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Everything Is Fiction: Essays
Vicente Garcia Groyon 

Bughaw, 2023. 364 pages.

The indefinite pronoun everything can be reassuring, as in the 
expression “Everything is fine,” or ominous, as in the commercial 

notice “Everything must go.” A book that has “everything” in its title 
claims a wide range of topics for its scope. Such is the premise—rather, 
the promise—of Vicente Garcia Groyon’s Everything Is Fiction: Essays (2023).
	 In his critique of totalization and system, Jacques Derrida pointed 
out that a “theory of everything”—which aims for complete, final, and 
universal closure—is impossible. The publication of Groyon’s Everything 
series—Everything Is Realism: Essays on Narrative Craft (2023) and Everything 
Is First Person: More Essays (2024) are the other titles—should not be treated 
as an attempt at a closure, where Groyon the essayist could finally rest 
at the end of a busy week. The series is a three-volume reader, which 
Everything Is Fiction commences much as the divine week does, with the 
words “Let there be light.” 
	 The three books taken together, according to Groyon, constitute 
a multifarious autobiography. Everything Is Fiction is, according to its 
dust jacket, “part memoir, part writer’s journal” and “practically all of 
[the essays in the book] swerve into autobiography” (2). In the Everything 
series, the title of the first book is the most intriguing. The author invites 
readers to guess what he means by it. If it is that “everything (here) is 
(about) fiction,” then he wants his readers to understand that the book is 
a compendium of “everything that concerns fiction.” However, Everything 
Is Realism, described as a “collection of essays on fiction writing and 
narratives in different forms” (xii), would serve that purpose. They are 
left with another thought: that the author, himself a fictionist, could be 
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telling us that “all things are fictional,” presumably including nonfiction, 
i.e., the essay. And so Groyon explains that “the distinction between 
fiction and nonfiction has always seemed slippery and artificial to [him]” 
(12). He further claims that:

	 The essays themselves were written over a span of twenty-five 
years and were for various occasions. How did Groyon organize them 
without a pre-conceived unifying theme? The book is divided into three 
sections, despite which there is an air of randomness to the collection. 
	 The first section “Choosing the Lonely Art” could be a nod on 
the famed Ernest Hemingway quote, “Writing, at its best, is a lonely 
life,” and not about its seventh essay, “The Loneliness of the Longhand 
Writer.” The section consists of eight essays, which were written for online 
magazines, conference lectures, and academic requirements. Collected 
here are essays that explores authorial standpoint in writing. Groyon 
explains that “the first three essays in this section are interlocked.” The 
second essay, “A Coming to Writing,” bears the subheading “Why I Write.” 
Nine pages down, we get the answer: “I had to”—which is not inherently 
existential or metaphysical, but primarily modal and pragmatic.

I feel my essays, with their insistent narrative impulse, are 
not so much essays as they are proto-fictions teetering on 
the brink of full story-hood. They are meant to be perceived 
as adhering to facts and shared reality, but are betrayed by 
the nature of their form. In the end, calling them essays is a 
concession to the demands of convention.

Because I prefer to tell stories, all of these essays were 
occasioned by some necessity: none of them are “pure” essays 
with “pure” essayistic impulses. Because I prefer to tell stories, 
all of these essays are stories, and I would happily label them 
all fictions, if not for the needs of the market. (3)
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	 “Read the Classics, Boy,” the title of the second section, is a quote 
from a Jesuit who obliged Groyon to read the right classics using the 
right methods and theories. (The book itself is dedicated “to all the old 
Jesuits.”) This is an anecdote he recounts in the first essay in the section, 
“The Don’s Divinest Sense.” The author recounts:

I became aware of the little games of one-upmanship that 
could ensue when two or more academics were gathered, the 
offhand “You haven’t read _________?” delivered with equal 
parts pity, condescension, and contempt. (8)

The section compiled six essays which are mostly reviews of literary 
masterpieces. They were public lectures, graduate school papers, and 
commissioned assignments. 
	 Only foreign literary works are discussed here; his takes on 
Philippine literature are collected in Everything Is Realism. But that does 
not mean that he discusses the classics outside the Philippine context. 
In “The Don’s Divinest Sense,” he relates Don Quijote (or at least its 
American musical adaptation) with Benigno “Ninoy” Aquino Jr. whose 
favorite song was “The Impossible Dream,” created for the 1965 Broadway 
musical Man of La Mancha. Groyon explained:

The song’s metaphors were superimposed over the struggle 
to topple the Marcos regime, with Ninoy cast as the “one man 
scorned and covered with scars.” Because of his murder, his 
impossible dream suddenly became everyone else’s. Less than 
a year later, it appeared that the Impossible Dream had been 
attained, and the nation was covered in glory for a while. (118)

Groyon confesses, however, that he was less interested in political 
discourse than in the craft of writing. “The Crisis of the Filipino Writer,” 
may have fleshed out the discourse that writers bear witness in honesty 
and truth, but it is “still set in a romantic register . . . circling back to the 
idealized artist’s identity as a refuge from the political” (6-7).
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	 The last section, “United States and Other Fictions,” contains three 
essays on his residency in the United States through the International 
Writers Program (IWP) of the University of Iowa. Groyon explains that 
he came away from the trip seduced. This is evident especially in the 
third essay, “Theme Parks and Cemeteries: On the Fall and Recovery 
of American Cities,” which Groyon was commissioned to write when 
IWP invited him “to return two years later for a two-week study tour of 
the US with other international writers and a documentarian” (15). The 
essay is a travelogue which documented his research and reflections 
on the cities that the participants of the study tour had visited in 2011. 
Groyon confessed that his work was less combative and confrontational, 
compared to those written by his companions. While there was no mention 
of what his fellows had written, he explained in his Introduction that 
the tour happened weeks before the assassination of Osama bin Laden 
and that “Obama’s luster had begun to dull” (17). Readers may trace back 
Groyon’s opinion on the former US President. The death of the founding 
leader of the militant group Al-Qaeda happened on May 2, 2011, and 
Obama had come to an agreement with the House Republicans and 
Senate Democrats on April 8 of the same year for a week-long stopgap 
spending bill to prevent a government shutdown, resulting from a failure 
to pass the 2011 federal budget. In the essay, Groyon admitted “to being 
desensitized to many kinds of suffering, perhaps because [he] need[s] to 
function in an environment where it is a round-the-clock, in-your-face 
reality” (341).
	 Like any traditional essay, the compositions in Everything Is 
Fiction are nonfictional. Be that as it may, and despite the fact that 
they include verifiable, evidence-based information, Groyon “would 
happily label them all fictions” (3) since he explained that in writing his 
expository essays, he always goes back to telling stories and talking about 
his personal experiences. Instead of seeing that quality as a deficiency 
in essay writing, one submits that developing solid narrative structures 
help writers connect with readers on a more affective level. In that sense, 
everything in this book is fiction.
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