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ABSTRACT
My dissertation examines the heretofore unexamined dovetailing of concerns and motifs
found in environmental, science-fiction, romantic, and post-apocalyptic narratives. In
particular, I focus upon contemporary renderings of architectural ruins, vegetation,
children, and depopulated landscapes. These broadly romantic tropes of the nineteenth
century, I argue, are reworked in post-World War II fictions and writings to yield now
commonplace ecological and post-apocalyptic motifs. Typically, post-cataclysmic
landscapes are endowed with a sometimes uncanny fecundity, which can signal both
healthy, consoling growth and also the dominion of a toxic, “postnatural” nature that is
working to rid itself of humans and human infrastructures. The narratives I examine are,
then, often poised between affirming an optimistic humanism and, perhaps unwittingly, a
more nihilistic ideology, one which in some versions values non-anthropocentric ecology
over urbanism and human life. As such, many of the narratives I examine anticipaté

contemporary forms of radical environmentalism.
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INTRODUCTION:
THE GENESIS AND MAP OF MY PROJECT AND THE SCOPE OF
CONTEMPORARY APOCALYPTIC ANXIETIES

My project is thoroughly rooted in and inspired by the films of Andrei Tarkovsky
(d. 1986). On first encountering his work, I believed (following Borges’s musings on
Kafka) that in his capacity as a filmmaker he was as “singular as the phoenix” (199). Ina
sense, my dissertation, then, is an attempt to dispel this hasty first impression by
sketching one possible context for Tarkovsky’s films, a context or network of affinities
that he himself may not have been aware of or would not, in any case, have seen in quite
the same way. Running throughout Tarkovsky’s work, I find, is an increasingly urgent
environmental message. Societies are typically seen on the brink of some sort of
cataclysm or eradication. In Ivan’s Childhood (1962), Andrei Roublev (1966), and Mirror
(1972), Russia faces threats of foreign invasion (from Germany’s World War II armies in
the first and third films; from fourteenth-century Tartars in the second). In Stalker (1979)
a tormented environmental martyr wages a meagre campaign to teach others to respect
what is seemingly the last enclave of nature in an oppressively industrialized world. In
Solaris (1972) an alien planet’s entire ecosystem is faced with annihilation. In his last
films, Nostalghia (1983) and The Sacrifice (1986), the director is concerned with the

struggles of would-be apocalyptic prophets to be heard.



Drawing upon centuries-old religious speculation about human situatedness
within the cosmos, Tarkovsky’s films depict the gradual conversion of what were once
purely theological apocalyptic anxieties into ecologically-based speculations about the
future of our planet. To that end, I recontextualize contemporary eco-apocalypse
narratives (for example, the fictions J. G. Ballard, H. G. Wells, Russell Hoban, Edward
Abbey, and Timothy Findley among others) with reference to environmental and romantic
texts, for I believe that a similar recontextualization was Tarkovsky’s unacknowledged
plan. Specifically, I focus on the post-World War II period, during which there arises in
fictions an obsession with natural landscapes that somehow endure cataclysms and even
yield uncanny beauty. If environmental sciences and philososphies teach us that nature
can be read as a registry of the ecological state of things, then established nature genres
such as romantic poetry can provide one possible context for reading these new
apocalyptic genres. Of particular interest to me are narratives of survival and aftermaths:
for example, Wells’s The World Set Free (1917), William Golding’s Lord of the Flies
(1954), Walter M. Miller Jr.’s A Canticle for Leibowitz (1959), Hoban’s Riddley Walker
(1980), Abbey’s Good News (1980), Findley’s Not Wanted on the Voyage (1984), and
numerous short novels by Ballard.

Of course, the field of contemporary apocalyptic texts, films, narratives, and
discourses is tremendously broad. There is, for example, Nevil Shute’s melodramatic
thriller On the Beach (1957) and Stanley Kramer’s faithful film adaptation of 1964; yet
during the same seven-year span, Stanley Kubrick released his relentlessly absurdist Dr.

Strangelove, or How [ Learned to Stop Worrying and Love the Bomb (1964), seemingly



meant for an utterly different generation.'

Around the same time, Rachel Carson published her widely read and influential Silent
Spring, and six years after this book, Abbey (a Thoreau for the Cold-War era, we might
say) begins publishing a long series of apocalyptic non-fiction and fiction texts.

Also proliferating in the post-war period are popular science-fiction films
featuring forms of world-threatening crisis: The Thing (dir. Christian Nyby, 1951); The
Day the Earth Stood Still (dir. Robert Wise, 1951); When Worlds Collide (dir. Rudolph
Maté, 1951) (the latter’s premise of an asteroid hitting the earth revived recently by the
blockbusters Deep Impact and Armageddon [both 1998]); Godzilla (dir. Inoshiro Honda,

1954); Invasion of the Body Snatchers (dir. Don Siegel, 1956); and Planet of the Apes
(dir. Franklin Schaffner, 1968).?

But there is also a sizable body of self-consciously highbrow (that is, more

“difficult”) postmodern literature that indirectly touches upon similar concerns. [ have in

See Ian Christie’s essay on apocalyptic cinema, in which he writes that the “end of
the war . . . inaugurated a new modality of Apocalypse . . . . Henceforth there would be
films about the imminence of nuclear ‘mutually assured destruction,” about the
psychological effects of living with this threat, and about the likely aftermath of nuclear
war: a whole arsenal of films devoted to this blasphemous man-made Apocalypse” (Carey
331-32).

2

For a summary of science-fiction films, including those from Japan, see chapter
twelve of David A. Cook’s comprehensive and arguably definitive A History of Narrative
Film (1996): “all of the decade’s science fiction films contained an element of dread, but

e Thing . . . started a phenomenally popular cycle of films about monsters and
mutations produced by nuclear radiation or materialized from outer space which
dominated the genre for the next ten years” (499). One could therefore easily make the
case that virtually all science fiction films of the period, including a great many right up
to the present, are at least implicitly apocalyptic.
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mind here the works of Margaret Atwood, Thomas Pynchon, Don DeLillo, the Strugatsky
Brothers, Martin Amis, Russell Hoban, as well as J. G. Ballard, who seems to relish the
fact that his fictional output still straddles both conventional thriller categories (for
example, Hello America [1981] and Rushing to Paradise [1994]) and more experimental
forms (Love and Napalm: Export USA [1969]; Crash [1973]; High Rise [1993]). Of
course, I do not seek to make or maintain fast generic distinctions, but I have tried to
highlight through my selection of materials the extent to which the anxieties about an
apocalyptic end occurring within our near future cut across many political, national,
intellectual, ideological, and generic boundaries. Given his varied output, where, for
example, does one place Tarkovsky, if only provisionally?

Two noteworthy anthologies that furthér indicate the immense breadth of textual,
visual, and cultural materials that have been included in discussions of contemporary
apocalyptic themes are Adam Parfrey’s Apocalypse Culture (1987) and John Clute’s
coffee-table book, Book of Endtimes: Grappling with the New Millennium (1999).
Lavishly illustrated with film stills and images, both volumes assemble assorted pop-
culture phenomena. Parfrey compiles, in an “unsentimental spirit of inquiry,” testimonies
by LSD users and advocates, extreme right-wing pamphlets, the writings and drawings of
institutionalized schizophrenics, UFO theories, excerpts from New-Age religious
writings, conspiracy theories, and interviews with unrepentant necrophiles and child-porn
enthusiasts. He states that “these folk artists” and their researchers (that is, Parfrey and
several others who provide commentary and conduct interviews) are “more worthy

cultural barometers than often more clever but intellectually and emotionally corrupt



professionals™ (13). Clute’s book focuses on more mainstream culture, albeit at its most
ravenously consumerist extremes (Tamagotchis, Teletubbies, science fiction, popmusic,
for example), to illustrate “our diseased compulsion to misunderstand things, to be
hysterical” in the late twentieth century (1).

How is it that we are able to recognize such widely disparate productions and
practices as somehow apocalyptic? The materials found in the anthologies collectively
advance notions that humanity, civilization, and culture are indeed in their death-throes
and that anything is now permitted, insofar as humans can--and do--take part in radically
carnivalized orgies of aggression, affront, and self indulgence.> My own approach differs
markedly as I focus on narrative and/or textual genres (fiction, philosophy, ecology,
cinema, for example) that endeavour to show how a human demise may come about. If
Parfrey’s and Clute’s anthologies suggest a very peculiar variant of late-twentieth-century
pop culture’s vaguely defined mood of helter-skelter, we should pause to note that
calculated affront is not unprecedented.

For example, in Conrad’s The Secret Agent (1907), the czarist Vladimir lectures
Verloc, an agent provocateur, on the likelihood that Verloc’s next bombing will have the
desired effect of being perceived as a truly anarchic act that will create widepresad panic:

“A bomb outrage to have any influence on public opinion now must go beyond the

See, for example, chapter nine of Thomas Pynchon’s V, (1963), in which besieged
German colonialists in 1922 South Africa retreat into a well-fortified compound for an
orgiastic “siege party” while a bloody indigenous uprising rages. The episode concludes
with the revellers emerging “dehumanized and aloof, as if they were the last gods on
earth” (279).
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intention of vengeance or terrorism. It must be purely destructive” and should “indicate a
willingness to make a clean sweep of the whole of social creation” (emphasis added). But
times have changed, he recognizes. Newspapers effectively dictate the meanings of such
attacks with “ready-made phrases to explain away such manifestations”; moreover, many
traditional targets have been invested with very specific meanings: if one bombs a church,
for example, many will see a “religious manifestation,” Vladimir laments, sounding a
peculiarly nostalgic tone (66).

Now, some one-hundred years later, the circumstances attending contemporary
notions of a sudden, purely catastrophic event are virtually reversed. Where Conrad’s
operatives seek to contrive an incident free of all theological meanings, today we, that is,
our newsreports and politicians, cannot readily attach theological meanings to
catastrophes such as toxic spills, nuclear mishaps, and military threats. Even terrorism
explicitly waged in the name of holy causes is interpreted as being ultimately about
political ends, and the aggressor’s rhetoric is more often regarded as propagandistic rather
than truly theological. The Realpolitik is what we look for in the West. Headline news is
cast in secular terms. Accordingly, the rhetoric of a “clean sweep” is more likely to be
invoked when speaking of the environment, of, say, species extermination, barren seas,
and uninhabitable toxic zones, while the religious interpretation is apt to be stifled or
turned into a minority voice.

Increasingly prevalent today is a more radical, anarchic rhetoric, one which
already looks past the seemingly inevitable, as if cynically anticipating the apocalypse

with either true glee or dark irony. Interviewed in 1980, the East German playwright



Heiner Miiller suggested that “[s]ooner or later one should perhaps admit that one takes
pleasure in destruction and things that fall apart. . . . The true pleasure of writing consists,
after all, in the enjoyment of catastrophe” (190). He was speaking specifically about
Germany in 1945, about the collapse of infrastructures and a heinous political order, but
the essence of his sentiment is, I believe, applicable to much of the contemporary
discourse about ends. His words articulate an anarchic, far-left glee. This glee, however,
also occurs frequently in the writings of the more right-wing environmentalist Edward
Abbey, whose writings about industrial sabotage I also examine.

Attempting to grapple with the paradoxes that attend contemporary versions of
our ultimate end, the German cultural critic Hans Magnus Enzensberger argues that the
apocalypse is today both a “nightmare” and an “aprodisiac,” insofar as it represents both
our worst fear and a collective death wish that is endlessly being reimagined (233). Yet
the theological component, he argues, is largely residual:

the end of the world is no longer what it used to be. The film playing in our heads,

and still more uninhibitedly in our unconscious, is distinct in many respects from

the dreams of old. In its traditional coinings, the apocalypse was a venerable,
indeed a sacred, idea. But the catastrophe we are so concerned with (or rather

haunted by) is an entirely secularized phenomenon. (234)

More succinctly, he writes: “Once people saw in the apocalypse the unknowable avenging
hand of God. Today it appears as the methodically calculated product of our own actions”

(234). Where Conrad’s Londoners are all too ready to find revelation in catastrophe,

epiphanies at such moments seem increasingly impossible today.*

On the subject of truly theological, apocalyptic narratives employed by populist
preachers and televangelists, such as Bill Graham and Robert Schuller, see Barry



8

Accordingly, our era is also accented by a sizable body of dire humanist warnings,
wherein we can witness a transformation of old, theologically based fears into secular
anxieties. Frank Kermode, for example, writes in a recent anthology of apocalyptic art

that

it is not difficult to see the history of the twentieth century as providing more than
adequate confirmation of the horrible events imagined as preceding the end. . . .
Modern artists, in giving precise expression to a vaguer, more general, less acute
anxiety that all may share, find themselves repeating the old figurations of
Apocalypse. Even when the old thought is modernized the old imagery recurs.
(Carey 20) ‘
Spencer Weart makes a similar point but stresses the displacement of older ideas of
apocalypse. In his massive compendium of twentieth-century nuclear imagery, he shows
how, after the bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki, apocalyptic rhetoric, which had
once been purely theological, began to infiltrate mainstream and secular discourses as
both narrative model and metaphor. Henceforth, the idea of a doomsday brought about by
technology began to be separated from mythical or religious accounts of Armageddon; as
well, nuclear energy and the bombs it made possible became a condensed symbol of the
worst of modernity and gave twentieth-century nihilism a dismal tangibility (19, 106,
392-95). In my first chapter, I address the question of the secularized apocalypse with
reference to etymology and Nietzsche.
The spectre of nuclearism that Weart invokes centres, of course, on the year 1945.

There as well, Ron Granofsky finds the emergence of an important contemporary sub-

genre, the trauma novel, poised between pre-war modernism and postmodernism.

Brummett’s Contemporary Apocalyptic Rhetoric (1991).



Delineating in part his grouping of texts is the common apprehension of “the destructive
potential in human depravity given free rein by modern technology” (11). Ecological
disaster, he suggests, begets ecological trauma and notes “a suicidal bent to humanity
which does not bode well for its future” (10). Although our projects share many affinities,
I make environmental catastrophe into my major theme, whereas Granofsky focuses more
often upon fictional characters who are survivors of human atrocities or who are
otherwise afflicted. Accordingly, their psychological states tend to be delineated in
greater detail; however, a writer such as Ballard, for example, fits better into my scheme
because his characters tend to be formulaic and, some might say, even cardboard-like.
Until well into the 1980s, what seems a pervasive Cold War logic insinuates the
topic of a nuclear holocaust into the most unlikely places. Terry Eagleton’s enormously
popular literary-theory primer includes this unexpected musing:
As I write, it is estimated that the world contains over 60,000 nuclear warheads,
many with a capacity a thousand times greater than the bomb which destroyed
Hiroshima. The possibility that these weapons will be used in our lifetime is

steadily growing. . . . Anyone who believed that literary theory was more

important than such matters would no doubt be considered somewhat eccentric.
(194)

Also making a case for politically engaged literary-criticism, albeit of very
different texts, is Brian Easlea, whose gender-sensitive reading of science narratives and
discourses (for example, Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein [1818; 1831] as well as the
biographies and testimonies of real scientists) finds a very different cause at the bottom of
today’s apocalyptic climate but arrives at a similar conclusion:

I believe that masculine tendencies in general predominate over human [sic] in at
least a minority of highly important activities, including modern science, and that
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it is this insufficiently bridled reign of the masculine that is taking all of humanity
and indeed the entire biosphere along the path to nuclear holocaust, just as Dr.
Frankenstein’s unbridled masculine ambition eventually took him and all the
people he loved to a miserable death. (39)

Here too, we can see a tendency to read realities through secular fictions.

In the mid-1960s, Kermode famously noted: “No longer imminent, the end is
immanent” (Kermode 25, 101). Today we might make an emendation and say that
ubiquity breeds apathy. Many critics have suggested that complacency comes with the
proliferation of apocalyptic narratives and imagery. Indeed, attending the proliferation of
any narrative paradigm, genre, or common train of thought is the risk of banality and
public apathy. For instance, in The Envi tal Imagination;
and the Formation of American Culture (1995), Lawrence Buell worries that the
narratives and rhetoric of “late twentieth-century environmental dystopianism” have long
ago begun to “look somewhat hackneyed” (308).

For Peter Schwenger this ubiquity has important consequences: “nuclear war is
dominated by textuality, is in a sense created by it,” because it has only taken place in
theoretical or narrative forms. Accordingly, “we have an extreme example of the
dominance of the signifier over the signified” (xv). His observation can be extended
beyond nuclear anxieties; that is, we have narratives, predictions, and theories about
apocalyptic ends that are applicable to seemingly infinite phenomena standing under
threat. In most cases, a truly final cataclysm is still to come (except, of course, where

particular animal species or biota are concerned), but we seem to have become weary

through textual anticipation of all its possible variants. On this very point, Klaus Sherpe
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writes, “an ecological disaster and the catastrophic developments now underway in
genetic engineering are both just as suitable for snuffing out human existence or making
it unrecognizable. The producibility of the [images and narratives of] catastrophe is the
catastrophe” (96).

To that end, Jean Baudrillard remarks, in his laconic travel-diary about the United
States, on weariness through familiarity. He notes, for example, the American “masses’
silent indifference to nuclear pathos (whether it comes from the nuclear powers or from
antinuclear campaigners)” (44). Although it focuses relentlessly upon cultural and
spiritual demises rather than biological ones and, therefore, perhaps lacks what we would
today consider a truly ecological concern, T. S. Eliot’s “The Hollow Men” (1925)
anticipated much of the grim irony attending twentieth-century notions of the end when it
predicted an end “[n]ot with a bang but a whimper.” “No, not with a bang but through
proliferations,” we could respond.

A very different set of imperatives and responses can be traced in the ecocriticism
written in recent years. Like the comments of Eagleton and Baudrillard, these texts too
are gravely apprehensive, but missing are irony and detachment. There prevails instead a
spirit of political engagement. The environmental historian Donald Worster, for example,
offers this summary in the conclusion: “Juggle our responses as we may, there can be no
getting around the fact that science has made possible the modern devastation of nature;’
(343). Similarly, the environmentalist and author Farley Mowatt writes: “We are like
yeasts in a vat--mindlessly multiplying as we greedily devour a finite world. If we do not

change our ways, we will perish as the yeasts perish--having exhausted our sustenance
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and poisoned ourselves in the lethal brew of our own wastes” (279).

In this light we should also note that the majority of essays in Michael E. Soulé
and Gary Lease’s anthology, Reinventing Nature?: Responses to Postmodern
Deconstruction (1995), and especially the statistics-laden and biologically informed
arguments of Stephen R. Kellert and Soulé, who confirm that hard data and apocalyptic
rhetoric need not be mutually exclusive. Kellert uses statistical methods to compare
Eastern and Western conceptions of nature, but his ultimate aim is to discredit
deconstructionist relativism (“the notion of nature as an ‘invention’ of culture,” for
example) as “both biologically misguided and socially dangerous” (103, 118). Soulé
writes of “the ideological war on nature” and summarizes conceptions of natme}hat date
back 10,000 years. Both essays conclude with bleak forecasts.

Richard Kerridge attempts to map this relatively new field of critical and literary
endeavour, and, pondering the possibility of a grave ecological crisis, writes that its
elusiveness is its salient feature: “on the one hand there is hard scientific evidence; on the
other there is much uncertainty about the meaning of these figures and measurements, and
accordingly even more uncertainty about possible remedies (Kerridge and Sammells 1).
But despite uncertainties, he continues, “the starting-point for the eco-critic is that there
really is an unprecedented global environmental crisis, and that this crisis poses some of
the great political and cultural questions of our time” (5). Accordingly, the bulk of
environmental writings I examine contain an explicit apocalyptic moment.

Here is Cheryll Glotfelty, co-editor of another recent anthology of environmental

writings, summarizing the breadth of her area of study: “most ecocritical work shares a
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common motivation: the troubling awareness that we have reached the age of
environmental limits, a time when the consequences of human actions are damaging the
planet’s basic life support systems. We are there. Either we change our ways or we face
global éatastrophe, destroying much beauty and exterminating countless fellow species in
our headlong race to apocalypse” (xx). Although varied, the field clearly is defined best
by a common belief in an imminent environmental collapse.

In some sense, fiction has long anticipated many of the issues that critical theory
is now addressing and bringing into greater focus. For example, a pervasive theme of
Atwood’s Surfacing (1972) is the threat of an imminent natural-resources war, during
which Canada is invaded by an aggressively imperialistic and desperate America after its
own water supplies are exhausted and its citizens begin dying en masse. The northern
Quebec bush “is the kind of place that will be strategically important during the war,”
theorizes one character (96). Given the meagre evidence marshalled, the logic is clearly
not a likely geopolitical scenario but rather a paranoid extension of the characters’ fragile
nationalistic fervour and Cold War fears: not only will East fight West but even once-
allied nations will turn against each other when a crisis is sufficiently grave. Tellingly, the
fear of American aggression later contributes to the mental breakdown of the unnamed
narrator, who even in the novel’s first sentence is worrying about an invasive “disease . . .
spreading up from the south” (7).

Ultimately, this haphazard constellation of fears contribute significantly to the
narrator’s psychotic but metaphorically accurate fear of threats to hér body, which in turn

better enable her to intuit the real and pervasive ecological threats to non-human nature.
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Already traumatised by an abortion that she underwent earlier as well as by the
disappearance and possible death of her father, the narrator is ideally suited to articulate
the sanctity of all living things. Setting too is important in this novel because only in the
wilderness, in close proximity to relatively pristine nature, Atwood suggests, can one
become the canary in the coal mine for the entire globe, albeit at the risk of completely
losing one’s sanity.

Operating in Surfacing is an eco-logic informed largely by romanticism. This
logic dictates that we can learn lessons from nature and, in turn, from the long tradition of |
nature writing. In particular, rural writers, it can be argued, have for much longer been
acutely attuned to environmental hazards because of their, as Raymond Williams puts it,
“insistence on the complexity of the living natural environment” (300). Although
concerned largely with nineteenth-century fiction, Williams concludes his book The
Country and the City (1973) on an uncanny note. One could well imagine Abbey having
written it:

Some of the darkest images of the city [or urbanization] have to be faced as quite

literal futures. An insane over-confidence in the specialised powers of

metropolitan industrialism has brought us to the point where however we
precisely assess it the risk to human survival is becoming evident, or if we
survive, as I think we shall, there is the clear impossibility of continuing as we

are. (300, 301).

Once again, a student of nature and nature texts, one who is coincidentally rural-born,
best apprehends disasters that lie well beyond his immediate realm, as if to belie his

supposed rusticity.

In a similar spirit of urban antagonism, the photographer Sophie Ristelhueber
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describes a recent project’s aims thus: “to photograph modern architecture in ruins”
(Hindry 12). To that end, her work from the 1980s and 90s features images of picturesque
old ruins, set amidst apparently bucolic landscapes with horses and meadows; but these
landscapes are, in fact, fragments of regions only recently devastated by war or natural
disasters, areas such as Beirut, Kuwait, Mostar (located in the former Yugoslavia), and
Armenia (photographed after a 1989 earthquake). All her images intentionally avoid the
traditional post-disaster iconography of haggard survivors in front of destroyed homes.
Sometimes accorded the same aesthetic reverence that we associate with the ruins found
in romantic landscapes by Joseph Turner (1775-1851), Ristelhueber’s landscapes reveal
only upon further study that the architecture they contain is not weathered by the elements
but by bullets. Lush, wild landscapes are, it turns out, near recently excavated mass-
graves; a dandelion-filled meadow lies adjacent.

In a catalogue of Ristelhueber’s recent work, Ann Hindry describes the sensation
of looking at the photos and feeling “a vague awareness aris{ing] that these impressive
geological configurations, once clear of human traces, will be recast once more on a
cataclysmic scale in a time beyond human measurement” (74). Herein I find a secret,
misanthropic desire to wish away humans who merely abuse the environment. A similar
fascination with ruins and depopulated spaces runs through many of the narratives that I
will examine.

In the first chapter proper, I examine the etymology of the word “apocalypse” and
take note of the waning of its explicitly theological meanings and connotations. I argue

that Nietzsche’s brief parable about the extinguishing of our sun (contained in his 1873
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essay, “Of Truth and Lie in an Extra-Moral Sense”) forms an apt paradigm for
contemporary apocalyptic warnings and narratives. In this light, I then consider Ballard’s
The Drowned World (1963) and Nevil Shute’s On the Beach (1957).

Chapter two is an examination of the pervasiveness of notions that hold that we
must expand the scope of our ethics to properly apprehend (and rectify) nature’s
apocalyptic trajectory. By examining the history of ecology (as mapped by Worster and
Nash) and the works of three seminal environmental thinkers (Aldo Leopold, Rachel
Carson, Arne Naess), I show how philosophical branches of ecology, such as Naessian
deep ecology, draw upon older ethical, intellectual, and artistic traditions. Also,
throughout the chapter, I turn to the apocalyptic fictions of William Attaway, Wells,
George Case, Findley, Bernard Malamud, and DeLillo, all of whom suggest the urgent
need for broader ethical consideration.

In my third chapter, I argue that after nineteenth-century romanticism, the
intuitions and experiences of childhood invoked in ecological narratives are routinely
regarded as the necessary preconditions for environmental sensitivity. In this light, and
with reference to some shorter poems by Wordsworth and Blake, I look at Sara Ome
Jewett, Ernest Callenbach, Ballard, and Hoban, among others. The theme of children
thriving in a post-apocalyptic wilderness is pervasive, I argue, because romanticism
teaches that children intuitively absorb, and sometimes articulate, eco-ethical wisdom. As
such, childhood is invested with optimistic metaphors for environmental recovery, and
accordingly childhood memories have become a common theme in environmentalist

biographies.



17

In the fourth chapter, I examine the integral role played by ruins in the
iconography of contemporary eco-apocalypse narratives. In turn, I look closely at texts
that feature romantic and toxic ruins, and at narratives of returning to (and reinhabiting)
post-cataclysmic sites. Informed by the romanticisms of Goethe, Percy Shelley, and Mary
Shelley, our modern conceptions of ruins, I argue, are the embodiment of numerous
fantasies (and anxieties) about nature’s inexorable recuperative powers. To illustrate
theses themes, I cite the works of Abbey, Shute, Miller, the Strugatskys, Stanislaw Lem,
John Hersey, Jonathan Schell, and Alexander Kluge.

In the fifth chapter, I examine Tarkovsky’s films. I return to themes of
contemporary apocalyptic dread, eco-apocalypse, ethical expansion, children in nature,
and ruins. I single out Tarkovsky because I believe that his articulations of these themes

are the most complex, and thus they provide a useful coda for my study of the period in

question.



CHAPTER 1
ETYMOLOGY, NIHILISTIC ANXIETIES

One need not perform a rigorous etymological study of the word “apocalypse” to
recognize how, in its adjective form in particular, the word has in recent years come to
refer to a great variety of things within the critical discourse arising out of the humanities.
In textual and in oral genres, contemporary usage has made “apocalyptic” virtually
synonymous with a series of qualities--violent, climactic, frenzied, savage, passionate,
final--and only rarely is it applied in any context remotely related to the Christian
framework of St. John’s visionary revelation on the island of Patmos, the account of
which concludes the New Testament and eventually makes necessary the introduction of
the word into the English language. The OED records the first use of the English noun-
form in a twelfth-century account of St. John’s vision: “Hereof seid Seint Johan be
ewangeliste in apocalipsi.” Here already arise seemingly innumerable questions for the
modern reader as well as for many areas of literary-academic inquiry: for example,
whether “apocalipsi” refers only to the actual revelation and St. John’s singular
experience of it; whether St. John’s account of and commentary on his revelation
comprise the only conceivable version, that is, the only true “apocalipsi”; and whether the
account’s eventual form as a canonical text retains across transmission and translation the

“apocalyptic,” that essential quality which makes it singular and somehow coherent
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across time. Nonetheless, the OED’s delineation of the usage of “apocalypse” and its
derivations (apocalypst, apocalypt, apocalyptic, apocalyptical, apocalyptically,
apocalyptist) reveals a surprising coherency as the cited uses consistently refer
specifically to St. John (or the Book of Revelation, or both), to prophetic revelations
generally, or to the Greek root aroxaaAvTTeLY that gives us the often-forgotten
“correct” sense of the word in modern usage: to uncover or disclose. The extension of the
word to encompass any revelation or disclosure, including some that are not necessarily
divine, begins in the fourteenth century, and by the early eighteenth century, for example,
Swift can introduce his thoroughly secular A Tale of a Tub (c. 1704) as “a compleat Body
of Civil Knowledge, and the Revelation, or rather the Apocalyps of all State-Arcana” (1.
Introduction; 299). Hereafter, the usage of apocalyptic is broadened to include any text
because all texts disclose something.

In Contemporary Apocalyptic Rhetorig (1991), an excellent survey of the
literature debating the etymology and the correct use of “apocalypse,” Barry Brummett
includes a section titled “What Does ‘Apocalyptic’ Mean?” (7-10). Modern biblical
scholars, he finds, generally concur that the word’s Greek derivation restricts its meaning
to some form of metaphoric or literal unveiling of a metaphysical order; in fact, he goes
on to say, “some scholars deny that any other characteristic can be as important” to the
word’s meaning. Most biblical scholars reject the reduction of “apocalyptic” to
“cataclysmic,” and some even deny that the term “need mean eschatology or the advent of
anew age” (31). I am arguing, then, that in contemporary usage, a secondary (and perhaps

debatable) but certainly not incorrect attribute of “apocalypse” has begun to dominate.









































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































