the great believers

The Great Believers is a poignant novel by Rebecca Makkai that delves into
the intertwining lives of individuals grappling with the AIDS crisis in the
1980s and its lasting impact on the present. Through its multi-layered
narrative, the book explores themes of loss, resilience, and the enduring
power of love and friendship. In this article, we will dive into the key
elements of the novel, its characters, themes, and the significance of its
historical context.

Overview of the Novel

Published in 2018, "The Great Believers" received widespread critical acclaim
and was a finalist for the National Book Award. The story oscillates between
two timelines: one set in Chicago during the height of the AIDS epidemic in
the 1980s and the other in contemporary Paris. This dual narrative structure
allows Makkai to paint a comprehensive picture of how the AIDS crisis
affected a generation and how its echoes resonate in the lives of those left
behind.

Plot Summary

The narrative primarily follows Yale Tishman, a gay man working as an art
curator in Chicago. As the crisis unfolds, he witnesses the death of many of
his friends and lovers, while he himself grapples with his own fears and the
societal stigma surrounding the disease. The other timeline features Fiona,
the sister of one of Yale’s deceased friends, who is searching for her
estranged daughter in Paris decades later.

Makkai interweaves these stories masterfully, showing how the trauma of the
past continues to haunt the present.

Key Characters

The characters in "The Great Believers" are richly developed, each embodying
different aspects of the human experience during a tumultuous time. Here are
some of the key players:

1. Yale Tishman: The protagonist of the 1980s storyline, Yale is a
passionate, creative individual whose life and relationships are deeply
impacted by the AIDS epidemic.

2. Fiona: Yale'’'s friend and sister of his deceased partner, she represents
the fallout of the crisis and the search for connection in a post-

traumatic world.

3. Charlie: Yale’s boyfriend, whose struggle with AIDS serves as a catalyst
for Yale's emotional journey throughout the narrative.

4. Rachel: A close friend of Yale, she embodies the spirit of those who



fought for their friends and loved ones during the crisis.

5. Owen: A younger character who finds himself in the midst of the same
struggles, representing the ongoing consequences of the epidemic.

Thematic Exploration

"The Great Believers" is rich with thematic elements that resonate deeply
with readers. The major themes include:

1. The Impact of Loss

Loss 1s a central theme, as characters navigate the deaths of friends and
partners. Makkai captures the emotional turmoil associated with grief,
showcasing how it can both shatter and strengthen the human spirit. The
weight of loss is felt not only in personal relationships but also in the
cultural fabric of the LGBTQ+ community.

2. Resilience and Survival

Despite the overwhelming despair, the characters exhibit remarkable
resilience. They find ways to support each other, whether through love,
friendship, or activism. Makkai highlights the importance of community in the
face of adversity, illustrating how bonds can be a source of strength.

3. The Intersection of Art and Life

Art plays a crucial role in the narrative, serving as a means of expression
and a way to memorialize those who have died. Yale's work as an art curator
allows him to create a space for remembrance and reflection. Makkai suggests
that art can transcend the pain of loss, offering solace and a sense of
continuity.

4. The Stigma of AIDS

The novel explores the stigma surrounding AIDS during the 1980s. Makkai
addresses how societal attitudes can exacerbate the suffering of those
affected by the disease. Through the characters' experiences, the author
sheds light on the discrimination and fear that were prevalent at the time,
drawing parallels to contemporary issues related to health and identity.

Historical Context

Understanding the historical context of the AIDS epidemic is crucial to fully



appreciating "The Great Believers." The novel is set against a backdrop of
significant cultural and social upheaval. Here are some key points:

e The Emergence of AIDS: The disease first emerged in the early 1980s and
quickly became a public health crisis, particularly affecting the gay
community.

e Government Response: Initially, the government’s response was slow and
inadequate, leading to widespread frustration and activism within the
LGBTQ+ community.

e Activism: Groups like ACT UP (AIDS Coalition to Unleash Power) played a
vital role in advocating for research, treatment, and awareness, which
is reflected in the characters' actions in the novel.

e Cultural Shifts: The epidemic prompted significant changes in societal
attitudes toward sexuality, health, and activism, which continue to
influence discussions today.

Critical Reception

"The Great Believers" has been lauded by critics and readers alike for its
heartfelt storytelling and rich character development. It has won various
awards and has been included in numerous "best of" lists for 2018. Critics
have praised Makkai’s ability to weave together personal and historical
narratives, creating a tapestry that is both intimate and expansive.

Conclusion

In "The Great Believers," Rebecca Makkai has crafted a powerful narrative
that not only illuminates the struggles of a generation affected by the AIDS
crisis but also offers a timeless exploration of love, loss, and resilience.
The novel serves as a reminder of the importance of community and the
enduring spirit of those who have fought for their rights and the rights of
others. As readers engage with Yale and Fiona's stories, they are invited to
reflect on the repercussions of history on the present and the ways in which
we can honor those who came before us.

Through its exploration of complex themes, rich characters, and historical
context, "The Great Believers" remains a significant literary work that
resonates with both the LGBTQ+ community and broader audiences, offering
insight into the human condition in the face of adversity.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is 'The Great Believers' about?

'The Great Believers' is a novel by Rebecca Makkai that explores the lives of
individuals affected by the AIDS crisis in 1980s Chicago, interweaving themes



of love, loss, and the impact of community.

Who is the main character in 'The Great Believers'?

The main character is Yale Tishman, a curator in Chicago who navigates his
personal and professional life amidst the devastation of the AIDS epidemic.

What themes are prevalent in 'The Great Believers'?

Key themes include the fragility of 1life, the importance of friendship and
community, the impact of grief, and the fight for LGBTQ+ rights during the
AIDS crisis.

How does the novel portray the impact of the AIDS
crisis on the LGBTQ+ community?

'The Great Believers' vividly portrays the AIDS crisis by showcasing the
emotional and social turmoil faced by the LGBTQO+ community, highlighting both
the losses and the resilience of those affected.

What narrative techniques does Rebecca Makkai use in
'The Great Believers'?

Makkai employs a dual timeline narrative, alternating between the 1980s and
the present day, allowing readers to see the long-term effects of the AIDS
crisis on individuals and communities.

Has 'The Great Believers' received any awards or
nominations?

'The Great Believers' has received critical acclaim, including being a
finalist for the National Book Award and winning the Chicago Book Award.

What is the significance of art and culture in 'The
Great Believers'?

Art and culture play a significant role in the novel, serving as a means of
expression, a way to remember those lost, and a form of resistance against
the stigma surrounding AIDS.

How does 'The Great Believers' address the theme of
memory?

'The Great Believers' addresses memory through the characters' reflections on
their past experiences, the relationships they formed, and the impact of
loss, emphasizing how memory shapes identity and community.
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