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California is a dystopian novel about a cou-
ple living amid the ruins of California after 
a vague environmental collapse leads to the 
seeming end of the national government. 

Principal characters:
frida elliS, former baker who lives in the 

apocalyptic ruins of the California wil-
derness and wants to find a community 
in which she can raise her child

calvin friedman, her husband, a survivalist 
who travels with her to find a community to join outside of Los Angeles after she 
becomes pregnant with his child

aniKa, member of the settlement who becomes her friend and knows about the se-
crets in the settlement’s past

micah, her brother, whose mysterious past provides a new understanding of the com-
munities that she and Cal encounter in California

Most reviews of Edan Lepucki’s debut novel, California, noted that the novel would 
not have been likely to receive national attention if not for Stephen Colbert, host of 
the popular satirical news program The Colbert Report. Colbert mentioned California 
at the crux of a segment criticizing web retailer Amazon regarding a dispute between 
Amazon and the publishing house Hachette over e-book prices. In his criticism of 
Amazon, Colbert asked his viewers to purchase copies of California (published by 
a Hachette subsidiary) from Amazon rival Powell’s Books. Though the two compa-
nies eventually reached an agreement, the Colbert “bump” hurt Amazon’s sales and 
transformed what would likely have been a somewhat humble debut into a national 
bestseller. Some of the reviewers writing about California noted that Colbert’s recom-
mendation was a mixed blessing: while Lepucki enjoyed massive sales, her book was 
also subject to criticism far beyond the level that it may otherwise have merited. 

Lepucki’s California is set in the eponymous state, in the near future after an un-
specified series of catastrophes has led to the collapse or at least withdrawal of govern-
ment. Essentially, California is a dystopian story, and so reviewers analyzed the book 
in comparison to the history of the genre, in which authors generally use an imag-
ined future to explore the eventual outcome of the current progression of sociological, 
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technological, or environmental patterns. Books like Cormack McCarthy’s The Road 
and George Orwell’s Nineteen Eighty-Four are often cited as among the best examples 
of this genre from a literary standpoint. Dystopian future societies have also become a 
popular setting for young adult fiction, including the internationally popular Divergent 
and Hunger Games franchises, and some literary critics have become increasingly 
dismissive of dystopian fiction as a genre that appeals primarily to young or unsophis-
ticated readers. There are many different types of dystopian fiction, with some authors 
using extreme future environments to make points about the nature of humanity or 
human societies, while others use dystopia as a way to explore issues like the poten-
tial consequences of war, environmental exploitation, or technological dependence. 
Lepucki’s dystopia in California is not complex, and the author does not explore the 
scientific, sociological, or environmental issues that might have contributed to her 
imagined future. Lepucki only hints at these issues, while the story focuses squarely 
on human relationships and provides an interesting commentary on the balance be-
tween freedom and security. 

In Lepucki’s future, American society has devolved. The wealthy elite live in pro-
tected areas called “Communities,” a familiar dystopian theme that serves to accentu-
ate deepening class divisions in Western society. Lepucki alludes to environmental ca-
tastrophe through descriptions of storms and dramatic weather patterns, but these are 
not specifically explored in terms of how they represent or contribute to the broken-
down state of society. Humans in the future California live in wasteland cities where 
homeless people abound, or they live in one of the protected Communities, or they 
live in the wilderness, organizing themselves into commune-like societies amid the 
forests and fields. Readers hoping to understand Lepucki’s future will find themselves 
frustrated, as the dystopia the author foresees is clearly a very recent phenomenon 
and yet has evolved considerably given the breath of time that has passed from the 
present to the imagined future. Lepucki’s main characters, a twenty-something mar-
ried couple named Frida Ellis and Calvin Friedman, both had jobs during this social 
collapse. Frida remembers purchasing supplies from the stores going out of business 
as society was seemingly falling apart around them. In these memories of the bygone 
era, Frida notes that she purchased things with gold, a nod to the popular conspiratorial 
predictions that foresee the collapse of representational money and the need to switch 
to currency with “real” value. 

Frida is the primary narrator of the story. She is a young woman, and is still cling-
ing to physical objects that represent the safety and security she felt in her life before 
the collapse. Not only is she clinging to them, but she keeps a set of objects symboliz-
ing that old life, artifacts of the precollapse society. Now, she and her husband Cal live 
in the wilderness outside of Los Angeles, where Cal, thanks to his survivalist skills, 
plants crops and snares animals for food. This fare is supplemented by visits from trad-
ers, who barter with the wilderness people. Frida trades her last cashmere sweater to 
one of the traders, who has a cart pulled by a mule, another animal that has seemingly 
survived the environmental catastrophe that ended society. 

Frida and Cal spend much of their time having sex. In the first chapter, Frida 
notes that sex has “replaced the Internet, reading, going out to dinner, shopping,” and 
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editorializes this by saying that “the universe 
had righted itself, maybe.” The couple’s rec-
reational sex eventually leads to Frida be-
coming pregnant. This is something that she 
wants, to give their lives more meaning and 
significance, but it deepens her desire to re-
turn to living in a community, with friends, 
neighbors, and conveniences. Frida is not cut 
out for the wild life, though Cal is far happier 
that they are living on their own. Out of love 
for Frida, Cal agrees to leave their modest 
home and traverse the wilds in search of a community. This journey covers the middle 
portion of the book. Along the way, Lepucki deepens Frida and Cal’s characters by 
revealing memories and secrets that both are holding back from one another. In addi-
tion, the story of Frida’s brother Micah, whose fate is initially mysterious, becomes a 
major plot device. The character is first introduced through Cal’s memories of him, a 
rebellious student who made Cal feel culturally impoverished when they first met. The 
collapse pushed Micah toward more and more violent expressions of revolutionary 
ideology, but his ultimate fate is left unexplained until toward the end of the novel.

As the story develops, Frida and Cal encounter some of the archetypal groups that 
inhabit the apocalyptic wastelands. There is, for instance, a mysterious and purportedly 
dangerous group known as the Spikes, who erect large and wasteful metal monuments 
as a warning to intruders to their territory. Eventually, they come to a place known as 
the Land, which is an emerging community in which the residents have created the 
semblance of a social, cooperative society. However, there are secrets within the Land 
as well, including a mysterious relationship with a revolutionary organization known 
as “the Group,” the revelation of which brings the story of Frida’s brother Micah to 
conclusion. In the Land, there are no children, despite the fact that pregnancies have 
occurred, and Cal and Frida must therefore struggle with whether or not to reveal her 
pregnancy, which could possibly affect whether or not the couple is allowed to remain 
in the community, a decision arrived at by a vote among the community members.

Lepucki’s California is a divided narrative, the most gripping part of which is the 
author’s examination of the marriage between Frida and Cal, a discussion that con-
tains interesting reflections on the nature of honesty and sacrifice in relationships. 
This theme is juxtaposed with the broader social drama of Lepucki’s apocalyptic vi-
sion, and can therefore be compared to the author’s examination of broader societal 
issues. For instance, through her characters’ experiences, Lepucki explores the themes 
of safety and security, reflecting on how much a normal person would be willing to 
sacrifice for the ability to return to the comforts of affluence. In the end, Cal and Frida 
wind up living in The Pines, a strange Orwellian community that has the outward veil 
of 1950s social structure, but hides deep secrets. 

Critics saw flaws in Lepucki’s California, though most were eager to forgive these 
shortcomings as a mark of the author’s inexperience. The fact that California was 
unexpectedly thrust onto the best-seller list, and therefore received far more attention 
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from critics that the book would otherwise have earned, was acknowledged by many 
reviewers in their assessment of the book’s plot and Lepucki’s writing style. In the 
New York Times, novelist Jeff VanderMeer, who has written several superior works 
of dystopian fiction, referred to the book’s adventure theme as “awkward and poorly 
written” and questioned the motivations and internal consistency of Cal and Frida’s 
characters. Critic Amity Gaige, writing in the Guardian, felt the book was a mix of 
good and bad with “evocative scene and sentences,” contrasting with “moments of 
retrospection or unhurried conversation that seem unlikely or disappointingly timed.” 
Despite most critics finding faults, Lepucki’s debut was also described as “powerful” 
and “promising.” Ultimately, the dystopia in Lepucki’s California does not seem par-
ticularly plausible or prescient, but the author’s skill is in her earnest attempt to define 
a relationship within this bizarre cultural landscape. The best parts of the novel urge 
readers to care for the relationships within the story, even if they are unmoved by the 
collapsing society that exists around them. 

Micah L. Issitt
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