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Abstract:  In this letter, we explore the meaning of term ‘post-existential fantasy’ and its application to 
literature. 

 

 

The Poison Pie Publishing House (PPPH) describes 
itself as “an independent publisher specializing in 
post-existential fantasy generated through a non-
idiomatic improvisational writing process”.1  On the  
application of the improvisational creative process to 
literature, a series of documents has been released 
which describe the evolving conception of the 
process.  They begin with an initial foray into an 
understanding of improvised writing, including a 
search for examples in published literary fiction.2  
This document was followed by a single-page 
summary that attempted to capture the essence of 
non-idiomatic improvised writing.3  A letter 
describing the pursuit of an improvised novel has also 
recently been published.4   

However, on the other component of the description 
of the PPPH, namely “post-existential fantasy”, 
almost nothing has been written.  Here we remedy 
that state of affairs with a letter providing a brief 
definition.  We begin naturally, in the middle with 
existentialism.   

Existentialism can be described as “a philosophical 
theory or approach that emphasizes the existence of 
the individual person as a free and responsible agent 
determining their own development through acts of 
will.”5  Historically, existentialism was associated 

with a sense of meaninglessness, because the 
champions of existentialism rejected traditional 
sources of meaning, once deemed absolute, in favor 
of defining their own moral laws from which 
meaning could be derived.  The so-called “existential 
angst” is a symptom of an individual who is unable 
to complete the transition from belief in a traditional 
source of meaning to a self-defined meaning.  They 
are able to destroy the old meaning but unable to 
construct a satisfactory replacement that doesn’t 
seem unacceptably arbitrary.  Left with no 
meaningful purpose, they despair.  This sentiment is 
epitomized in the statement of Dr. Bernard Rieux, the 
protagonist of The Plague by Albert Camus, who 
refuses to abandon those stricken with the plague in 
favor of a safe retreat to his wife.  Rieux says, “For 
nothing in the world is it worth turning one’s back on 
what one loves. Yet that is what I’m doing, though 
why I do not know.”6  There remains an inability to 
conceive of and to articulate a source of this self-
defined meaning.   

While certainly a romantic notion that makes for fine 
reading, there is no intrinsic quality to existentialism 
that links it to dread. 

We now move to the first term in “post-existential 
fantasy”.  Post-existentialism, as the name implies, 
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follows historical existentialism.  It takes from 
existentialism the key concept of existence as an 
exercise in which one must define their own 
meaning.  However, it does not bring along the 
baggage of despair, once thought to be a trademark 
of existentialism.  Instead, post-existentialism 
accepts the absence of absolute meaning as fact.  
Once thought to be the purview of exceptional 
thinkers, a generation raised without reliance on 
traditional sources of absolute meaning can readily 
embrace the absence without experiencing a gut-
wrenching loss.  Exposed to a social environment in 
which both good or evil can be championed through 
moral codes that are ultimately artificial (substitute 
self-created, since some may deem that these codes 
arise from the natural evolution of human thought), 
even those who experienced existential despair may 
eventually find a purpose that is not so flimsy as to 
be rejected out of hand.  Post-existentialism 
therefore describes a rather more matter-of-fact 
brand of existentialism, in which one might say, 
“Although life is inherently meaningless, those who 
do not wish to experience life in that way are 
perfectly capable of erecting individual and social 
laws that provide a moral framework in which a 
pleasant and meaningful existence can be found all 
the same.”  (As a needlessly provocative aside, one 
may note that the moral framework of the post-
existential society may not be all that different from 
the moral framework imposed by the absolute 
authorities of old!  For example, treating others in 
the same manner in which you would like to be 
treated is still a good idea.  By way of warning, 
voicing such an observation will endear one no more 
to traditionalists than to existentialists.) 

We now come to the final word in “post-existential 
fantasy”.  Fantasy as a literary genre invokes 
thoughts of magic, imaginary creatures and 
supernatural beings often set in a different world.  
Like all genres, there are “high” and “low” elements 
to fantasy, reflecting among many other 
characteristics the quality of writing, the intent of 
the author to entertain or stimulate intellectual 
thought or both, and the designs of the author 
regarding the intended performance of the book in 
the commercial fantasy book market.  Here we do 

not present any critical analysis to distinguish 
between the gradations in the merit of fantasy 
writing.  We leave that as an exercise to the 
interested reader.  To those who eschew fantasy on 
principle, we offer no argument in defense of 
fantasy.  We appeal rather to those who accept the 
possibility that good fruit occasionally can be found 
on trees growing in marginal fields.  What is 
important to our point is only that fantasy allows the 
imagination to release some of the constraints of the 
physics-based reality.  When one is dealing with 
themes that question the basis and origin of such 
constraints, a fantastical setting may provide exactly 
the necessary environment in which such an 
investigation can best take place.  Inventing a moral 
framework is an act of the imagination no less than 
describing a mythical animal or discussing the habits 
of living of a people who reside in a make-believe 
city.   

Taken together, “post-existential fantasy” 
appropriately suggests a juxtaposition of post-
existential attitudes in a fantasy setting.  No 
misdirection is intended in the name.  Some readers 
may argue that existentialism and fantasy are genres 
that rarely cross (though there are a few examples).  
To our knowledge, the blending of post-
existentialism and fantasy is unique to the Poison Pie 
Publishing House.  On this point, it seems unlikely 
that the instances of such intersections are as rare as 
they seem, since both are relatively well known 
phenomena.  What seems more likely is that, absent 
a catalog of commercial successes, the existing book 
publishing establishment sees little potential profit in 
promoting such works in the public awareness.  
(Inasmuch as publishers are obligated to generate 
income in order to pay their employees as well as to 
provide a return on investment for their investors, 
they have probably made a sound financial decision.)   

Throwing fiduciary concerns to the winds, the PPPH 
specializes in “post-existential fantasy”.  The staff at 
the PPPH continues to believe that there is value in 
publishing a kind of work that has not previously 
existed, despite its lack of promise for commercial 
success.  They believe that the role of an 
independent publisher is to promote independent 
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voices.  This is a high calling, probably too rarefied 
for the down-to-Earth folks at the PPPH, but they 
accept it all the same because they perceive value in 
a diversity of voices and “post-existential fantasy” is, 
to date, a corner of the world from which no voice 
has yet been heard.   

 

 

Addendum 
On a related note, in an interview with An 
International Journal of Exploratory Meta-Living, the 
Editor-in-Chief of the Poison Pie Publishing House 
identified the PPPH enterprise as an exercise in 
exploratory meta-living.  Interested readers are 
directed to the interview.7 

 

 

 

References 

1.  Staff, The Poison Pie Publishing House, 
http://www.poisonpie.com/publishing/index.html, 
accessed Feb. 5, 2015. 

2.  Keffer, D.J., A Literature of Non-Idiomatic Improvisation, 
http://www.poisonpie.com/publishing/text/aliteratur
eofnonidiomaticimprovisation.html, accessed Feb. 5, 
2014. 

3.  Staff, A Literature of Non-Idiomatic Improvisation:  A 
Condensed Statement, 
http://www.poisonpie.com/publishing/pdf/nonidioma
ticimprovisation_short.pdf, accessed April 2, 2014. 

4.  Keffer, D.J., Spring Thoughts in Pursuit of the 
Improvised Novel. An International Journal of 
Exploratory Meta-Living, 2015. 3: p. 1-2. 

5.  https://www.google.com/#q=existentialism, accessed 
May 11, 2015. 

6.  Camus, A., The Plague (La Peste). 1947: Librairie 
Gallimard. 

7.  Keffer, D.J., An interview with the Editor-In-Chief of the 
Poison Pie Publishing House. An International Journal of 
Exploratory Meta-Living, 2014. 1: p. 1-9. 

 

 

4-3                                                                              http://www.poisonpie.com/IJEML Int. J. Exp. Meta-Living 2015 4 1-3. 

http://www.poisonpie.com/IJEML
http://www.poisonpie.com/publishing/index.html
http://www.poisonpie.com/publishing/text/aliteratureofnonidiomaticimprovisation.html
http://www.poisonpie.com/publishing/text/aliteratureofnonidiomaticimprovisation.html
http://www.poisonpie.com/publishing/pdf/nonidiomaticimprovisation_short.pdf
http://www.poisonpie.com/publishing/pdf/nonidiomaticimprovisation_short.pdf
http://www.google.com/%23q=existentialism



	flyer_theimplacableabsence_v01
	IJEML_issue04_2015_0511

