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Personal Mythologies:

Big Fish, Small Lies, Big Whoppers, and Meaning and Truth

in Tall Tales and Other Narratives

"I looked at...my old man...and I thought of him suddenly, and simply, as a boy, a child, a youth, with his whole life ahead of him, much as mine was ahead of me.  I'd never done that before.  And these images--the now and then of my father--converged, and at that moment he turned into a weird creature, wild, concurrently young and old, dying and newborn.  My father became a myth" (Wallace 2).

                                                                                                      -- Big Fish: A Novel of Mythic Proportions
“This is the West, sir.  When the legend becomes fact, print the legend” (Andrews 306).

                                                                                               -- Willis Goldbeck, U.S. Screenwriter

Meaning and Truth within the Fantastic


Everyone likes a good story--the more outrageous, the better.  The narrative form in books such as Daniel Wallace's Big Fish: A Novel of Mythic Proportions (1998) is alive now more than ever.  This is especially true during these times when our being as a species is bought and sold like pork bellies on a market, where the buyer must beware and the seller must eye a thin margin to keep the gods of Wall Street satiated (Stier).  In our postmodern milieu, stories retain their power to inspire and teach.  As narrative works, whether oral or written, stories seem (at least initially) to be fanciful and inconsequential depictions of realities somewhat removed from our own place and time.  On closer examination, however, we see that narratives are actually more about our tangible lives than they are about the fictitious characters within those narrative contexts.  The purpose of this essay, therefore, is to trace a line of reason by stating and discussing certain points along that line to arrive at a deeper understanding of how meaning is conveyed within the scope of fiction, especially within fantasy fiction of the type found in such works as Big Fish: A Novel of Mythic Proportions.

Thesis: Personal Mythologizing as the Quest for Authenticity


Fiction allows authors to convey meaning before and beyond the artificially contrived boundaries of false oppositions.  The essence (factual or imagined) of a person, the identity (real or constructed) of that person, can be powerfully expressed through the instrument of fiction.  Since fiction is a narrative expansion that originates before and persists beyond neat yet artificial oppositions, the act of telling and refining stories and tales fills the chasms between the countless signs and signifiers of the human experiences they represent.  The telling of imaginative narratives resolves dissatisfaction created by the inadequacy of naïve realities and the unadorned and mere reporting of unexamined sensibilities.  Although "the center of being" that is identity cannot be recovered (indeed, it may never have existed in the first place), the impulse to incorporate one's perceived "center" (identity) into expanding spheres of human experience is a human desire.  One of the more effective ways in which we incorporate our centers and identities into a semblance of (or a construction of) a whole is to tell stories about our histories as individuals who constantly strive to break loose from the chains of alienation.  Thus, personal mythologizing is an effective method of satisfying our desire for identity and (at least) the illusion of an immortality of sorts.  Inevitably, therefore, we tend to mythologize our personal chronicles (obviously lacking in epic significance though they are) in order to seize and express our authenticity beyond our short time and space in this world.

Before and Beyond Meaning


Fiction allows skilled authors to convey meaning and significance before and beyond the artificially contrived boundaries of false oppositions.  In this sense, meaning is experience (or the fruit of experience) that is recognized by the reader as authentic, or at least representative of validity.  Experience is of prime interest to authors and readers, because through it the mind acquires knowledge.  However, as Derrida stresses, language (particularly the written word) tempts both author and reader to imitate experience by settling for simplified binaries--easy oppositions such as male/female, black/white, east/west, etc. (Hodges).  Experience, the content that is to be expressed through the form of the written word, is exponentially more varied than the linguistic symbols used to contain it.  Moreover, such containment may partially explain why language so often struggles to represent even a fractional meaning of a "simple" interaction.  (Of course, nothing is simple where human beings are concerned!)  The meaning of two people simply gazing at each other may require the "thick description" of an entire novel to convey a sense of what is actually going on between the two (Macey 380).  Perhaps the medium of the written word lends itself to the disappointing oversimplification of the experiences it seeks to express because texts require keen authorial skills, as well as insightful and interpretive dexterity to reveal meaning.  Alternatively, rendering experience into the signs of language without losing significance in the translation seems to expect too much from language.  Nonetheless, successful novels are written, convincing stories are told, and powerful poems speak to us.  In spite of the limitations of the written word as noted above, written words can and do speak to us in Kristeva's intertextual sense, because meaning is present both before the experiences and beyond the events those texts signify (Macey 203).

Essence and Identity


Factual and imagined essence, as well as actual and constructed identity, can be expressed powerfully through the instrument of fiction.  Plato sought the essence of anything as its own eternal idea (Reese 105), whereas Aristotle identified it with its specific cause (Cohen).  However, human essence in fiction cannot be successfully depicted as an idea, particularly an eternal one.  Essence, however one may define it, can only be conveyed in fiction through the emptiness between Saussure's signs and symbols that points to specific and concrete identifiers of whatever essence may be.  In fiction, as in life, essence is perpetually elusive, but it (or its chimera) is somewhere.  The writer's vocation is to capture and pin precisely arranged sets of words on a page, as a collector would attach a butterfly to a specimen board.  In both cases, life (essence) is represented as the husk of what it truly was.  One may obtain a sense of the real by pondering the residue of whatever essence was (and may be again, although in a different form).


The portrayal of identity (or "self") in fiction is even more problematic than is the representation of essence.  If, as Lacan maintained, language exists before the self, "we are structured by what pre-dates us as already meaning" (Sim 67).  Therefore, Lacan cannot help but see identity as a self that "evaporates into the conditions of [a] language" that is a "grammar system" of an indecipherable unconscious (Sim 67).  Freud's conception of the self was more epistemologically confident than Lacan's.  For Freud, the unconscious (as distinct from the pre-conscious and the conscious levels of the fragmented self) was the largest and murkiest part of the topographical psyche.  The role of the analyst is to help the patient integrate all three levels of the psyche into a unified (or healthy) self (Berger 104).  In a like manner, one role of the author is to tell stories that help to bring to the surface the material of the unconscious through the fathoms of the preconscious to the conscious level.

Signifiers, Signifieds, and Experience


Since telling stories is a favorite human behavior, one can scarcely imagine the volume and diversity of narratives that have been dispersed since our species came to be.  In fact, diverse structuralists have long sought to discover the underlying matrixes that give form to language.  Saussure even uncovered universal patterns of language as constructed systems of rules that center on the relation of signifiers to the signified (Saussure 77).  Vladimir Propp assured us that there are no less than thirty-one narrative units in the Russian folk tale (Morgan).  Carl Jung considered archetypes within what he termed a collective unconscious that churns out myth, which in turn "shapes matter (nature) as well as mind (psyche)" (Pettifor).  It is not surprising that Jung thought of these archetypes as "elemental forces [that] play a vital role in the creation of the world and of the human mind itself" (Pettifor).  Barthes discovered that narratives have a unique "grammar," one not merely limited to literature, but also to other storytelling pursuits, such as advertising and the media (Sim 70).  As well, Barthes referred us to the work of anthropologist Levi-Strauss, who also held that "all narratives share a common structure and an implicit system of units and rules" (Sim 71).  The constructs within narratives (the signs and what those signs seek to reveal) serve the human inclination to narrate experience.  Such experience is the stuff of which human lives are made.  Moreover, the desire to make sense of that experience is the quest for meaning and significance.  These quests take the form of myths.  In a sense, nothing exists but myth.  All is myth, and myth is everything.


Ironically, the forces that have given myth intensely negative connotations are myths themselves, but they do not regard themselves as such.  Just a few examples of these false mythologies are technology as God, science as the sole arbiter of reality, corporate business as a divine right, governments as dispensers of rights humans already possess, and the Church as sole determiner of morality and ethics.  The hegemonic forces noted above fear genuine mythologies because such narratives are almost impossible to police.  Consequently, states, churches, technology, and the like must constantly produce ideologies (false mythologies) to control true ones.  In doing so, untenable assumptions are forwarded within ideologically mandated pseudo mythologies.  Ironically, such untenable assumptions are the very things of which authentic myth constantly is accused!

Certainly, myth is imprecise.  However, experience is, by its nature, "sloppy."  Mikhail Bakhtin even forwarded the term, "heteroglossia," to describe the complex and confusing multitude of constantly proliferating discourses that, by definition, lack the neat and sterile (but false) certainty of Church, State, Technology, and Global Corporations (40).  However, it is precisely because myth is able to unite (although loosely) and expand constantly proliferating narratives that it is so necessary and true.  In any case, the act of telling and refining stories and tales fills the chasms between the countless signs and signifiers of human experience.

The Inadequacy of Naïve Reality


The uninspected spaces between signs and what they signify results (at least for those content to lead unexamined lives) in naïve reality (Reese 378).  The sign is not the signified, and what we limitedly sense of either a concrete or an abstract object is not reality in the critical, examined sense of serious metaphysics.  Imaginative (mythic) narratives resolve the dissatisfaction created by the inadequacy of naïve realities and the unadorned and mere reporting of unexamined sensibilities.  This is particularly true of legends, fables, tall tales, and other mythic fare, because the "somethingness" of the nothingness that invisibly connects signs and the pregnant reality they point to is hidden within these same elements.  Furthermore, these mythic elements are deeply embedded in an imaginative language that contains the meaning and significance (although disorganized and seemingly arbitrary) that is present within experience.

Identity within and beyond the Expanding Spheres of Experience


Although Derrida maintains that an actual center of identity cannot be recovered (if it ever existed in the first place), the impulse to incorporate one's perceived "center" into expanding spheres of human experience is an almost overwhelming human desire (Hodges).  Indeed, our yearning for an indefinable yet real life force is passionate, so much so that we humans have even been described by some as "desiring machines" (Deleuze and Guattari 207).  Derrida, far from being concerned with the inverted centers of lives and language as they disappear into their solipsistic selves, considers language and the meanings to which it alludes as constantly expanding and differed (Macey 92).  In fact, Derrida's concept of "differAnce" suggests that, as structuralist centers of ersatz being evaporate into permeable peripheries of existence (Derrida 392), the seeming identity of a human life is also capable of expansion through and beyond boundaries that used to define and contain it.  The naïve realities of false mythologies, such as Technocracy and Corporate America, are virtual religions of the 21st century.  Their sacraments are empty facts and meaningless statistics of unlived lives.  Lived lives, lives filled with consciousness, require the fertile language of myth to keep the suffocating boundaries of existence from shrinking and thereby killing whatever is human within us.

Why Myth?  ("Breaking Loose")


One of the more effective ways we incorporate our centers and identities into the semblance of (or the construct of) a whole is to tell mythic stories about our histories as individuals who constantly strive to break loose from the chains of societal alienation.  By definition, this estrangement from who we are (or who we feel destined to become) manifests itself as an "extreme separation from one's own nature, from the products of one's labor, or from social reality, which often results in an indifference or outright aversion toward some aspect of life that might otherwise be attractive and significant" (Kemerling).  As alienation may be the predominant sickness of our age, it is helpful to reveal some of its nature as considered by the following eminent theorists:

Hegel introduced the term, pointing out that human life, unless comprehended through the Absolute, easily becomes estranged from the natural world.  Feuerbach, on the other hand, emphasized the dangerous practical consequences of an extreme detachment from one's own nature and activities.  Marx carried this line of thought further, by noting that conditions in a capitalist society make it impossible for workers to live meaningfully in relation to each other, to the products of their labor, or even to themselves.  Simone de Beauvoir and other feminist thinkers point out that women in a patriarchal culture undergo additional forms of alienation when they are pervasively treated as the objects of male sexual desire and effectively coerced into submitting to male-biased political, social, and intellectual norms.  (Kemerling)


When states manipulate language for their own purposes, societies are fractured.  When churches separate people from their ethical and moral lives, no good can result.  When global corporations control the means of production on unprecedented scales, life loses much of its meaning.  When women are objectified as sexual objects, there is no one, female or male, whose life force is not diminished.  As states, churches, corporations, and patriarchal societies ideologically interpolate individuals into beings of their fancy for profit and control (Althusser 299), myth making and story telling are essential methods that enable individuals to regain the jurisdiction of their own selves.  Although the above institutions are powerful, none of them can define an individual as well as that individual.  Such self-definition is the aim and realm of the personal myth.  For that reason, personal mythologizing is the way we call our own selves, our true selves, into being.

Personal Mythologizing: Ticket to Authenticity


Plato maintained that myth is useful because it gives concrete expression to the growth of human consciousness when an exact language is absent (or continually deferred).  More importantly, it is especially suited to articulating the shifting denotations and connotations of the uncertain world of our existence and Being itself (Reese 375).  By ingeniously examining Being in terms of Nothingness, Martin Heidegger shed light on the two sides of the metaphysical coin: 

Nothing is not anything or something; yet, it is not the negation of something, either.  Nothing is the background out of which everything emerges.  Human beings truly exist, yet our "being-there" (Dasein) is subject to a systematic, radical uncertainty.  Because we know that we will die, concern with our annihilation is an ever-present feature of human experience: Death is the key to Life.  The only genuine question is why we are at all.  Once we experience dread, we recognize that our lives are limited (and therefore shaped) by death.  Nothing is what shapes Being generally.  This reveals the most fundamental, transcendent reality, beyond all notions of what-is slipping over into what-is-not.  Nothing is shown to be the concomitant rather than the opposite of Being.  The only genuine philosophical question is why there is something rather than nothing.  Although metaphysics is undeniably the root of all human knowledge, we may yet wonder from what soil it springs.  Since the study of beings qua beings can only be rooted in the ground of Being itself, there is a sense in which we must overcome metaphysics in order to appreciate its basis.  Looking at beings of particular sorts (especially through the distorted lens of representational thinking) blocks every effort at profound understanding.  We cannot grasp Being by looking at beings.  Dasein is not simply a synonym for "consciousness."  Instead, it indicates the vital fact that human beings, and only human beings, truly exist, in the fullest sense, only when being-there-for-themselves.  Properly understood, self-awareness leads to the authenticity of a life created out of nothing, in the face of dread, by reference only to one's own deliberate purposes.  For this process of self-creation, Time is crucial.  What we are at present matters less than what we are becoming, through the dynamic temporal process that constitutes our personal histories.  There is no abstract essence of human nature; there are only individual human beings unfolding themselves historically.  In the end, this is the answer to the question of why there is something rather than nothing.  It is only because we choose being-there.  (Kemerling)


Heidegger's analysis seems plausible on both the personal and the collective levels of experience.  The act of "being-there" (Dasein) does subject us to intense insecurity.  We do realize that we will die.  We are (or should be) intensely concerned with the daily annihilation of our fellow humans, and we even sense our own slow annihilation as we resolutely try to live our everyday lives.  If we are brutally honest with ourselves, we must reluctantly agree that Death does finally define Life.  We certainly sense that consciousness leads to authenticity; and we know that we are running out of time to seize our identities (whatever they may be, or whatever we may strive for them to be).  We desire to be authentic beings who are always "becoming and unfolding" in order to dilute the alienation that is the final death.  We seek to be.


The purpose of this essay is to champion the activity of personal mythologizing as that, which, if it were not employed, would acutely diminish the quest for the hidden meaning and the veiled significance of individuals.  Consequently, personal mythologizing is seen in this context as an effective antidote to existential alienation, because it allows its practitioners a method to become authentic beings that are always in the act of becoming.  Thus, personal mythologizing is an effective method of satisfying our desire for identity and (at the very least) the illusion of an immortality of sorts.  Inevitably, therefore, we tend to mythologize our personal histories, obviously lacking in the epic significance of Lukacs, though they are (Macey 112), in order to discover and convey our authenticity beyond our short time in this world.

Big Fish and the Tall Tale (Big Whoppers, Small Lies, and the Desire to be a "Big Fish")

"A man tells so many stories, that he becomes the stories.

They live on after him, and in that way he becomes immortal."  -- Will Bloom

(From Daniel Wallace's Big Fish: A Novel of Mythic Proportions)


Daniel Wallace’s 1998 book, Big Fish: A Novel of Mythic Proportions, recounts the fantastic exploits of the dying Edward Bloom.  Attempting to make sense of and define his life, both to himself and to his son, Will, the elder Bloom incessantly retells and embellishes the same tall tales of his life's many adventures and daring acts.  As is the case with all tall tales, Bloom’s preposterous narratives remind us of legendary folk heroes, such as Paul Bunyan, Pecos Bill, and John Henry (Thrall).


The novel abounds in themes, symbols, and motifs usually found in world mythologies, as well as in the writings of Freud, Jung, and Joseph Campbell.  Two especially primordial images are fish and water.  Fish (especially big fish, because they have eluded capture and death), and the water they swim in, are stock symbols of the concealed meanings (truths) and the mysterious depths of life.  Water is an essential component of all living things.  (Bloom is always commenting that he will never dry out.)  Moreover, big fish live in the depths of life.  After all, they swim in and "breathe" it constantly.  At any rate, Edward Bloom is determined to return to his original form, that of a big, uncatchable fish.  Bloom's son says, "...I discovered that my father hadn't been dying after all.  He was just changing, transforming himself into something new and different to carry his life forward in.  All this time, my father was becoming a fish" (Wallace 180).


In his Anatomy of Criticism, Northrop Frye considers texts that are "anagogic works of a spiritual nature," and he sees them as "autonomous verbal structures where sign-values are subordinate to the interconnectedness of motifs" (Holcombe).  These strings of motifs loosely bind together experience to produce measures of significance, which in turn produce models of truth and meaning.  Personal myths are these models of truth and meaning.  By telling our own stories (tall tales that cannot be tall enough because we are much more than we can ever know), we become who we really are.  Our personal mythologizing will transport us to, as Heidegger might say, our "Being-in-and-for-Ourselves."
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