was then also momentarily transfixed by the glinting bistro lights reflected on the onyx skin of Stephanie's car. Yes [...] they looked just like the stars.

I think there is a Paris inside us all. (107)

Thus the lips of Stephanie melt into the lights of the bistro, and the paint of her car melts into a "skin", and the bistro lights melt into the cosmic light of the stars. In that moment Paris is one big throbbing cosmic body, both outside Tyler's own body and "inside" it. Paris is, thus, indeed a moveable feast, which Tyler seals by kissing its/her/Stephanie's lips.

Of course, there is Hell to pay, which Tyler realizes long after the separation from Stephanie and Paris, when she decides to return to his life as so much inadequately recycled Eurotrash. In Coupland's book this is the figure of choice for both Europeans visiting America and Americans visiting Europe, and also for what they might find there. The term 'Eurotrash' seems to be a bricolage from airline ticketing language, where 'Euroclass' is what you fly if you can afford it, whereas 'Eurotrash' then must be the opposite. A form of rhyming slang. The term is symptomatic of a change in the attitudes to things European, exemplified by the one that Tyler undergoes in the course of the novel, and also of a broader change in American ways of figuring Europe's older cultural tradition. As far as I can trace this sensibility, that Europe may be old, but at the same time it is decaying, it was first expressed by Bob Dylan in his song "When I paint my masterpiece" which depicts an American in Europe running through very much the same gamut of fear and loathing as later Tyler. The key line of the song is "The streets of Rome are filled with rubble", which in a typical Dylanesque ambiguity both encompasses a critique of cultural tourism à la the one Tyler is later performing, and a critique of the oldness and decay which Europe is trying to pass off as culture to the traveling American observer/cultural agent.

"Eurotrash" made its debut in print in Ellis' American Psycho (Ellis 1991:41), but finds by far its fullest literary use in Shampoo Planet. It is also a neologism used in other pop-cultural products, my favourite of which is the rock band Cracker's song "Eurotrash Girl" (1993), a third similar travelogue of an American in Europe, bumming around, selling his plasma, and looking for that elusive all-black wardrobed "Eurotrash Girl" ("Well I've been up to Paris, and I slept in a park. And I'll search the world over, for my angel in black, I'll search the world over - for a Eurotrash girl"). In the novel there are several occurences of "Euro-compounds" such as the already quoted "Eurailing", "Europals", "Euronuggets", "Euroweeks", etc., etc., all sharing the element of "Euro-ness", fused to well-known nouns. But the most recurrent and significant one is clearly "Eurotrash", as in "[W]e would [...] watch the sun set over Paris from the rooftop of the Pompidou, afterward descending to the Eurotrash-clogged piazza below to taunt the mimes and watch the digital clock that counts down the seconds to year 2000." (110) The motion described by the quote of someone descending to watch the possible apocalyptic countdown to the millennium is indicative of Tyler's ascent once he meets Stephanie. He is elevated from ordinary touristhood, and plucked out of the Eurotrash. The opposite motion is to be played out in the second half of the novel.

Needless to say, Anna-Louise finds out about Tyler and Stephanie and Tyler is thrown out of his hometown's security and dragged along on Stephanie's ambitious trek to Los Angeles to become a celebrity. The intercultural clash between the two love interests in Tyler's life is of course figured largely as a clash of European snobbery and class consciousness versus American provincialism tempered with ruthless honesty. Anna-Louise: "I wore my nicest dress over for dinner last night to meet these Eurotramps, and you know what she asked me? She asked me what I wear when I want to dress up. What a cow." (120) Tyler begins to figure his own personality development as a descent into a spiral of lies and deceit, and links it with his sojourn in Europe: "Why am I becoming this human being I am? I wasn't like that before I visited Europe. Is Dan [his step-father] what I am slated to become? Him? Scary." (126) Thus Europe is the scene of the fall for Tyler in this figuration.

When Stephanie finally leaves him in Los Angeles he hits rock bottom, becoming a street person, before finding redemption through a novel idea of his ("making wax-crayon rubbings of the brass celebrity stars inlaid on the sidewalks of Hollywood Boulevard" (254)). This saves him long enough to get further redeemed by apparently realizing his childhood dream of entering yuppiedom through a job offer from a multinational corporation. The redemption is figured thus in the novel:

I cry because the future has once again found its sparkle and has grown a million times larger. And I cry because I am ashamed of how badly I have treated the people I love [...] back before I had a future and someone who cared for me from above. It is like today the sky opened up and only now am I allowed to enter. (274)

Not incidentally this motion through overconfidence through betrayal and punishment back to Heaven's gate is also inscribed in the peculiar paratext to Shampoo Planet, which consists of two sets of homemade periodical systems giving the tables of the elements of a 1990s accelerated culture. (Available as Appendix B) In the last of the two systems the first element is "1 H - Heaven" and the last in the layout is "103 Rx - Redemption", although of course there are 106 elements as in the real periodical system. The final three read "Me - U - Lg" or "Me - You - Light", also indicative of a narrative development at the end of the book, where "the cool clear light of the moon" (298) illuminates the floor of Anna-Louise's apartment. Tyler and her are getting back together again, "the world is alive" (299) are the last words whispered by Tyler to her. There is again a me and you.

Tyler has thus been cured of his Euro-fascination, and found redemption in his hometown. It seems that in contradiction of Thomas Wolfe you can go home again in this regressive fiction. The final showdown between Stephanie as Euro-representative and Tyler is a heated argument, where Tyler lashes out at Stephanie as an index of Europe: "Why don't you take your strange class hatred and phobias and lug them back to your cramped, futureless little country?" (243) Here Tyler stereotypes France and Europe as such in terms of size (America is a BIG country) and lack of true democracy ("class hatred"), but most significantly in terms of who has a future and who has not. He elaborates in an apology:

"It's just that all of your history in Europe is so seductive. [...] History tricks you into not valuing what you have now. History's dead, but right now is alive. History is jealous of right now - jealous of that life." (243)

This is the crucial operation separating Europe from Tyler's future-secured America. Clearly this is the same theme that unfolded itself in Generation X and one that permeates the generational construction of GenX as such. Note also how Stephanie as index of Europe, and the one actually doing the seduction of Tyler so successfully, becomes aligned with Europe, which thereby is gendered in this construct. Of course she also betrays him, as history did, as Europe did. Only through his self-reliance does he regain the bright glittering future he was destined for. I hope he remembers to wear his shades, as pop group Timbuk 3 states in the brilliantly titled yuppie satire, My Future's So Bright I Gotta Wear Shades.
We have seen some of the images of Europe played out in generational novels of the last 70 years. There is a clear motion in the instances we have investigated. The twenties text saw Europe as locus of a duality of freedom and entrapment, both figured within sexual as well as intellectual parameters. Europe was dangerous, wounding, but alluring. In the fifties and sixties the allure of otherness was still ascribable to Europe, but the reality of the continent with its languages and mores was unintelligible, for Kerouac at least. American solipsism and isolation was on the uptake. The glittering yuppie characters of the '80s saw no reason to go to a tired old continent, when after all, the best manufacturers of brand name merchandize were already busy migrating the opposite way, from Europe to America. When the '90s inaugurated a new sensibility and a rediscovery of the Bildungsreise via Eurail, we surprisingly saw stereotyped images of Europe as a femme fatale metaphor resurface and play themselves out as a complete reworking of Pilgrim's Progress, with the American hero finally coming home, liberating himself of history and its trash, finding himself, and thereby re-invigorating the whole world.

This first investigation of specific images of place has also highlighted the generational difference discourse, as it plays itself out with Europe being identified with 'oldness' and America and its representatives as carriers of 'newness', thus extraverting the generational agon of the characters into an intercontinental agon waged over progress and progressivity. 

Coast to Coast
Kerouac's On the Road is a good starting point for a discussion of figurations of the North American continent. As will be apparent from a glance at a list of the road trips in the novel (available as Appendix C), the eleven stages of the motion of the novel take Sal five times all the way across the USA from New York to San Francisco or the other way, from west to east. Further crossings are planned and aborted, or too uneventful to be represented in the narrative, and overall the feeling one gets from thinking schematically about the novel is one of dizziness at the pendulating motion of its protagonists. Only once is the rigorous drive eastward or drive westward replaced by a penetration into the south, in the drive to Mexico City. (This trip we shall return to later.)

What is significant about all these trips and all these roads is the way travelling versus non-travelling is figured in the text. All the ends and beginnings of trips are prefigured by feelings of a liminal nature, as if the apocalypse is catching up with Sal if he does not keep moving. It starts in Denver at the end of his first big road trip where he engages in a major party with his newfound Denver friends. At the end of the night, Sal announces in his narratorial voice, quite out of the blue: "Everything seemed to be collapsing." (Kerouac, 1957:55) This turns out to be the prelude for his leaving Denver to push along to the West Coast: "My moments in Denver were coming to an end, I could feel it when I walked her home, on the way back I stretched out on the grass of an old church with a bunch of hobos, and their talk made me want to get back on that road." (56) The exact same symptom reveals itself when Sal reaches California, and finds Terry, the Mexican girl whose life he imposes himself on. He spends some time with her relatives, who never accomplish anything, and again in his narratorial voice he announces: "Everything was collapsing. That night we slept in the truck. Terry held me tight, of course, and told me not to leave." (95) Of course, he leaves:

I told Terry I was leaving. She had been thinking about it all night and was resigned to it. [...] She just walked on back to the shack, carrying my breakfast plate in one hand. I bowed my head and watched her. Well, lackadaddy, I was on the road again. (97)

At the end of part II Sal has similar emotional or psychological symptoms before leaving. The perpetual duality of departure and anticipated arrival at a new goal stages itself again:

What is that feeling when you're driving away from people and they recede on the plain till you see their specks dispersing? - it's the too-huge world vaulting us, and it's good-bye. But we lean forward to the next crazy venture beneath the skies. (148)

There is sadness in departure, but it is quickly drowned out by the excitement of the next "crazy" thing in waiting. Of course, that turns out to be another disappointment: "What I accomplished by coming to Frisco I don't know. Camille wanted me to leave; Dean didn't care one way or the other. [...] It was the end; I wanted to get out" (168). Thus none of the locations have delivered on their promise of 'kicks' or craziness in the positive valorisation of the novel. All arrival has produced has been the desire to depart, all departure produces is the desire to arrive elsewhere again. This parade of emotions continues: "It was the Denver night; all I did was die. Down in Denver, down in Denver, all I did was die." (170), and therefore he runs from Denver back to Dean in San Francisco: "[F]or there was nothing behind me any more, all my bridges were gone and I didn't give a damn about anything at all." (171) "Everything fell apart in me." (172)

No sooner has Sal arrived there before he starts making plans to depart for Italy with Dean, by way of New York, and the whole thing starts over again. Thus the motion of the characters in the novel gradually clarifies that the significance of location is becoming emptied out by the constant desire for motion away from/towards something perpetually postponed, an enlightenment that is never found in the novel. One coast is very much like another, and in fact the whole of the USA is much the same in this figuration. There is wilderness everywhere.

This is strikingly shown to us in an allegorical scene where Sal meets "the Ghost of the Susquehanna", a little hobo character who is irredeemably lost in the American night. He wishes to go from Pennsylvania to "Canady", but somehow gets lost along the way. Sal sees him:

[P]oor forlorn man, poor lost sometimeboy, now broken ghost of the penniless wilds. I told my driver the story and he stopped to tell the old man.

'Look here, fella, you're on your way west, not east.'

'Heh?' said the little ghost. 'Can't tell me I don't know my way around here. Been walkin this country for years. I'm headed for Canady.' (101)

It is impossible to convince the old man that he is on the wrong road. Sal is of course none the wiser himself, although he believes to know the difference between going east and going west, but in reality what the old man knows is that it makes no difference where you go and which road you take to go there. Sal manages a summation of sorts: "I thought all the wilderness in America was in the West until the Ghost of the Susquehanna showed me different. No, there is a wilderness in the East" (101). And it is possible to get lost in that, and everywhere. This ties in with the figuration of Los Angeles as a jungle:

[I] examined the LA night. What brutal, hot, siren whining nights they are! [...] LA is the loneliest and most brutal of American cities; New York gets god-awful cold in the winter but there's a feeling of wacky comradeship somewhere in some streets. LA is a jungle. (82-83)

Thus America has many wildernesses and jungles, some more human than others, but all wild. Later we shall see how images of the Mexican jungle tie in with this. America makes Sal ill, it makes him lonely, it fragments him, and at the same time he needs it to live. At the end of one of his round-trips from coast to coast Sal says in summation:

Suddenly I found myself on Times Square. I had travelled eight thousand miles around the American continent and I was back on Times Square; and right in the middle of a rush hour, too, seeing with my innocent road-eyes the absolute madness and fantastic hoorair of New York with its millions and millions hustling for ever for a buck among themselves, the mad dream  - grabbing, taking, giving, sighing, dying, just so they could be buried in those awful cemetery cities beyond Long Island City. The high towers of the land - the other end of the land, the place where Paper America is born. (102)

While Sal positions himself as the returned outsider who sees things with greater innocence and is outside the general hustling, it is clear from the following scene that he is no such thing. First, he attempts to grab a cigarette butt from under the feet of the crowds of people, and then he has to hustle a Greek minister to get bus fare to go the last bit of the way home. If he has any innocence, New York quickly takes it out of him with its tempo and mad rush. Thus, both coasts and their metropols are figured in On the Road as brutal constructs that rob a person of his humanity, but on the other hand all chances at meaningful human relations offered to Sal in the middle, between coasts and urban wildernesses, are rejected because of his ever imminent collapse of self, which can only be postponed through new movement.

In the 'Blank Generation' fictions of Ellis and McInerney, the representations of place are quite differently realized in the details, but ultimately the cityscapes of these writers are also devoid of real meaning. We take as our point of departure Young's provocative statements about Ellis' use of place:

Ellis' three novels [...] are extraordinarily distinct in regard to place. [...] The aggressive territoriality of Ellis' books suggests that geography and place, once a fictional hinterland for critics to interpret as they might, have gradually come to dictate the themes and structure of the novel, leaving emotional issues to become amorphous, to function as background. (Young & Caveney, 1992:22-23)

What immediately springs to mind is how good an interpretation this would be of On the Road, with the possible exception that there are characters in that work that are sustained and capable of functioning as identification objects for some people. This leads me to think that Kerouac's novel is perched precariously on the cusp between complete foregrounding of place and a more conventional type of Bildungsroman, a novel with both postmodern and traditional features. It turns out that Young similarly sees Less Than Zero as a limit text within this parameter: "The book would seem to have some of the classic elements of the modern Bildungsroman in The Catcher in the Rye mode, although Ellis seems to toy at times cynically with this concept." (24) Thus the aspect of parody of genre conventions enters the picture in connection with characterization, and as we shall see there are also parodic elements in how Ellis figurates place.

Young concludes that Clay has "little chance of maturation as character" (24), and proves this with an intertextual argument, revealing how Clay is also 'present' in the next Easton Ellis novel, The Rules of Attraction, "in which Clay appears as a comical no-account person, a joke, incapable of any sort of personal growth." (24). Thus the two novels form their own hypertextual relationship, which ultimately means that "the concept of the "hero" striving towards maturity is finally, in his case, deconstructed and negated." (24) Thus it is natural to turn to an investigation of how the foregrounded 'hero-replacement', place, is constructed in Less Than Zero.

The very first chapter sets the tone of representation of place by ascribing a set of values to the two American coasts. Clay has just arrived from New Hampshire, and the trip has been "rough" (Ellis, 1985:9), which has left visible signs on Clay's appearance, which is altogether too "eastern" for California. The signs are "the mud that had splattered the legs of my jeans, which felt kind of cold and loose, earlier that day at an airport in New Hampshire" (9); "the stain on the arm of the wrinkled, damp shirt I wear, a shirt which had looked fresh and clean this morning" (9); and "the tear on the neck of my gray argyle vest, which seems vaguely more eastern than before, next to Blair's clean tight jeans and her pale-blue T-shirt." (9) Thus the East is associated with dirt, and wear and tear, whereas the West is indexed through Blair as clean and fresh. In a sense the East thus represents something old and the West something new, mirroring the Europe versus America dichotomy we traced earlier.

Immediately before page 9, we have read the two epigraphs to the novel, one of which makes specific reference to the West: "There's a feeling I get when I look to the West...." - Led Zeppelin" (5, unpaginated paratext). Coupled with the other song quote, from L.A. band X, we get a notion of what that feeling might be, but also a notion that the feeling will not stay the same: "This is the game that moves as you play" (5, unpaginated paratext). This indicates that the events within the book may be of the nature of a game being played by the characters, or possibly between the author and his readers. A game that will also play with whatever feelings we might have or have had about "the West".

Young sums up some other differences figured under the metaphor of East and West coast(s):

From the first page of the book, in addition to the note of fear, a tension, a difference, is established between the East and West coasts of America. The East signifies Education - Clay's college is implicitly superior to Blair's attendance at U. S. C. - "the University of Spoiled Children". The East is pallid, intellectual and sloppy. (Young & Caveney, 1992:27-28)

California, and Los Angeles in particular, is alternatively figured as less formal, almost flip in its dealings with social interaction and institutions such as marriage, educational facilities, the law etc. The West seems serious about only one thing: consumption of commodities. Young sums up about the informal surface of California (and Californians, who contain nothing beneath their carefully tanned skin):

The flip throwaway tone of Californian cool is already all-pervasive and this adds intriguing depths to the East/West dichotomy. Here, in California, in the decadent sub-tropical heat the social tone is enforcedly one of rigid cool. It is in the cold East, we infer, that there is the heat of intellectual debate, of passionate engagement. (28)

Thus the differences between coasts can be reduced to very simple dichotomies in the form of colour metaphors (pale versus tanned) and metaphors of heat and cold/cool, for intellect versus mannerisms. This set of dichotomies is, however, only temporarily sustainable, both within the text of this novel, and under the hyper/hypotextual perspective of comparison with The Rules of Attraction. Clay becomes more Californian in appearance as the novel progresses, but this does not mean that he loses anything of his intellectual cachet in the process, largely because he does not have any. The tanned cool of the 'native' Californians is revealed, of course, as artificial and, what else, only skin-deep.

Easton Ellis' 'Eastern' novel, The Rules of Attraction, serves in Young's words: "[T]o undercut and demystify the "Eastern experience" that shadows the earlier book. It is just the same in the East after all." (41) The myth that the East represents a deeper intellect is crudely punctured by the trio of near-imbecile college students who populate the pages of this novel, and who seem to do nothing but drift from one party to another, getting drunk, high or laid in whatever order or combination fate seems to dictate on any given evening. Thus this novel is a reversal of the established dichotomies of place of Less Than Zero, but other than that the novel is very vague in its representation of place as polarities or dichotomies of any kind. At the end one main character leaves the college:

I started driving faster as I left the college behind. I didn't know where I was going. Someplace unoccupied I hoped. Home was gone. New York sucked. [...] But it was a relief driving around without excess bagage [i.e. another person one is having a relationship with, BS]. (Ellis, 1987:282)

Thus we have the familiar feeling of disorientation, that there are places but that they have been emptied of significance, and that direction is random and unimportant, as long as there is motion.

Jay McInerney's debut novel, Bright Lights, Big City (1984), is circumscribed by two New York scenes. In the first the protagonist staggers out of a nightclub, realizes he has no cab fare, and decides to walk home through the streets of New York. When he reaches Bleecker Street, a reminiscence of his early days in New York overwhelms him. It is triggered by the smell of bread from an Italian bakery. We are then treated to a nostalgic description of this first New York home of his, which is redolent of the same sentiments that New York will harbour some wackily friendly people that we saw in Kerouac's figuration of New York. The narrator speaks in the second person:

You stand at the corner of Bleecker and Cornelia and gaze at the windows on the fourth floor of a tenement. Behind those windows is the apartment you shared with Amanda when you first came to New York. It was small and dark, but you liked the imperfectly patched pressed-tin ceiling, the claw-footed bath in the kitchen, the windows that didn't quite fit the frames. You were just starting out. You had the rent covered, you had your favourite restaurant on MacDougal where the waitresses knew your names and you could bring your own bottle of wine. Every morning you woke to the smell of bread from the bakery downstairs. (McInerney, 1984:14)

This is the purest romanticism for a younger self, before the loss of innocence in the form of a cocaine habit and a broken marriage - a nostalgia for an uncomplicated life, reducible to its purest index: the smell of warm bread, signifying home, safety, in New York. The closing scene of the novel re-activates this image. After a particularly bad night the protagonist is once again walking the streets of New York, this time bleeding profusely from his nose. Still the organ manages to catch the smell of bread, again. The reminiscence triggered this time is not the same, but that of another home:

The smell of bread recalls you to another morning. You arrived home from college after driving half the night; you just felt like coming home. When you walked in, the kitchen was steeped in the same aroma. [...] She [his mother, BS] said she had to find some way to keep herself busy now that her sons were taking off. You said that you hadn't left, not really. (237)

This is another homecoming, though more complete than the first remembered one, since this is the maternal bosom, or at least stove, revisited, all mediated through the medium of the smell of bread. This time the memory triggers action, to prove that the protagonist still has not "really" left - left his own self behind. He goes to the bakery whose bread he smells and barters for a bag of rolls, and the novel ends in apotheosis:

You get down on your knees and tear open the bag. The smell of warm dough envelops you. The first bite sticks in your throat and you almost gag. You will have to go slowly. You will have to learn everything all over again. (238)

Thus, we are once again presented with the notion that you can go home again, if the repentence is sufficiently deep-rooted, and approached with the right attitude and speed ("slowly"), with the humility to unlearn and re-learn. This is strongly reminiscent of the redemption at the end of Coupland's Shampoo Planet, and perhaps surprising in the light of McInerney's reputation as blank postmoderninst with little time for immanence and origin-seeking. Caveney also struggles mightily with this scene, and speaks only about it through the words of another critic, Duncan Webster. To him the scene offers, in Caveney's paraphrase: "[N]ot some religious re-birth (bread as transcendental symbol), but the necessity of psycho-analytic re-working (bread as emotional re-call) - a process of working through problems rather than any simplistic absolution from them." (Young & Caveney, 1992:54) I am tempted to ask what the difference is, since this sounds like so much New Age gobbledygook without rational foundation in the actual scene. Caveney continues:

By calling into question the connection between what we are escaping from and what we are escaping into, McInerney problematizes the very genre that he describes. [...] Bright Lights, Big City, with its insistence on how the individual self is constructed through the other (be that family or fiction), suggests the impossibility of separating the psyche from its domestic context. Whoever and wherever we are can only be negotiated through the people and the places we have come from. (54-55)

This firm belief in the psychological impact of place is in itself interesting, but hardly explains away the representations of New York, via the bread, as indicative of home, of belonging, of origin. Why not admit that this is a transcendental instance, no matter what psychic limitations circumscribe it?

As we have already described in a previous chapter (ch. 5), Generation X figurates transcendental experience as a function of place on a number of occasions (the Canadian eclipse scene, and the Mexican border episode with the egret), and we shall return to that theme in the section on American outsides in this chapter. Here we shall pick up on the idea of being or coming from somewhere. In the first introductory musings by Andy, the narrator of Generation X, he presents himself and his friends in the conventional manner:

Dag is from Toronto, Canada (dual citizenship). Claire is from Los Angeles, California. I, for that matter, am from Portland, Oregon, but where you're from feels sort of irrelevant these days ("Since everyone has the same stores in their mini-malls," according to my younger brother Tyler). (Coupland, 1991:4)

Thus place of origin is seen as irrelevant because of the extreme cultural levelling that has taken place due to the commodification and globalization of our life-worlds. What one might ask, is then, of course: Why bother to mention 'from-ness', if it "feels sort of irrelevant"? Apparently place is not so easily done away with since it leaves this residue of having to be mentioned, despite its emptied signification. Gary Snyder has a similar reflection in an essay titled "The Place, the Region, and the Commons" in his book The Practice of the Wild (1990):

For most Americans, to reflect on "home place" would be an unfamiliar exercise. Few today can announce themselves as someone from somewhere. Almost nobody spends a lifetime in the same valley, working alongside the people they knew as children. [...] Still [...] being inhabitory, being place-based, has never meant that one didn't travel from time to time [...] Such wanderers have always known they had a home-base on earth, and could prove it at any campfire or party by singing their own songs. (Snyder, 1990:26-27)

Later in Generation X, Andy reflects further on 'from-ness'. Claire has announced that she has been on a "Date from hell" (Coupland, 1991:5), or that her date was "from hell" (both meanings are indicated), and Andy generalizes the idiom by speculating:

I wonder that all things seem to be from hell these days: dates, jobs, parties, weather.... Could the situation be that we no longer believe in that particular place? Or maybe we were promised heaven in our lifetimes, and what we ended up with can't help but suffer in comparison. (7)

This raises the complex problem of belief, here specifically tied to place. What does it actually mean to believe in a place, be it heaven or hell? And how can one believe in a place unless it is a fictive place that one cannot verify by visiting and returning from it, which would make believing redundant? But as already indicated, place - as indeed the story-telling traditon Snyder refers to, and specifically perhaps the telling of stories about places, real and fictive - is extremely important in the world of Generation X, which we will return to again in connection with the role of the desert in that narrative. Here we will turn to Coupland's next novel for an analysis of a tale of origin - Tyler's visit to his ancestral home.

The visit falls in several parts. First he visits Galiano Island in British Columbia where his actual birthplace is, a now defunct hippie commune. He and Stephanie try to access the place, and have to go through an elaborate approach, somewhat reminiscent of Jake and Bill's approach to Burguete:

We rumble down a series of stony roads, past ditches choking with greenery, past tumbledown old signage, until we come to the path I remember, an almost unfindable path, and I park the car. [A lot more nature is traversed on foot, and then:] We emerge into a small glade lit by a shaft of sunlight where there stands a dwarfish stone pillar of what was once a chimney. It is surrounded by a small mossy rectangle of fireweed, liverworts, huckleberry, ferns, and magic psilocybin mushrooms. There are almost no other traces of human habitation having once been here. All metals have rusted, all wood has rotted. [...]

Stephanie smiles and says to me, "This is a good place to enter the world."

I agree with her - it is a fine fine place. I touch a branch of hemlock to my forehead. I crown myself the king of trees. (Coupland, 1993:188-189)

The lengthy quote serves to illustrate both the tempo of the narration, which has slowed to that of a calm heartbeat, and the build-up to the symbolic act of crowning oneself the homecoming king. Tyler reverts to nature, as the place of his birth has already done, thereby finding something of himself in the place. This quite conventional function of place and nature, as symbols of a return to nature, is apparently untainted by any ironies, and this is indeed often the case in Coupland's texts.

The second part of Tyler's voyage of discovery into his past is a sharp contrast in that it is not told as an elegy, but as low comedy. He visits his biological father, Neil's present home. Neil seems to me an obvious pastiche of the real life model for Dean Moriarty, Neal Cassady, and even talks and behaves like Dean: "Stephanie, daggers in her eyes, has been delegated by Neil to stay behind in the kitchen to help clean up. 'We have male energies and lore to exchange.'" (212)

The arrival to the place where Neil's commune, complete with two wives and ten children, is depicted in the same painstaking detail as the Galiano episode, signalling a rite of passage:

My biological father, Neil, lives in a cedar-shingled Hobbit-type house trimmed with purple, deep inside the redwoods. [...] Stephanie and I have had to unlock two gates and pass three DO NOT ENTER signs to access this house. [...] What a treasure hunt. (207-208)

After this build-up one expects at least a liminal experience perhaps complete with epiphanies. Tyler too says: "I am expecting much insight into why I am the way I am as a result of this trip" (208) - in other words 'satori'-time. These expectations are quickly disappointed when Neil does not know who Tyler is, and turns out to be so out of touch that he thinks MTV is a designer drug (which, via Coupland's implied author voice, we are, of course, meant to realise that it really is...). The male bonding in the sweat house turns out to be a disappointment too, since Neil passes out in mid-conversation. The worst thing about the commune for Tyler is its complete lack of any brand name products. He flees from there with Stephanie, with the one desire: "Now we just want to see the future. Any future." (215) This reaction is of course familiar from the thematics of history fear in this and other Coupland texts. What is new is that here the fear is inscribed in a personal history of origin, which must be escaped as soon as it is inhabited by humans, rather than trees, and that it is tied to place, albeit a semi-mythological Hobbit-like place in the forest.

This escape cannot but trigger memories in the reader of Shampoo Planet of the third installment in the search for origins in the book. This is the one that is actually told first, and like the others it involves a place in a forest. Tyler and Anna-Louise have decided to go on a quest to a Canadian forest named Glen Anna. On the way they stop in a dense forest and play catch with a ball for a while. The sound of the ball is all they hear and they move closer and closer to each other: "Until we meet." (83) After they leave the forest they realize that "the entire time we were in the forest it rained steadily and not once did we approach a state of moistness[.] There was a storm and we didn't even know." (83) This complete shelter from the storm offered by the woods is another little miracle of regression beyond the touch of human hand, and it is violently contrasted with the sight that meets them when they finally reach Glen Anna:

There is nothing here. There is no Glen Anna.

Or rather, there was a Glen Anna. We just missed it. The forest is gone and there are no words I can say. There are no magic spells I can cast to bring back the trees. [...]

The loss is absolute and Anna-Louise and I are soaking wet, still too numb to cover our heads. (85)

The clear-cutting operation that has killed Glen Anna has also robbed Tyler and Anna-Louise of their shelter from the storm and exposed their frailty and weakness. (In Snyder's parlance they have lost their link with their "home place" or the "commons" (Snyder, 1990:25-48, see also his "After the Clear Cut". (116-119)) This is a highly charged scene that underlines the ambiguities of Tyler's faith in the future, and also strongly marks the dichotomy of man versus nature that circumscribes the whole of Coupland's oeuvre: Where man meddles with nature, things can and usually will go wrong, but there is hope of redemption in silent communion with nature.

In the post-Generation X novel, Bongwater (also, maybe (not) named after a rock band), Michael Hornburg presents us with a scenario eerily reminiscent of the forest scenes in Shampoo Planet. The novel is set half in Portland, Oregon, half in New York City, in two separate narrative streams, involving again the East/West dichotomies we have previously seen in Ellis' novels. In the Portland narrative we meet Phil, another pot-growing forest recluse in the tradition of Ken Kesey, and Neil-the-hippie patriarch. The description of access to his terrain bears strong resemblances to the forest scene in Galiano Island:

Tramping through the woods, Phil led and I followed Mary up a steep narrow path, past a waterfall surrounded by maidenhair ferns and an old cave with strange markings on the black stone. Huge fallen trees covered with moss and orange shelf mushrooms crisscrossed over the rocks of the stream above the falls. [...] Looking across the valley, the foliage seemed prehistoric as if evolution hadn't quite caught up here yet. (Hornburg, 1995:134-135)

Thus we again have a scenario of prehistoric, primordial woods sheltering the questing human beings, again travelling down the West Coast of the USA searching for enlightenment (although what these characters take away from there is a bag of weed, gifted to them by Phil in exchange for their beer-cooler).

The narrative track that figures New York runs back into the Portland stream and the two protagonists meet again with the following exchange:

"Why did you go to New York?" I asked.

"Like Margaret Mead always said, there's a lot of there there."

"Why did you leave?"

"People in New York want to attach themselves to something vertical, maybe it's because of all the skyscrapers." She took a long drag off her cigarette, scooted up to the edge of the curb, wrapped her arms around her knees. "I guess I wasn't tall enough." (187)

This little capsule that figures New York in opposition to Portland through the metaphor of vertical versus horizontal attachment is quite endearing. Courtney regresses by wrapping her arms around herself (making herself seem even smaller) to a stage of wistful longing for attachment, presumably of the horizontal, wide-open spaces-kind. Therefore she has come home to Oregon to find that attachment, available there, even to not very tall girls. Never mind that it probably was not Margaret Mead who said that there was a lot of there there, and that the remark was not even about New York (in fact Gertrude Stein said about Oakland, California that there was no there there), the significance is clear enough. New York is too full of thereness, too full of horizontal strivings, and life is better in sky-scraper free Portland, Oregon.

We have now seen a number of American topographies represented as texts in generational novels. There is a clear pattern that value can be ascribed to polarities of place, either figured as East versus West, or as nature versus cityscape, but still mostly as representations of coasts, liminal areas, rather than American heartland or prairie locations. Especially forest locations tend to be endowed with transcendental qualities of tranquillity and redemption, but some writers also allow for the possibility of redemption in cityscapes. In the 'Beat' and 'Blank' generation texts there are surprising textual representations of place which indicate that although specificity of place is an empty signifier (East is as intellectually empty as West in Ellis, and all absence of movement makes Kerouac's narrator ill), there is still something crucial about place and being 'from' somewhere that cannot be disregarded, semiotically, or abandoned. The 'from'-ness and 'there'-ness is unabashedly positively valorised in GenX texts, and are prerequisites for liminal experiences and transcendence.

Literary Outlaws and Specific Elsewheres
To the north and south of the USA, respectively, are two countries which are other than the USA, yet still somehow American. This section looks at representations of Canada and Mexico in some generational texts, specifically at how these nations can be perceived as reservoirs of otherness which can somehow be brought to mirror the American generational identity. Of course, one enters the national difference discourse in most writings about Canada and Mexico and the role they play vis-à-vis the USA, but here the focus is on the play of signification which is generated, as representations of these places cast light on the generational concerns of the protagonists of these texts.

Again we take as a point of departure the 'Beat' generation texts that contain images of Mexico, and figurate Mexican localities as other than American. Both William Burroughs and Jack Kerouac were fond of Mexican settings and indeed lived in Mexico as expatriates or in the case of Burroughs as a 'literary outlaw'. While whole books of Kerouac's are set in and ostensibly deal with Mexico and Mexican locales (Tristessa and Mexico City Blues, although the poems of the latter deal mostly with personal rememberances and Buddhist notions), we will here concern ourselves mainly with On the Road, which is the book where Mexico and its allure first makes its appearence in Kerouac's oeuvre.

In On the Road's Mexican segment, Sal and Dean take off southward, "'Officially, Sal, to get a Mexican divorce, cheaper and quicker than any kind.'" (Kerouac, 1957:246) This, however, seems purely incidental once the trip gets under way, but is worth remembering as the first ascription of quality to Mexico - that it is freer in terms of marriage legislation and cheaper to navigate than the States. As the trip gets under way it is figured explicitly as a good occasion for storytelling, and the protagonists, Sal, Dean, and their friend Stan, take turns telling their life stories. This is possibly a direct inspiration for Coupland's trio of latter-day story-tellers, also bound for Mexico in Generation X.

However, the trip is beset with omens of fear, starting with a strange bug that bites Stan, and makes Sal wonder:

[H]ow can homely afternons in Colorado [...] produce a bug like the bug that bit Stan Shepard? (252)

Here we were, heading for unknown southern lands, and barely three miles out of hometown [...] a strange feverish exotic bug rose from secret corruptions and sent fear into our hearts. [...] It made the trip seem sinister and doomed. We drove on. (253)

Thus the trip is figured apparently quite traditionally as beginning in "homely" Colorado, and moving towards "unknown southern lands", but there is a reversal in that the sinister bug of fear comes from "hometown" and "secret corruption", so perhaps the trip is not "doomed" but an escape to healthier climes. As the trip and the story-telling progresses through Texas the men encounter signs that Mexico has already begun. The heat is "absolutely tropical", and you "had the feeling all this used to be Mexican territory indeed." (255) The houses seem fewer and different: "We entered town in a wilderness of Mexican rickety southern shacks" (255).

Thus the borderline between the USA and Mexico seems not to follow the actual border, but Mexico stretches up north into Texas, both historically and at the present of telling. Mexico is figured as a "wilderness", which as we shall see is not unusual in this text. In San Antonio the dichotomy of USA and Mexico is figured along class differences. The clinic they go to for Stan's bug bite is "near downtown, where things looked more sleek and American" (256), yet the clinic is "full of poor Mexican women, some of them sick or bringing their little sick kids. It was sad. I thought of poor Terry and wondered what she was doing now." (256) Thus the dichotomy of sleekness and American-ness versus sickness, poverty and Mexican-ness is established, and this conventional figuration is in no way surprising.

What is more interesting is the joy that especially Dean feels as he 'digs' the streets of "Mexican San Antonio" (256). He loves the craziness and madness he interprets out of the Mexicans they encounter, and this raises his appetite for further movement south: "'I never knew this mad San Antonio! Think what Mexico'll be like! Lessgo! Lessgo!'" (257). Thus madness in the usual (for Beat texts) positive valorization is ascribed to the Mexicanness of San Antonio, which coupled with the sexual charge Dean gets from the place, means that the quest for the unknown south, becomes loaded with sexual and psychic energy, just as the 'going' itself gets sexualized through anticipation. "And now we were ready for the last hundred and fifty miles to the magic border" (257).

Thus the border still gets invested with "magic" or transcendental qualities, as the act of crossing becomes established as tantamount to a sexual entering of Mexico, a long anticipated climax to the trip. This theme is heavily played out in the description of Laredo, the border town as an American libido: "Laredo was a sinister town that morning. [...] It was the bottom and dregs of America where all the heavy villains sink, where disoriented people have to go to be near a specific elsewhere they can slip into unnoticed." (258)

The crossing itself is heavily symbolic, and yet tellingly empty of signification: "But everything changed when we crossed the mysterious bridge over the river and our wheels rolled on official Mexican soil [...] Just across the street Mexico began. We looked with wonder. To our amazement, it looked exactly like Mexico." (258) This is indeed a rich scene. Not only is the bridge "mysterious", and the wheels synechdocally standing in for the first touch of the wonder that is Mexico, finally reached after long postponement of desire, but Mexico looks exactly like Mexico! It looks exactly like itself, and thus maybe it is itself. The scene of course refers to the stereotypes of what index of Mexico the average American will have in mind, which is "fellows in straw hats and white pants [...] lounging" (258).

These stereotypes have specifically been lodged in Sal's mind from his experiences with Terry's relatives who always seem ready to lounge and loaf and put off getting rich till Mañana (89-91), but here they are to be put to the test. It turns out that the Mexican cops are exactly like waiters or hustlers in the USA. One of them says, embodying this stereotype: "'Welcome Mehico. Have good time. Watch you money. Watch you driving. I say this to you personal, I'm Red, everybody call me Red. Ask for Red. Eat good. Don't worry. Everything fine. Is not hard enjoin yourself in Mehico.'" (259) Thus blessed, the trio once more get the impatient urge to penetrate further into the south. Dean cannot wait:

And think of this big continent ahead of us with those enormous Sierra Madre mountains we saw in the movies, and the jungles all the way down and a whole desert plateau as big as ours and reaching down to Guatemala and God knows where, whoo! What'll we do? What'll we do? Let's move!' (259-260)

It is clear that for Dean the significance of Mexico is always seen in a comparison with the America he knows, and that in itself what matters is less the place than the movement first towards it and then through it. This never changes for Dean, but for Sal the significance of place is just about to dawn on him in the otherness of Mexico. He first muses over the difference of roads as he drives while the others are sleeping:

[T]he road ran straight as an arrow. Not like driving across Carolina, or Texas, or Arizona, or Illinois; but like driving across the world and into the places where we would finally learn ourselves among the Fellahin Indians of the world [...] These people were unmistakably Indians and were not at all like the Pedros and Panchos of silly civilized American lore [...] they were not fools, they were not clowns; they were great, grave Indians and they were the source of mankind and the fathers of it. (263-264)

Thus Sal can make the comparisons between "civilized American lore" and the observation of greater authenticity that he personally makes (unlike Dean who still expects the "enormous Sierra Madre mountains" to look like they do in American movies, thus expecting a one to one equivalence between mediated representation and reality). Sal desires what he startlingly formulates as to "learn ourselves among the Fellahin", and is thus apparently on a quest for enlightenment as well as a quest of regression into the sources and fatherhood of mankind. This heavy romanticization of the Indian other as more original and primordial than civilized American man is a core formulation of the 'Beat' ethos, which includes this anti-intellectual striving.

The attainment of the goal of enlightenment also presupposes a letting go of the super-ego and American uptightness for Sal. He achieves this in the key jungle scene, which involves the assimilation of bugs into the body, now without the sinister implications of the American bug-scene:

We took off our T-shirts and roared through the jungle bare-chested. No towns, nothing, lost jungle, miles and miles, and down-going, getting hotter, the insects screaming louder, the vegetation growing higher, the smell ranker and hotter until we began to get used to it and like it. [...]

Thousands of mosquitoes had already bitten all of us on chest and arms and ankles. Then a bright idea came to me: I jumped up on the steel roof of the car and stretched out flat on my back. [...] For the first time in my life the weather was not something that touched me, that caressed me, froze or sweated me, but became me. The atmosphere and I became the same. Soft infinitesimal showers of microscopic bugs fanned down on my face as I slept, and they were extremely pleasant and soothing. (276-277)

Thus the bugs are no longer sinister and poisonous, but rather mingle with Sal's body and become part of him as he becomes part of them. The jungle welcomes him and takes away all his bodily discomfort. Everything is entirely benevolent and he becomes one with nature, reverting to the same level of primitiveness that his idolized Fellahin have as their birthright. This Romantic notion of becoming one with the world as one living breathing organism is an essential image of the novel and of the Beat ethos of striving for 'it-ness', and Sal has to go to a renewing, ancient location to achieve it. At the end of the night Sal is rewarded with a vision in a highly allegorical scene involving a ghostly white horse, "immense and almost phosphorescent and easy to see" (278), trotting directly towards Dean. The horse seems sent for Dean to bestow some form of blessing upon him, and Sal as usual is there to witness the event and testify to us about it. He wonders: "What was this horse? What myth and ghost, what spirit?" (278)

These questions remain unanswered as the trio again are urged to move on by their desire to see more and go further. But the next day Dean is offered the promised enlightenment Sal has announced from the beginning of the novel: "Somewhere along the line I knew there'd be girls, visions, everything; somewhere along the line the pearl would be handed to me." (14) Since Sal has such confidence that the world is his oyster, it is not surprising that such events indeed unfold, and that they do so in Mexico. What is noteworthy is that they come to pass for Dean, and not at such for Sal, who is once more consigned to observer status. The trio meet some children that wish to sell them rock crystals. Dean wants one ("no bigger than a berry"), "the sweetest and purest and smallest crystal she has personally picked from the mountain for me" (281). He exchanges the crystal for a wristwatch, and as the "pearl" now has been handed to him: "He stood among them with his ragged face to the sky, looking for the next and highest and final pass, and seemed like the Prophet that had come to them." (281) As they leave the children follow them, and Dean muses: "'Would they try to follow the car all the way to Mexico City if we drove slow enough?' 'Yes', I said, for I knew." (281)

This crucial exchange is Sal's high point of knowledge and certainty in the world. He has witnessed the coming of Dean as the prophet among the Fellahin, and by witnessing the act of the handing on of the pearl, he has somehow partaken in it himself. Dean has been his prophet all along, and as he would follow Dean "all the way", he knows that others would too. This epistemological certainty is the height of affirmation of purpose in the novel, and it is not incidental that it takes place in primitivity, in Mexico, and that it takes place in view of the "next and highest and final pass". Thus place is represented in liminal and apocalyptic terms in the Mexico scenes of On the Road, especially in this last scene where visions and girls (albeit in a purified and sexually immature version) become unified with the gift of the 'pearl'.

In Generation X we find representations of both Canadian and Mexican places. The approach of Andy towards Mexico is analysed in part in the thematic sections in chapter 5, but here we want to discuss the part that precedes the egret epiphany. Curiously this portion is told in the future tense by Andy, a fact that is mirrored by the chapter's anticipatory title, "Await Lightning", sliding into the solidly utopian title of the final chapter, "Jan. 01, 2000". This chapter's musings thus take the form of a dream of future events, a reverie of how Mexico might be for Andy:

Once I cross that border, for example, automobile models will mysteriously end around the decidedly Texlahoman year of 1974, the year after which engine technologies became overcomplex and nontinkerable - uncannibalizable. I will find a landscape punctuated by oxidized, spray painted and shot-at "half-cars" - demi-wagons cut lengthwise, widthwise, and heightwise, stripped of parts and culturally invisible, like the black Bunraku puppet masters of Japan.

Further along, in San Felipe where my - our - hotel may some day exist, I will find fences built of whalebones, chromed Toyota bumpers, and cactus spines woven into barbed wire. And down the town's deliriously white beaches there will be spare figures of street urchins, their faces obscured and overexposed by the brightness of the sun, hopelessly vending cakey ropes of false pearls and lobular chains of fool's gold. (Coupland, 1991:171-172)

This quote is rich in implications for the analysis of place and textuality. We note the stereotypes of Mexico that have not changed significantly since Kerouac wrote about them. Mexico is still figured as retarded at a previous level to that of the USA, here specifically linked to technology, which is seen as frozen at the latest tinkerable stage, i.e. as technology that still allows human interference. What is different is that the technology in Coupland's figuration is interwoven with the more primitive primitivity of whalebone fences and cactus spines as building materials. In the section on the street urchins we are of course instantly reminded of the crystal vendors of the Kerouac episode, except that here the text explicits the fake nature of the gems, or here explicitly "pearls", that are for sale by these primordial con-men or 'con-children'. The new generation already expect in advance to be conned by the primitives. We also note the discrete alignment of the Mexican cultural phenomenon of stripped cars with another representation of cultural otherness, figured as 'invisibility' and exemplified via a Japanese cultural phenomenon, the Bunraki puppet shows.

The border crossing in itself is never told in Generation X, but still anticipated via the image of the border fence:

And I see the fence on the border, the chain link border fence that reminds me of certain photos of Australia - photos in which anti-rabbit fencing has cleaved the landscape in two: one side of the fence nutritious, food secreting, and bursting with green; the other side lunar, granular, parched and desperate. (172)

This again is very interesting to close-read. On the surface the dichotomy is very familiar: the American side is rich and fertile, the Mexican a barren desert signifying poverty and need. But at a closer look it becomes immediately noticeable that the representation of place is subtly culturally displaced, and the description is not about America and Mexico at all, but about Australia, or to be more precise about photos of Australia. Thus, it is clear that the representation is first, told in the future tense, second, clichéed and therefore simulacrum-like, third, displaced in terms of place, and fourth, displaced to a textual description of another text, namely a photograph. It is with those displacements in mind that we can approach the metaphoric content of the text, which aligns some psychological features with being on the wrong side of the fence. Hence, we have place signifying psychological choices in the text, but with so many displacements that maybe the psychological states are tenuous too. Still, we note that desperation and lunacy (from "lunar") are among the psychological states aligned with the other side of the fence. These ascriptions are not unfamiliar, since desperados have always ridden for the Mexican border, and lunatics evoke the Kerouacian diction of "mad Mexican hepcats" etc.

We shift now to the northern border of the USA. Generation X opens with a description of a primordial fear scene on the Canadian prairie, but here I want to investigate how the representations of the prairie can also be read as offering a form of free space for individuation, much as the Mexican topography can. The Canadian scene is very brief. Andy comes like an alien from America "pencil thin and practically albino" (3), and checks into a generic motel where he "happily" (which seems significant but to hard to explain) settles down "watching snowy network television offerings and drinking glasses of water from glass tumblers that had been washed and rewrapped in paper sheaths so many times that they looked like they had been sandpapered." (3) It is clear that the happiness cannot be explained from the quality of the time spent in the motel, but rather stems from the acuteness of the cultural observations of difference the young protagonist evinces. He enjoys being in a slightly worn, technologically challenged environment, or in the margin discourse's parlance, he enjoys a bit of historical slumming, defined as:

The act of visiting locations such as diners, smokestack industrial sites, rural villages - locations where time appears to have been frozen many years back - so as to experience relief when one returns back to "the present". (11)

Thus the dichotomy of America versus Canada mirrors the one between America and Mexico to some extent. We continue with the actual description of the solipsistic eclipse event:

[C]ome the morning of the eclipse, I eschewed tour buses and took civic transportation to the edge of town. There I walked far down a dirt side road and into a farmer's field - some sort of cereal that was chest high and corn green and rustled as its blades inflicted small paper burns on my skin as I walked through them. (3)

Thus we recognize the liminal construction of sites of natural events that we have seen in previous sections on forest representations. There is a long, elaborate and slightly exhausting physical transition which it is necessary for the character to undergo in order to be translated into the place of epiphany. We also recognize the benevolent violence that nature wil impose on the character's preparation for such a rite from, for instance, the Kerouacian Mexican jungle scene. Thus, again we have benevolent nature taking over from a worn out culture in order to pull the character across the liminality and create psychological repercussions within him.

The inviting qualities of the liminal experience is explicited in Coupland's next book, Shampoo Planet. On Tyler and Stephanie's journey into the past they board a ferry from Washington to Vancouver Island. Onboard the following event triggers a long fantasy on Tyler's part, not incidentally in a chapter headed off with the word "Flight" (flight from, flight through air, flight of fancy):

The ship's captain announces that we have just crossed an invisible line - a border - into Canada. Stephanie and I peer into the boat's wake, dumbly, expecting to see a dotted line. [...] My past lies behind me like a bonfire of anchors and I am freed from the trappings of identity. I want more invisible lines to cross: time zones; the 49th parallel; the Equator; the Continental Divide. (Coupland, 1993:187)

Thus we note two things: The characters suffer from a tendency to confuse the representation of geographical dividing lines with the real geography and expect the cartographic sign for border to be a real phenomenon. This semiotic catachresis of map iconography is of course funny in itself, but also a larger symptom of a generation that can read signs perfectly well, but cannot tell the signifier from the signified, or rather expects the two to be identical. Secondly, we note the longing for liminality in Tyler's list of lines to cross, lines that all share the common feature of being consequenceless to cross in the real world, but of highly symbolical charge in the world of signs. This symptomatic could have been triggered by any crossing of this kind into any place, but it could not have been triggered if there had not been significance in place and specifically the representation of place.

Canada, as such, is indexed by its richness of birdlife. A mini catalogue of birdnames occurs when Tyler first tells us of the markings of difference in Canada. (188) But here the most loaded image of Canada involves the bird that adorns the Canadian one dollar piece, the loon, lending the coin its nickname, the 'Loonie'. Thus we can juxtapose the image of Mexico as the lunar side of the fence where money is not required to make an honest transaction, with the Canadian side of the invisible dotted line, where the most valued 'bird' of all is the 'Loonie', the money bird that still can be converted into such elements of life as "milk chocolates and bottled water and a country & western tape" (188).

I suppose the only way forward for the generational novel in terms of representations of wilderness as transcendence is to parody them. This is exactly what Pete McCormack's Shelby (1994) sets out to do. McCormack's debut novel, complete with tie-in CD (Breathe, 1995), is close to a traditional Bildungsroman, but irreverently narrated via some implied author distancing devices that let us smile at Shelby, the protagonist, while still caring for him. After his grandmother has "returned to the source" (McCormack, 1994:168), he writes a farewell letter to his folks in which the following remark occurs:

It would seem all enlightened men (and probably some women, too, although none come to mind - Joan of Arc, perhaps?) were at one time or another called into the wilderness: Jesus Christ, John Yepes, Walt Whitman, Moses, Abraham (the desert), Gautama Buddha, Henry Thoreau, most aborigines, et al. You can now add my name to the list. (168)

If this leaves the reader scratching his neck in wonder at the naivëte of the letter writer, believe me this is normal diction for Shelby, and nothing compared to what is to follow. The liminal transition into the forest, Revelstoke National Park, is negotiated in familiar fashion, culminating in "All before me was silent, majestic greens sprinkled in white, beckoning, beckoning..." (169-170), only to be interrupted rudely by the urge to defecate:

A sharp pain descended from just below my sternum, gradually increasing until my bowels burned as if on fire. I found a suitable clearing, pulled down my corduroys, crouched and let out a grunt into the wide open space. For the first time in my short life I felt part of the land, part of the cycle. A gust of wind shot up like a wet towel and cracked my cheeks, causing me to flex my sphinctre muscle so abruptly I toppled backwards into the muddy terrain. (170)

The prose of this passage may not be deathless, but at least the reader is no longer in any doubt as to what is going on. The author is literally taking a crap on the previous descriptions of bodies melting into nature, becoming part of the land in mystical fashion. Pathos is thus crossed out by low comedy at the expense of the protagonist, whose expectation of liminal visions is crudely interrupted as he is sent arse backwards into 'communion' with the land.

As McCormack also hails from Vancouver, like Coupland, we may with some justification speculate whether this thick parody has a direct addressee in Coupland, especially since the cover labelling slyly refers to Coupland's novels by suggesting that "McCormack reminds us that no generation is homogeneous or speaks with only one voice" (back flap). What is more, the novel explicitly satirizes the use of the label "Generation X", when Shelby breathlessly confesses his decision to quit school and justifies it by reference to the generational construct:

"Everywhere writers are allegorizing the plight of the twenty-somethings. That's you. That's me. We're lazy! We're without cause! Without direction! Silent. Gasping. Generation X, they call us."

"I can't believe you quit school."

"I'll tell you what that X stands for. Exhausted. Tired. Sick... of having those people tell you and me what it takes to be important in this world." (93)

Certainly the parody of the forest epiphany is a send-up of all feelings of liminality or privilege of the Canadian forest as a place of insight. Thus it also functions on a more general level as a parody of such scenes being a stock in trade of the Bildungsroman as genre, especially signified via the farewell letter's list of predecessors, all of whom are textualized beings with stories of transcendence. Generally Shelby is a refreshing excursion into the self-referential or meta-generational novel.

We have now seen some strategies for figurating the borders of the USA and the territories beyond those borders. These images of otherness have run a gamut of primitivity, originality, transcendence and immanence, and have ultimately also been shown to be eminently parodiable. This seems to point to the extreme generality of such images, although I would tentatively claim that they occur perhaps more frequently in the serious Bildungs-sequences of generational novels, than in all other difference discourse types with the exception of the national. The place representation in its liminal form remains a compulsory element in the generational discourse, and even its postmodern examples are figurated via elements of transcendence for the protagonist. 

American Orientalism
In Scriptures for a Generation Philip Beidler argues that the sixties text came to constitute a philosophical critique of Western alienation of the individual. He separates two strands in this new, unitarian philosophy of transcendence:

The first was a strain of non-Western spirituality, a peculiarly American orientalism, imparted earliest by contact with native peoples and more fully developed through the extensive experience with Asia and the Pacific. The second was more nearly homegrown, although in its way comparably unique to the national character: a deeply interiorized conception of spiritual selfhood, likewise born of the earliest experiences of New World individualism and further evolved over a long republican history. (Beidler, 1994:8-9)

The second strand we are already acquainted with through our encounters with the would-be rugged individualists hacking their way through the jungle or the American forests, waiting for epiphanies to be presented to them as gifts of nature herself, the latest example being McCormack's Shelby who exclaims "Indeed, I had found my Walden Pond..." (McCormack, 1994:170). In this section it is the first strand that concerns us, and we shall investigate it through a look at representations of Japan.

With a charming oxymoron Beidler elaborates on his notion of the "'Western' orientalism that quite likely only an American could conceive - and with a pure American disdain, one might add, for both geography and etymology." (Beidler, 1994:9) The topographical element of this orientalism of the Far East, unlike the European orientalism of the Near East, has as its main constituent trait:

Above all, it envisioned itself as a special American geography both of historical expansion and of spiritual connection, at once a final extension of the idea of West and a bringing of that idea into union with a vision of the East made possible only by the peculiar experience of the crossing of cultural and discursive space that was America itself. (9)

My feeling is that here Beidler is specifically inspired by the texts of Jack Kerouac which can be said to be very aptly described by the image of America itself as cultural and discursive space, since certainly America is incessantly discoursed about and mythologized, or even created through the discourse of characters like Dean Moriarty, while at the same time being traversed and written as a discursive topography. In one novel, specifically, and liberally throughout his '60s publications Kerouac's protagonists discourse about Buddhism and oriental philosophies in a unique hodgepodge of (mis)readings of Zen adages and other Asian scriptural traditions, mixed in with a healthy dose of Catholic suffering and existential angst. The particular novel that constructs a Zen student as an American culture hero on the same level as Dean Moriarty is of course Dharma Bums, which title also demonstrates Beidler's point about the "disdain for etymology". Kerouac's own yoking together of an oriental and an American epithet produces the peculiar Verfremdung of this title, which means that it is very easy to tell the difference between the initiated Kerouac aficionado and the uninitiated square, whose reaction will invariably be one of puzzlement at the juxtaposition. (In a TV interview with Kerouac the programme host, Ben Hecht, claims (only half jokingly) that he originally thought the book was about theatre critics, as he had misread the title as Drama Bums.)

The hero of Dharma Bums is Japhy Ryder, a character modelled on Gary Snyder, the environmental poet and essayist, who is also a Zen scholar in his own right. Kerouac's narrator persona in this novel is the uncharacteristically blandly named Ray Smith, and most of the positions of American versus Japanese ethics and philosophy are brought out in the conversations between the two characters. The novel starts with an encounter with a Catholic 'Dharma Bum' who is hoboing on the same train as Smith. Thus all the Buddhism of the novel is framed and circumscribed by the Catholic faith of this little "Saint Theresa bum" (Kerouac, 1958:9) who is figured as "the first genuine Dharma Bum I'd met" (9). Only then is Ryder introduced, also in terms of originality and transcendental embodiment of this position: "[T]he second was the number one Dharma Bum of them all and in fact it was he, Japhy Ryder, who coined the phrase" (9). Japhy's background is, however, as American as apple pie:

[A] kid from eastern Oregon brought up in a log cabin deep in the woods with his father and mother and sister, from the beginning a woods boy, an axman, farmer, interested in animals and Indian lore so that when he finally got to college by hook or crook he was already well equipped for his early studies in anthropology and later in Indian myth and in the actual texts of Indian mythology. Finally he learned Chinese and Japanese and became an Oriental scholar and discovered the greatest Dharma bums of them all, the Zen lunatics of China and Japan. (9)

Thus we have a capsule development story, not only of Japhy's personal education, but also of a myth of knowledge. This myth involves the construction of an evolution from "woods boy" primitivity and instinct, to gradually becoming a man of letters, still studying the primitives, but now through "the actual texts" of the American Indians. Then there is the final great leap, figured as 'discovery', in a mirroring of the discoveries of old made on actual voyages. This discovery is made on a voyage of the mind, though, with Ryder realizing that the peak of his quest for knowledge lies outside an American (native) tradition and in "China and Japan". (One paradox being that if you voyage far enough westward you will invariably reach the "East".) Thus the chain of civilizations is constructed with Zen mysticism at the top, characteristically for Kerouac figured as the province of "lunatics", in the positive valorization of madness (familiar from On the Road and Ginsberg's "Howl") as the key to insight and teaching.

The orientalism of Dharma Bums finds its outlet in descriptions of nature as the initiator into the mysteries of this higher lunacy, but the description of Japhy's appearance is also part of the construct. We have just heard his American lineage and growing up detailed, and still Smith's first impression of him is that he looks like an oriental: "He wore a little goatee, strangely Oriental-looking with his somewhat slanted green eyes, but he didn't look like a Bohemian at all, and was far from being a Bohemian (a hanger-onner around the arts)" (10). Clearly the goatee would normally be an index of Bohemian leanings, but Smith interprets Ryder idiosyncratically as "Oriental-looking" because he gives priority to another stereotyped index, namely the "slanted" eyes Orientals are supposed to have. Thus the cultural semiotics of Smith's decoding of Ryder is highly tendentious and ultimately trite, as it recalls all the symptomatics of an incipient love (sublimated into comraderie, of course, as homoerotic leanings invariably are for Kerouac's narrative alter egos) for the exotic stranger:

Japhy wasn't big, just about five foot seven, but strong and wiry and fast and muscular. His face was a mask of woeful bone, but his eyes twinkled like the eyes of old giggling sages of China, over that little goatee, to offset the rough look of his handsome face. (11)

A lover's discourse if ever there was one, I would suggest, but one displaced into the intellectual or rather lyrical/philosophical contents of what emanates from between the twinkling eyes and "that little goatee" - Ryder's orally taught Buddhism. This is brought out in the following scene where Ryder assumes the position of teacher or master, vis-à-vis Smith's naïve pupil role. They talk of Han Shan, Ryder's culture hero, who lived as a hermit for many years on a cold mountain top. Smith insists that Han Shan is just like Ryder, and Ryder sees a lot of resemblancies between Han Shan and Smith, too. They agree that the best way for Smith to gain more understanding is to climb a mountain together with Ryder, thus suggesting that an American mountain (paradoxically named Matterhorn in a mirroring of a famous European mountain) can stand in for the real Chinese mountain as the site for Smith's initiation into Zen lunacy. The mountain scene that follows later is thus a displacement of an oriental setting into an American context, and as such a good example of Beidler's "Western orientalism".

The climb of Matterhorn is an epic instance in the novel, unfolding over nearly fifty pages tracing the climb in all the lead-up phases and through the stages of the actual ascent and descent. Here I want to focus on the episodes detailing the eventual conquest of the mountain by Japhy and the attendant failure of Smith to make it all the way up. Ryder overcomes all the delays due to practical details, mainly caused by the third party on the trip, and the impending darkness, by practically running the last stage of the climb: "That damn mountain goat Japhy, I could see him jumping through the foggy air up ahead from rock to rock, up, up, just the flash of his boot bottoms. 'How can I keep up with a maniac like that?'" (83) Thus the triumph of Japhy is figured through the language of the description also ascending "up, up", and Japhy the hero literally walks on air going up. By now Smith is left far behind, caught mostly by his fear of falling: "[W]ith horror I remembered the famous Zen saying, "When you get to the top of the mountain, keep climbing". The saying made my hair stand on end; it had been such cute poetry sitting on Alvah's straw mats." (83-84)

Thus the text here explicitly questions the power of representation, and Smith contends that only the real experience can install the truth in the person having the experience, whereas the text when read is only "cute poetry". Of course this discourse of textual power versus experiental power, radically questions the text we are reading as recipients of Dharma Bums, which, however, is not postmodernly metafictive in such an explicit sense.

Japhy finally reaches the summit and Smith, defeated, realizes that he never will. However, even Smith finds his redemption in the descent, where suddenly he is illuminated by the insight that "it's impossible to fall off mountains you fool" (85). This functions as his little satori for the day, and he throws himself recklessly into a looping, leaping descent of the mountain, no longer afraid. Thus there are again hierarchies of insight and triumph, and Japhy is at the top of both the mountain and the chain of satori, while Smith who is more grounded in the American fear and loathing only attains a compensatory satori. The scene is the closest we come to an actual representation of an oriental locale in this novel, but the figurations of the descent and the impact of landscape on the protagonist's psyche are good examples of the blend of the American transcendentalism and "Western" orientalism strands.

In McInerney's 'Japanese' novel, Ransom, the action is actually set on Japanese soil, but the concerns of the protagonist and title figure are distinctly American. Caveney paraphrases the initial dichotomies of place and identity in the novel: "Its eponymous hero is an expatriate who has turned to the mystical promise of Japan in his flight from rootless, affectless America. There he hopes to find the enlightenment denied him by his native land." (Young & Caveney, 1992:55) Thus the dichotomy is as traditional as imaginable at the outset of any Bildungsroman. Caveney's thesis seems to be that McInerney by deliberately "working within a peculiarly American grain, one which stretches back from Thoreau and Whitman through to Kerouac and Bob Dylan" (55), will be able to subvert this strand of American orientalism/transcendentalism (I here unhesitantly conflate Beidler's two "strands" with Caveney's one "grain").

Caveney raises the question of how the valorization of the Japanese ethos is represented in this grain of work, and he finds no better authority for this than the real-life Japhy Ryder, Gary Snyder's essays, where a summation of the Zen ethics can sound like this: "The beauty, refinement and truly civilized quality of that life has no match in modern America" (Snyder, 1974:104). This evaluation of the Japanese spiritual ethos Caveney then finds mirrored in Ransom where Japan is seen as: "[A] sacramental place, an intersection of body and spirit, where power and danger and will were ritualized in such a way that a man could learn to understand them. Ransom had lost his bearings spiritually and he wanted to reclaim himself." (McInerney, 1989:77) Caveney sees this figuration as a classic example of orientalism in Said's understanding of "an imposition of Western images about the East onto he East. America constructs the mysticism that it desires, creates the differences it then wishes it could transcend." (Young & Caveney, 1992:56)

As we have seen repeatedly in this chapter as well as in the preceding ones, the construction of texts quite simply functions in the above way: the text constructs the opposition it wishes and then complicates the action, before the oppositions are somehow overcome in the end, or the narrative project is abandoned. Thus, we should note that the mechanism of orientalism is only one special case of the construction of difference discourses, but one that has great explanatory power in cases of projection of oppositions (of psychological or existential nature) unto exotic topoi.

In Ransom the ironies of orientalism are particularly foregrounded as it turns out that Ransom's father (a Hollywood TV executive, and thus a man used to manipulating sets and settings) will go to great lengths to re-gain his son for the American way, even to the extent of setting up a decoy, Marilyn, to try and lure Ransom away from Japan, ostensibly to protect her from some archetypal gangsters. Ransom would seem to be ripe for such a lure, since he refuses to let Japan become his "home place", but even so his loathing for all things American is even stronger (he refuses to pass by the McDonald's outlet, so as not to have his fantasy Japan contaminated by American images). When the scheme is revealed to Ransom he has to choose between fictions, and Ransom elects to sacrifice himself for the sake of making at least one construct tangible, even if it costs him his life at the end of a samurai sword (another ironic stereotypal prop in this psychodrama, turned soap opera).

Thus we have seen a naive orientalist construct come to life in Kerouac's discursive mapping of a Japan/China, displaced into the American wilderness, as well as a multilayered ironic orientalist construct of a Japan that has no time for its own traditions, but would rather wholeheartedly construct itself in the American image, thus not lending itself very well to quests for original identity for its American hero. Generation X offers a similar critique of a post-WW II loss of Japanese original values in its brief Japanese interlude, where Andy's Japanese boss is shown to have no depth or authenticity to his values, as his most prized possession turns out to be a nude snapshot of that most familiar American icon of sexuality, Marilyn Monroe. The valorization of Japan versus America is thus the same in the GenX text as in the 'Blank' ficiton. The familiar stereotypes of each construct, both the oriental and the Western undergo little surface change from Kerouac to McInerney/Coupland, but the shifts in narrative ironies in the positioning of these stereotypes are great. Still, the orientalist constructs of place seem indispensible in even recent generational discourses, perhaps because they reflect identity quests so well, with their images of otherness positioned as candidates for alternative illumination and insight, or in the case of Andy as a prerequisite for his return to an American place, the desert, where he readies himself for the next border crossing - into mythical Mexico.

The Desert and Its Temptations
The final type of locus that we wish to investigate in this chapter is one that has a privileged position in more generational writings than any other type of place. I am talking, of course, about representations of the American desert. One might argue that the desert is just a special case of the primordial wilderness, or of the West in American cultural history, and this holds true to a certain extent. The desert is located within representations of Western-ness in these fictions and even has a subtext of inter-referentiality with the genre of texts that shares its name with the geographical adjective, the Western. This only adds to the over-determination of the desert as image of place and index of a specific psychology and ethos.

No one writer in contemporary letters has figurated the desert more often and in more incarnations in his work than the Egyptian/French/Jewish exile poet, Edmond Jabès. In a book-length interview with Marcel Cohen, suggestively titled From the Desert to the Book, Jabès talks about exactly this process, the representation of place in text and the transcendentalisms involved in this transliteration of place. Cohen suggests the following summation to Jabès:

Three quotations are essential here, as they sum up the way in which the desert functions as a pivot or matrix in your education and in your books. The first one is from Book of Questions, where you say: "The desert is the awakening of the soul." The second, taken from The Book of Yukel, reveals something inescapably profound concerning the climate of your books: "I have come from the desert as one comes from the beyond of memory." Finally, the third, in Elya, seems to contain, all by itself, the whole lesson of the desert: "All clarity has come to us from the desert." (Jabès, 1980:13)

The quotes selected by Cohen all emphasize the originatory and transcendental element of the desert's signification in Jabès' work: the "awakening" of spirituality, the coming from "beyond" with its apotheosis of prophecy, and the originatory element of that universally praised quality, "clarity". Perhaps it is not surprising that Jabès gently deconstructs this monolithic privileging of the desert as positively the universal source that Cohen presents: "For me, the desert was the privileged place of my depersonalization" (13). And he continues in a less contradictory vein, but now with more sophisticated ascriptions of value to the desert:

It fulfilled an urgent need of both body and mind, and I would venture into it with completely contradictory desires: to lose myself, so that, some day, I may find myself.

So the place of the desert in my books is not a simple metaphor. [...] As far as the word desert is concerned, what fascinates me is to see how far the metaphor of the void, from being used so much, has permeated the whole word. The word itself has become a metaphor. To give it back its strength, one has therefore to return to the real desert which is indeed exemplary emptiness  - but an emptiness with its own, very real dust. (14-15)

Thus Jabès first formulates himself in the paradox that you have to lose yourself to find yourself, a paradox that partially dissolves itself when regarded as a developmental process, a Bildung over time, but which remains a paradox if one is talking about sudden revelations in the desert, as is usually the case. He then displaces the discussion into one of stylistics, of how the word in itself loses representationality and in effect becomes emptied of significance as it gains in metaphoricity. This observation is something that there is no cure for, in that Jabès' offered solution, to go and look at the real desert, is a purely solipsistic, non-communicable experience of the Ursprünglichkeit of the "real dust", but one that must be textualized as here in the interview to become a shared experience. Thus the transcendental quality of real-ness of the desert remains textual and therefore is again attenuated and metaphorical, because of our reading protocol with the full metaphorical and cultural history of the sign, 'desert'. What is also absolutely striking in Jabès' paradoxical reading of the desert as sign, is how similar the deconstructive duality of absence and presence in his reading is to our reading of the generational labels as embodiments of the exact same tension-filled dichotomies and their self-deconstruction (viz. chapter 3).

We turn now to the American representations of the desert to see if the metaphoricity is radically different in these texts, than in the destillate of Jabès', and to see if the transcendence of meaning linked with the sign, 'desert', is different from the meaning of place in general in generational novels. As a starting point for an American textual ethos of representations of wilderness, desert and nature in general, we can take Thomas J. Lyon's summation in This Incomperable Lande, A Book Of American Nature Writing:

Many of the values seen in nature writing are shared with Romanticism: affirmation of the world as congenial to man, in essence; skepticism toward purely rationalistic (that is logical and sequential, as opposed to intuitive) thought; scorn for materialism; love for what is spontaneous, fecund and life-giving; and a predilection for the simple and primitive. (Lyon, 1989:20)

This list of quasi-romantic features will certainly be put to the test by the generational texts' representations of the desert, but perhaps surprisingly often be borne out. While we should not forget that there is a separate cultural and textual history of the desert in an American context, for instance in the genre Lyon refers to as 'nature writing' with representatives such as John Muir, Aldo Leopold, Edward Abbey, Barry Lopez, and of course Gary Snyder, we need also remember the much more universal occurrences of the desert as locus for temptation, as well as vision, in a number of religious texts, some Biblical, some not. Such an overdetermined history of signification cannot but leave a residue in textual representations of the desert in even the latest periods and postmodern modes. To back up this latter claim, I will focus exclusively on 'Blank', 'X' and post-'X' texts in this section.

We have previously discussed Ellis' Less Than Zero in terms of its representations of East and West, where we concluded that these images emptied themselves of specificity, and that what was an index of one thing, could rapidly either become an index of the opposite, or simply be voided of stable signification. There are, however, whole sections of the novel that are narrated differently, and which also have a more stable signification structure, partly because they refer to past events narrated in flashback, partly because they deal with a prelapsarian subject matter related to family life and happiness. These scenes are almost all set in the desert.

We are quite far into the novel, before we encounter the first such scene. It is marked quite clearly as distinct from the rest of the narrative, both because of the typeface which is suddenly italicized, and of course because the narration changes to simple past tense. The story that unfolds in this first section is told as a tentative memoir of Clay's and incidentally we are given information about his life before his family fell apart. Clay tries to probe into his motive for going to the old family house in the Palm Springs desert, which is now abandoned, but as is not unusual for him he has problems fixing on any epistemology whatsoever, so the section ends with the usual: "I don't know." (Ellis, 1985:44) However, it is clear to the reader that Clay has come in a moment of crisis that goes deeper than nostalgia, when he has to "sit down in my school uniform on the steps of the empty pool and cry." (44)

The next flashback scene is one where Clay and Blair decide to go to Monterey for a romantic getaway. However, they get bored with one another's company and drift off in separate solipsisms where they do not connect, but rather start drinking heavily. The deroute from romance with frequent lovemaking to silent, near-catatonic drunkenness is chilling. The scene ends with Blair's forlorn and bitter remark, "We should have gone to Palm Springs" (61). This ending somehow endows Palm Springs with a magic healing power that we suspect it does not really possess in the novel, but clearly this adds to the significance of it as place for the characters. This significance is put to the test in the next Palm Springs instalment which is a representation of the height of every family idyll: Christmas.

The problem is that all the traditional Christmas indices are absent from Clay's recollections of the season, which is exclusively focused on how hot Christmas would be there. The desert becomes nightmarish because of the heat, and the changes to Clay's own appearance frighten him when he sits in his car at night, looking in the rearview mirror. The desert takes on Gothic and uncanny features, such as going deadly quiet and having "weird white clouds [that] would drift slowly through the sky and disappear at dawn." (69) Clay's grandfather will "tell me that he heard strange things at night" (70), but cannot explain himself more closely. The dog "would look freaked out, its eyes wide, panting, shaking" (70). All in all Clay becomes more and more paranoid as the desert seems more malevolent and full of signs that cannot be interpreted properly. The next desert flashback produces more nightmare images of a car wreck that Clay witnesses. He is fifteen at the time and becomes obsessed with images of children being injured, and other family-related horror items from the newspapers. This is reminiscent of Holden Caulfield's obsession with becoming the catcher in the rye in Salinger's novel of that title, but Clay never acts on his fears, and is rebuffed by his ghoulish little sisters, who now seem like a deliberate foil to Salinger's portrait of Holden's angelic kid sister, Phoebe.

Other scenes concentrate on what could be a happy family having a conversation about light hearted matters, but which instead becomes the table talk of a bunch of neurotics obsessed with death and how to postpone it (123-125). All the while the desert becomes more threatening to the humans, sending rattle snakes to die in the swimming pool (and possibly the garage, too), and producing "eerie" effects on Clay who locks himself up in the house, "listening to the strange desert wind moan outside my window". (138) Thus Clay and his family are in fugue from the encroaching desert which through the Gothic vocabulary and symbolics is becoming associated with death, waiting to penetrate the family's home. The scenes come faster and faster, while getting briefer, and all refer to death, and reflect the declining health of Clay's grandmother. Finally, Clay flashes back to the last day the family spends together in Palm Springs, and ends the italicized scene by narrating her death, and his memories of her. Thus her death cannot be postponed any longer, and comes almost as a result of the family leaving Palm Springs, and for Clay the association of the desert and the house with his grandmother remains active. (This explains the crying scene in the first flashback.)

After that there are no flashbacks until the novel's end, where Clay has undergone his moral deroute and limply tried to formulate a stand against his friends' abuse of themselves and other people. Then: "For some reason I remember standing in a phone booth at a 76 Station in Palm Desert..." (199), which description goes on in minute detail for a page and a half. Now, for someone who cannot remember very well things like, who he has slept with, or why, this is a remarkable feat of rememberance, which all the more is noticeable because it is prefaced by the usual marker of epistemological uncertainty ("for some reason"). Clearly this break of style for Clay signals that he is mandated to remember this evening.

As it turns out this is the night before he leaves for college, and the flashbacks have been brought as close to the present time as they will get. Clay tries to postpone the parting with Blair by inviting her to Palm Springs with him, but she refuses to come. The parting is very flat, emotionally, and as it turns out the two will not talk again until the events take place that begin the narration of the novel. Thus Clay returns again and again to the locus of what vestige of family happiness and love he has had in his teenhood and young adult life, but he cannot manage to puzzle his beloved into a Palm Springs setting, and the desert overwhelmingly signals a sequence of memento mori to Clay. Thus in Less Than Zero, the desert is a harbinger of death, but also of nature encroaching on man-made things and relationships, reminding the humans that they cannot master everything, in fact that their bubble lives in the desert behind windows and in airconditioned cars is a short-lived postponement of inevitable decay. Things fall apart, even down in the desert.

Generation X seems deliberately to have been set in Palm Springs to counter the images Easton Ellis created of that place as a Gothic, eerie anti-human locus. The site of Palm Springs, or more specifically the people-free portions of it, is positively valorized throughout Generation X, albeit with hints of certain ironic distances. The counter-images are abundant but most importantly they are tied to the ability of the desert around Palm Springs to harbour story-telling and to mirror possible candidate identity constructs for the characters. Claire first formulates the story-telling ethos in a way that sounds strikingly like a critique of postmodernism and postmodern theory or the practice thereof in literature: "She breaks the silence by saying that it is not healthy to live life as a succession of isolated little cool moments. 'Either our lives become stories, or there's just no way to get through them.'" (8) This sentiment means one out of two things or possibly both. First, that story-telling is the technique with which we construct meaning in our lives, and this is a good way of mastering the ontological situation we are put in, willy-nilly. Or, second, that stories are necessary as a form of therapy for us to get through life. This latter is a different diagnosis, and one that does not emphasize our mastery of our destiny as the first one does.

Clearly this early instance affirms the ethos of the novel as such. The characters live out the creed that Claire has formulated and all ascriptions of value to the story-telling process affirms the beneficial aspects of the activity. It is clear that some of the stories told in the novel are purely therapeutic in function for the characters, but also that some of the stories trigger epiphanies that the characters use to guide them through life. Thus there seem to be no ironic positions against story-telling, as Andy confirms right after Claire's programmatic: "I agree. Dag agrees. We know that this is why the three of us left our lives behind us and came to the desert - to tell stories and to make our own lives worthwhile in the process." (8) Thus the ultimate function of stories is redemption and attaining forgiveness for past life mistakes. And the desert is figured as the absolute prerequisite for this process of redemption.

This is clearly visible in the quote that bridges the characters' past to their present lives, part summation, part description of the healing process:

We live small lives on the periphery; we are marginalized and there's a great deal in which we choose not to participate. We wanted silence and we have that silence now. We arrived here speckled in sores and zits, our colons so tied in knots that we never thought we'd have a bowel movement again. Our systems had stopped working [...] But now that we live here in the desert, things are much, much better. (11)

The polarities established here work through paradox: the characters are marginalized, yet they have found the centre of their lives in the middle of the desert; they do not participate, yet have more meaningful lives through their abstention. The healing process is of course described hyperbolically and indicates a possible irony in the appreciation for the desert location, an irony that also seems to be underlined by the repetition of the amplifier "much". The cause of the irony seems not to be the actual situation they are in, since it has healed them, but perhaps rather that such drastic measures have even been necessary to remedy the situation. After all Palm Springs is figurated as an extremely class divided society, and the characters have no choice but to remain on the "lunary" side of the class fence.

Thus the story-telling can go on because of the 'lessness' (see appendix A for Coupland's definition of this term), which the desert helps one achieve, much like the loss of (old) self, as the prerequisite for finding oneself in Jabès' text. The desert is therefore the sine qua non of the utopian content of Generation X - the exchange of money as currency, for the currency of stories - a shift which allows the de-commodification of personal relations (but one which also presupposes the otherness of a pretechnological Mexico to be realized).

The story-telling also goes on in Coupland's own case. After the two novels we have analysed features of, his third book, Life After God, a story cycle, appeared in 1994. In it we find a tale that is marked as generational by its epigraph "You are the first generation raised without religion" (Coupland, 1994:161), and which thematizes the desert as reservoir of identity. "In the Desert" starts like this:

I had been driving south from Las Vegas to Palm Springs and the Nothingness was very much on my mind. I kept on being surprised by the bigness of the landscape - just how far nothing can extend to - in my rental car, climbing up and falling down the slopes and sinks of the Mojave desert.

The narrator of the story is a criminal of sorts who has smuggled steroids from Mexico to America, and now needs to deliver them to the buyer. He is isolated in his airconditioned car, trying to catch radio signals to keep the "nothingness" out: "I realized a capacity for not feeling lonely carried a very real price, which was the threat of feeling nothing at all." (170) He shares the problem Andy of Generation X was preoccupied with, in this case figured as the narrator having "a voice from nowhere" (173). He explains in now familiar terms: "I have never really felt like I was "from" anywhere; home to me, as I have said, is a shared electronic dream of cartoon memories, half-hour sitcoms and national tragedies." (174) Thus he is a construct of immaterial pop-cultural knowledge and public information, but not endowed with any personal ontology at all. This of course means that the "Nothingness" is not out there, but already inside him, a lesson which the desert is about to teach him.

Because of a complication the narrator decides to bury the steroids in the desert, as he fears that the law is on his tail. While he is doing this, his car dies on him and he attempts to walk through the desert to the nearest gas station - but one piece of bad luck leading to the next, he ends up taking the wrong fork in the road and is hopelessly lost. He now feels completely fatalistic in the belief that his situation cannot get any worse. He idly runs through media generated stereotypes of what can happen to a person in the desert, figured in images resembling Ellis' desert related horrors: "[R]ampaging bikers cartooned on angel dust; snuff movies in progress, being filmed with shotguns pointed at unwanted visitors; rattlers slithering over abandoned heatless murdered bodies." (195) These events remain only fantasies, but soon the narrator encounters a real phantom, whose steps he hears following him. He hails the figure who turns out to be a bum that could have wandered in from a Kerouac novel:

He had a white Spanish moss beard and a plaid shirt and green Dickies work pants [the brand name litany may be in parody of Ellis' trademark tick of always listing his characters' garb in every scene] that were so worn they were shiny. He was a drifter - a desert rat - like the ones who occasionally haunt the Desert Fashion Plaza, visibly frighteningly suntanned even in the dark of the three-quarter moonlight. (200)

This is the Ghost of the Susquehanna or the Saint Theresa bum skipping two generations forward in time to haunt this yuppie wannabe in an intertextual nightmare. (Perhaps it is also significant that the desert rat comes to the narrator while he is in a state of "fake Zen." (193)) The two characters stroll for a while, the narrator listening to the bum talking, or rather "broadcasting - like a cheap AM radio station that had come through on the SEEK button" (204). The bum is making a hodgepodge monologue of pop-cultural snippets, and what the narrator does not connect in his mind is that in this respect the bum is indexically related to himself who is likewise composed of empty signs, broken stories, and also linked to the only "home place" the narrator knows, the one composed of the radio waves with their random messages.

Suddenly the desert rat queries the narrator where he is going, and when he hears the answer he snaps back into normal communication mode: "'Well if that's your case,' he replied, stopping us in our tracks, 'you're walking the wrong way.'" (205) We instantly remember the exchange between Sal and the Ghost of the Susquehanna in another text generations ago, and note the sharp reversal: Here the bum knows what is west and what is east, and he proceeds to give the narrator precise directions home. This ironic reversal, where all of a sudden the signs give meaning and the bum is in charge of the communication situation, shows the narrator's mistake in dismissing him as follows: "I wish I could say that we talked about simple things while we walked, too - that he offered me salt-of-the-earth insight into life - wisdom garnered from all his years of drifting. But he didn't." (204) But he did.

The narrator is given food by the desert rat and gobbles it down in a scene reminiscent of McInerney's bread epiphany in Bright Lights, Big City: "[E]ating the Baked Apple Pie without even chewing, knowing that, bad as my situation was, at least it would not be forever." (209) This epiphany is the bum's gift, just as the reluctant baker taught McInerney's protagonist that he would have to learn everything all over. The desert rat is never forgotten by Coupland's narrator, who interprets all the liminal situations of his life through this one instance, because: "[H]ow often is it that we are rescued by a stranger, if ever at all?" (212). And the bum has finally given the narrator the gift of redemption: "[H]is face reminds me that there is still something left to believe in after there is nothing left to believe in." (213) This figure of paradox, of course, parallels Jabès' figuration of losing one's self (the yuppie wannabe, with the dubious solipsistic morality) to find oneself.

The thematic similarities between this story and the final generational text we wish to mirror in its imaging of the American desert, K. S. Haddock's The Patricidal Bedside Companion (1994), are uncanny. Riley, the protagonist of the novel is first encountered thus: "I am speeding into the Mojave. All I can pick up on the ancient car stereo are country music stations and talk radio. I turn the damn thing off and open the window a crack so I can hear the desert fly past." (Haddock, 1994:1) We note that the similarities between scenes of driving through the desert are endemic, whereas the exact positions of what one listens to varies a little, but not much. Riley elects to listen to the desert, perhaps because he in retrospect has learned that the desert has something to say:

I have learned in the last year that we can believe in our own meaning. We reluctantly embrace the idea of a godless universe to create a personal universe where we are the gods and we create the meaning. It is enough, and possibly all I can do to ever come close to a feeling of spirituality. (2)

Thus we have the familiar spiritual quest outlined as a limited ontological project, but one that resonates with similarities of Coupland's query of what happens to the first generation raised completely "after God", or "in a godless universe", as Riley (who has read too much Nietzsche for his own good) prefers to say. As he pauses from his journey of recollection, he reflects on the desert he has been passing through:

The desert here is ugly, like big piles of dirt with very little sand or vegetation to soften it. Still, I prefer the desert for the same reasons I like the bungalow in front of which I sit. The desert is stark and honest. It is rugged and eternal and only the heartiest of life forms can exist in its harsh terrain. When cacti and plant life blossom here it is fleeting and beautiful and exaggerated in its splendor. When plants and animals die here it is a relentless and unforgiving death.

I am sure Nietzsche would have praised the desert. (17)

This is a case of forcing the desert to signify your favourite philosophical system, in this case the one of extremes and unforgiving self-reliance that Riley associates with Nietzsche's philosophy. This reflection on the philosophical qualities of the desert prefigures what is going to be told to us, in flashbacks, about Riley's personal life in the months to come, the narrative of which takes up the main part of the novel. Riley is involved with Tara, a woman who also likes to read Nietzsche, and on the surface of it his perfect match. However, she conceals her schizophrenic condition from Riley, who is too preoccupied with her sexuality and her brooding, but attractive mind to notice. Riley's great project in life is to find the courage to kill his father, who is a complete beast, incapable of affection and a ruthless corporate monster to boot (sort of an Über-yuppie). However, it is clear that Riley lacks the conviction to actually carry out the murder, so unbeknownst to him Tara dresses up as a prostitute and assassinates Riley's father. When Riley finds out the truth, Tara has had a schizophrenic crisis and has been committed. His life's purpose, to murder his old man, has been denied him, and his great love has been taken from him. Riley decides to go away, and try to reason out what to do with his life. This is what he is doing when we first meet him in the ruthless desert setting. Things fall apart, down in the desert.

After more days of driving aimlessly around Riley finds himself in the Texan desert, alone without water and food. His car has died on him, when he left the highway to look at a petroglyph, depicting a female goddess:

I came right into view of the holy woman waiting at the top. Her arms were spread Christlike, one hand holding corn, the other clenching something indistinguishable. She reigns unnoticed over this southwestern Texas valley. [...] She is vital, summing up the concept Woman in one preternatural vision. [...] I stand absolutely motionless for I don't know how long, taking in this glorious art piece. She seems to live and move, this female petroglyph, as the sun makes the last of its day's journey and the shadows try to keep up. All accented with living sienna and breathing umber. I haven't felt such feminine-projected awe since ... Tara. (177)

This is the fully-invested desert scene complete with liminality: the sun about to set, the image near the top of the cliff, the inanimate sienna and umber becoming animate and benevolent towards mankind ("Christlike" and "holding corn") - right up until the association of the image with Tara makes Riley flee the presence in the desert. He is fear-stricken in an echo of Clay's desert horror:

It is dark when I reach my vehicle. Nothing but a narrow strip of light bleeding out the horizon like a healing wound. The wind is up and I am much more comfortable in the Jag. I turn up the tunes, loud again, and make my way back. About five miles back toward the highway, the car stalls out in the middle of the desert savanna. (177)

The escape is all figured as an anti-intellectual fugue, with the desert now being seen as malevolent and something which must be kept out, in reversal of the first scene where Riley chooses to listen to the desert, rather than the airwaves. After the desert triumphs over his technology of escape, he has no choice but to face his situation under the desert's mandate. Riley tries to analyze his situation intellectually, and spurred by the association of the petroglyph with Tara, he comes to this diagnosis: "The deification of Tara. That's what it had come to. From that first conversation [...]: I, strung out; she, reading Nietzsche." (189) After a while as he becomes exhausted and dehydrated by the desert walk, he gets more metaphorical and interesting:

No rest for the wicked! Gee, this is like being high ... then I saw visions in the desert and a hand came out of the sky ... yeah right. Those prophets in the Scriptures were just fucking delirious is all. All those crazy nomads wandering in the desert - they didn't see God or burning bushes or lions or serpents or archangels, they were high from hunger and exhaustion. Religion loves the pitiful, ascetic, delusional pilgrim. At least I know better, not as if anybody would believe that I was a prophet if I emerged blathering about the second fucking coming... (191)

Riley is testing his mind to see how delusional he is getting, but still clinging to his rationalistic non-religious convictions, calling all the standard desert images forth, only to ascribe their mystical content to thirst induced delirium, and pointing to their status as mere textual constructs. But as he nears the breaking point he softens:

[S]hould I make a prayer? ...a bedtime prayer? But just whom do I pray to? [...] The desert? Yes, the desert ... Mother Nature's abandoned and spiteful child - boy-child, girl-child? But certainly an ascetic, a sort of monk. [...] Fuck prayers - I was never one for begging. (192-193)

The temptation to succumb to the call of the wild to turn to prayer, to assume the position of the beggar, is almost too much for Riley, but he refuses. Just as he is about to collapse he is prosaically rescued by two schoolteachers camping in the desert, who nurse him back to health with the simplest of means: food, water and happy company. He continues out of the desert with a realization, coupled to a natural image: "I discovered, staring across the shimmering waters of Red Bluff Lake, following the kingfisher's course as it plummeted and soared, that I can consider all that had happened existentially." (198) The upward and downward movements of the bird become a symbol for his own mood-swings and the lake's ontological calmness rubs off on himself: "Self-pity is just a useless torment." (198). This is a philosophical, not a religious or spiritual salvation for Riley, who thus stays true to character till the end. The epistemology remains open-ended, and the questions asked and the answers given are more of the ontological variety:

So what is it, you ask, that I will put in that cerebral file, the one marked "Shit That Means Something"? Hmmmm ... how about that sometimes it is death that calls forth joy, and love that draws despair? Maybe that both life and love should be valued for content, not duration. I certainly will avoid filling the file with trite little moral lessons. Maybe the file will remain forever empty, forever open. (198)

Thus the question of meaning is beyond questioning. There is meaning. But the formulation of the meaningful signification is open to debate, and may remain perpetually debatable, open-ended. The image of the desert therefore in this text is not linked to transcendental salvation, but to resignation from epistemology, and a dwelling in the question of being.

We have seen how the desert representations in the texts from the '80s and '90s both refer back to other textual manifestations of the desert and how they enter into a complex play of hypo/hypertextual relations with one another, whether as parodies of earlier desert scenes or as representations dialogically engaging with previous existential valorizations of the desert as identity reservoir. While some of the texts are clearly postmodern in their fragmented presentation of the desert scenes, it seems that even Ellis' text, characterized by empty, foregrounded signifiers of place, reverts to more classical narrative techniques when desert figurations are involved. Certainly the major part of the character information imparted to the reader about Clay is culled from the Palm Spring scenes.

All of the texts posit the desert as a location of special liminality, without exception. Even the ones which explicitly deny that such privileged positions can exist, such as Coupland's short story and Haddock's novel, end up presenting images of transcendence and immanence in their desert representations. While Haddock's text does not acknowledge these liminalities as having consequences for the protagonist, Coupland's protagonists all succumb to their liminal experiences and incorporate the desert as signifier into their personal stories.

It seems that the desert, as figurated paradoxically by Jabès and in integrated images of animate presence by the nature writing neo-Romantics, as Lyon pointed out, is equally important as locus for a rite of passage in texts from the generational difference discourse, as it was in these historical precedents. The desert is a place of loss of self-hood à la Jabès, of transcendence and beginning of new self-construction in each and every one of the texts examined. As in the Neo-Romantic texts, the desert is animated or anthropomorphised in most of the texts, materialism is denied importance, especially in Coupland's texts, and the simple and primitive is always positively figurated, as the basis of further self-knowledge or at least a basis for continuation of self-hood.

The desert is figurated in all the examined generational texts as the crucial mirror for interpretation of self and investigations into meaning. More generally the literary topography of these generational writings can be clearly shown to be constructs that allow metaphoricity of character psychology as well as of aucthorial ethos. Throughout we have seen loci mirror psychology and existential conditions for characters. Surprisingly we have shown that even ostensibly postmodern texts use this age-old device, along with stereotypes of foreign otherness or orientalism, as well as ascriptions of immanence and transcendelism to loci, especially primitive or outright primordial nature, figured as wilderness, forest depths or deserts.

The generational difference discourse is thus rife with representation techniques that hinge on textual practices established in the Romantic period, and it seems that, willy-nilly, some of the Romantic ethos follows the representation strategies and still taints the ostensibly postmodern generational texts. A similar effect is caused by borrowing the generic apparatus of the Bildungsroman as one's narrative schemata for the generational novel, which thus can be argued to have double roots in Romanticism. This rootedness is so belated that I am sure that this temporal displacement is the real cause for some of the radical readings of the generational novel as parodic and fragmented - readings that I have shown often to be misreadings when seen in the light of the generic reading protocol and the close analysis of literary topographies in these works.






